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This book is dedicated to my two co-founders of the Rupert Brooke Society and the Rupert Brooke Museum, Robin Callan and Dr Peter Miller. Great men, possessing inventive minds, sharp wit, an in-depth knowledge of literature, and the gift of brilliant conversation – they left an enormous legacy. I am proud to have enjoyed their company and benefited from their friendship.
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Preface





THE HUMAN RACE chooses its own icons. Which members will be put on a pedestal is decided by popular opinion alone. The status cannot be bought, nor decided upon by governing bodies.


James Dean made a handful of films, where others have made dozens, yet he remains the cult figure of films. Marilyn Monroe could never be considered a great actress, yet her name is still on everyone’s lips many years after her death. Many artists from the rock and roll era are no longer with us, but as an influential icon, John Lennon still stands head and shoulders above the others. Oscar Wilde wrote only a few plays, one novel and some poetry, before being carted unceremoniously off to jail, and yet people still argue over a century later as to the colour of the grapes that Lord Alfred Douglas insisted Oscar buy him.


So what are the ingredients? A tragic death – a young death, vulnerability, rebelliousness, an enigmatic persona, an unfulfilled life, an undefinable charisma, and identification with a large enough group of people who regard their icon as a touchstone. Invariably and somewhat implausibly, the powerful feeling for these people fails to diminish with time, each generation keeping the flame alive and maintaining the spirit of the person they cherish.


Rupert Brooke had only one small book of poems published in his lifetime, and yet his image and everything he was meant to have stood for is as alive in the late 1990s as it was in the Edwardian and Georgian periods. In spite of suffering periods of bubble-bursting iconoclasm, the ‘Young Apollo’ of the First World War will not lie down.


Many poets have lived a full, rich, long life, with their output spanning forty, fifty, sixty years or more, yet Brooke’s name shines more brightly and his image looms larger than most.


Following his death in 1915 at the age of twenty-seven on the way to Gallipoli, his Commander-in-Chief, General Sir Ian Hamilton, reflected on why Brooke seemed special:




Is it because he was a hero? – There were thousands.


Is it because he looked a hero? – There were a few.


Is it because he had genius? – There were others.


But Rupert Brooke held all three gifts of the gods in his hand…





So who was Rupert Brooke, and why does his likeness and poetry still affect millions a hundred years after his death? This was the quest I set myself when I decided that I would track down and experience at first hand the places that influenced this extraordinary young man to write his poetry and letters, and the areas that he loved. My travels took me to the banks of the Teign, Eden, Beaulieu, Ouse and Granta rivers, to Dartmoor, the depths of the New Forest, the very tip of the Lizard, and the hills of Surrey. My wanderings also took in the picturesque villages of Penshurst, East Knoyle, Market Lavington and Bucklers Hard, and the seaside towns of Eastbourne, Hastings, Bournemouth, Sidmouth and Clevedon. I journeyed south to Rye on the East Sussex coast, north to Moffat in Scotland, east to Cley-next-to-the-Sea and west to Cornwall and the Welsh coast. The dozens of other places visited included Rugby, Brooke’s birthplace and home, and Cambridge, where he attended King’s College.


Everywhere, I met with interest, information and a fascination for a man that all but three had never met, and those only as young children. Many people were eager to know more about his life, and were surprised at his links with certain areas of the country.


Living in a media-conscious age, we have become used to people claiming relationships with the rich and famous who are no longer with us, although the phenomenon is clearly not new. I talked to many women who knew someone who had been engaged to, or had a serious affair with Brooke. When both parties are dead, it’s foolish to speculate, so I’ve let them lie, until any details arise which might in future substantiate the claims.


For several days in the summer of 1994 I stayed in Brooke’s old room at the Orchard, Grantchester and, without wishing to appear mawkish, or appeal to the cloyingly sentimental, one feels that the spirit of Brooke and his friends might just be here. ‘Here’, being the small corner of England that encompasses the Orchard, the Old Vicarage and the stretch of the Granta that runs past them.


In writing this book, I was fortunate enough to become acquainted with three people who had met Rupert Brooke, albeit they were very young at the time. Winifred Kinsman was Brooke’s cousin, who recalled him chasing her around the garden as a little girl. Winifred was a delightful lady who told me many tales and opened the Rupert Brooke Museum at Grantchester for us in 1999. Peter Ward was the son of Brooke’s great friend Dudley Ward and was also an excellent host. It was Peter who brought down old boxes from the attic in which I found the trail of letters that led to the discovery that Brooke had fathered a child. Peter also gave me artefacts for the Brooke Museum. Patricia Aldington, the sister of Richard Aldington, met Brooke briefly as a young child when he visited the family at the Mermaid in Rye. In April 2015, the British Plaque Trust will be erecting a Blue Plaque on Orchard House, Grantchester, where Brooke lived, loved, wrote and entertained his friends.



















Chapter 1


Laughter and the Love of Friends





RUPERT BROOKE’S PARENTS, William Parker Brooke and Ruth Mary Brooke (née Cotterill), first came to Rugby School in January 1880, two weeks after their wedding, when his father took up the post of tutor for the School House. Their home was 5 Hillmorton Road – a two-storeyed red-brick villa with twin gables and bay windows, where Mrs Brooke gave birth to their first son Richard, the year after they took up residence. Their second child, a girl, died in infancy, and Mrs Brooke gave birth to Rupert on 3 August 1887; his second Christian name, Chawner, was taken from a seventeenth-century parliamentarian ancestor. A third son, Alfred, was born in 1891. The following year a vacancy occurred at the school for housemaster of School Field. Parker Brooke secured the position and with it a substantial new home – a large and late Victorian house that adjoined the school.


Rugby School was founded in the mid-sixteenth century by Lawrence Sheriffe, a member of the Livery of the Grocers’ Company, who had been born early in the reign of Henry VIII. During a serious illness, Sheriffe made a will that included provision for a scheme to found a school at Rugby, beginning with a schoolhouse. Subsequently he added a codicil that was to make the fortune of Rugby School. A previous legacy of £100 was revoked and in its stead the school was bequeathed one-third of a 24-acre field then ‘near London’, now the Lamb’s Conduit Street and Great Ormond Street area of the capital. The parcel of land yielded £8 a year in 1597 and £5,700 a year by 1900.


Rupert was tutored at home by a governess, Miss Tottenham, until the summer of 1897, when he began school at nearby Hillbrow as a day boy. There he befriended James Strachey, whose elder brother Lytton was to become an eminent writer and member of the Bloomsbury Group, and cousin of Duncan Grant, who was to become a well-known painter.


The school was only a hundred yards or so along the road from Rupert’s home at School Field. His elder brother, Richard, saw him across what was then Watergate Road (now Barby Road), a main thoroughfare into Rugby from Coventry, among other places. From the top of the hill, the school looked out towards the village of Barby.


Hillbrow was built by William Butterfield, the Gothic Revival architect, in the 1860s as a private residence, before becoming a prep school. Later, during the 1930s, it was bought by Rugby School, and a sizeable portion of it was demolished, leaving the end of the house nearest the road as a separate building. A purpose-built boarding house was completed by 1941, next to the remaining portion of the original house, and the whole was named Kilbracken after Lord Kilbracken, the chairman of the governors (who had been Prime Minister William Gladstone’s private secretary). The boarding house that already bore his name, previously sited at 1 Hillmorton Road, moved lock, stock and barrel to the new position.


In 1893, the Brookes went to St Ives in Cornwall for their summer holidays, where they met up with the English critic Sir Leslie Stephen and his family, who had taken Talland House, high above the bay, every year since 1882. The younger children, including Richard, Rupert and the two Stephen girls – who would one day find fame and be better known by their married names, Virginia Woolf and Vanessa Bell – played cricket together on a small pitch in the grounds of the house. The ball would invariably be covered with a layer of luminous paint, in order for play to continue as dusk fell. Virginia was a formidable bowler – better, apparently, than most boys of her age. In 1891, at the age of nine, Virginia had started her own domestic periodical, Hyde Park Gate News, at the family’s London home, as a vehicle for her early writings. It may well have inspired Rupert, five years her junior, to start his own newspaper at Rugby School some while later. In 1894, the Stephens decided to quit Talland House following the building of a new hotel in its gardens, which obstructed the sea view. There were no more visits to Talland House for Rupert, and his family spent the following year’s holiday at Brighton, where he bumped into his friend from prep school, James Strachey, and met his older brother Lytton for the first time.


That Christmas, Hillbrow staged a show comprising nine items. These included The Peace Egg; A Christmas Mumming Play, in which Rupert’s schoolfriend W. H. G. Saunt, who would go on to Rugby with him, played the Fool; a scene from Shakespeare’s Richard III; ‘The Tyger’, by William Blake; H. W. Longfellow’s ‘Hiawatha’s Chickens’; and Act IV, Scene i from Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, in which Brooke played Portia, and another friend, Owen O’Malley, played Shylock. O’Malley’s nickname was ‘Bug’, while Brooke was called ‘Oyster’, because of his reticence in allowing his fellows to have access to his thoughts and dreams. A letter from ‘Ye Oyster’ to ‘Ye Bug’ in the early summer of 1901 is the earliest existing piece of correspondence from Brooke. In it he bemoans the fact that he has played only ‘four games of cricket this century’.


In December 1900 Brooke won the first form prize, for which his reward was a copy of naturalist Charles Waterton’s Wanderings in South America, which had been published three years earlier. The headmistress at Hillbrow in Brooke’s day was Mrs Eden, who James Strachey remembered as ‘an embittered martinet who intimidated her husband and the form assistant masters quite as much as the boys’. Her husband, the easy-going Tommy, was clearly more popular with the boys, although he was moved to comment on Rupert’s attempt at Greek: ‘He is inclined to throw caution to the wind.’ James Strachey also recalled being sent back to the changing-room with Rupert to comb their hair properly, and being told, ‘You look like a couple of girls!’


In September 1901, Michaelmas Term, Rupert was transferred to his father’s house at Rugby School, School Field. The houses were known by the name of the housemaster – Collins’s, Stallard’s, Mitchell’s, Brooke’s, etc., with the exception of School House and Town House. Now Brooke showed his prowess for sport, which had begun to display itself during his time at Hillbrow. School records show him taking five wickets for Brooke’s against School House on 6 and 7 June 1904, hitting a 3 not out and 18 with the bat; and later that month scoring 13 against Stallard’s. Leading lights for Brooke’s at cricket were J. E. Gordon and Perth-born twins David and William Burt-Marshall, both of whom would be wounded during the First World War, William dying of his wounds while in enemy hands. In The Meteor, the school magazine since 1867, an article called ‘Characters of the XI 1906’ described Rupert as: ‘A slow bowler who at times kept a good length and puzzled the batsmen. A safe catch.’


The panoramic view from the drawing-room at School Field took in most of New Bigside, a splendid cricket pitch, which was, and still is, a cricket lover’s dream setting. Cricketing heroes of the day were W. G. Grace, who was still playing first-class cricket, C. B. Fry, the great sporting all-rounder and former captain of the Rugby School Cricket XI, and Pelham ‘Plum’ Warner, of Middlesex and England. Doubtless rugby’s cricketing schoolboys were delighted in the recent elevation of their county team, Warwickshire, to first-class status.


Rupert also played for the house XV at Rugby football, the game invented at Rugby School in 1823. Prior to that, soccer players were allowed to catch the ball and drop-kick it, but not to run with it in their hands. M. H. Bloxham, who entered the school in 1813, noted that during the second half of a match being played on Bigside in 1823, pupil William Webb Ellis ‘for the first time disregarded this rule, and on catching the ball, instead of retiring backwards [to take his kick] rushed forwards with the ball in his hands, towards the opposite goal’. This move was adopted as part of the game between 1830 and 1840, legalised at Rugby School in the 1841–42 season, and eventually became adopted everywhere when the rules to Rugby football were drawn up in 1846. For many years after this a ball that was on the ground had to be played with the feet, and it was still admissible to pick up the ball only when it was bouncing. The origins of Rugby football are undoubtedly much earlier than 1823, a variation of it having been played as ‘Harpastum’ by the Romans during their occupation of Britain. Various match reports refer to Rupert’s ability: ‘before half-time both Brooke and Fargus crossed the line’; ‘from an opening by the halves Brooke scored far out’. Again the Burt-Marshall twins and J. E. Gordon were key players.


As well as being skilled at cricket and rugby, Rupert was also a competent athlete, excelling in the steeplechase, for which he won a silver cup. But he was never very robust, the slightest ailment laying him low; he often had to miss sporting fixtures and events through illness. He was so bad over Christmas 1904 that the family doctor recommended removing him to a warmer country for a period of recuperation. He was sent to stay with Dr and Mrs Gibbons, who were friends of the Brookes, at the Villa Molfino, Rapallo, near Genoa, close to the Ligunian Sea and 100 miles east along the coast from Monaco. Accompanied by his younger brother Alfred, he spent two months in the sunshine, building up his strength, and writing poems intended for the school magazine, The Phoenix, a literary supplement to The Meteor, which Rupert and another boy had been given permission to found and edit.






The Path of Dreams




Go, heart, and pluck beside the Path of Dreams,


Where moans the wind along the shadowy streams,


Sad Garlands wreathed of the red mournful Roses


And Lilies o’ moonbeams.







Strange blossoms faint upon that odorous air,


Vision, and wistful Memory; and there


Love twofold with the purple bloom of Triumph


And the wan leaf of Despair.







Go, heart; go quickly; pluck and weave thereof


Dim garlands, scattering pallid dew above,


And far across the sighing tides of darkness


Lay them beside my Love. 





The Return




Long had I dwelt in dreams and loneliness


Until thy sad voice sighed through the dusk to me


Hinting of joy, of better things to be,


Laughter and light beyond my dim distress.


Then I arose. Amid the fevered press


Of hot-eyed men, across the desolate sea,


Hoping a dreamer’s hope I sought for thee.


Wisdom at last I found, and weariness.







Now, I was foolish, weak; I shall return


Back to the Night and Silence that I love,


Back to my dreams. It may be even yet


The old fires on the old grey altars burn,


The old gods throng their shadowy haunted grove,


Where I can sleep, and rest me, and – forget.











He also wrote a third entitled ‘Afterwards’.






Afterwards




O brother, dost thou know what this thing means, to dread


The cold inevitable dawn, the sickly light,


The hours’ slow passage marked by tolling bells, that smite


Madness and swift blind pangs within the aching head?







Knowst thou this too, brother, when the day is fled


How to the sleepless eyes the strange fears of the Night


Come mocking, and the bitter thoughts of old delight


 Mix with the unforgiving faces of the Dead?







Ah, if thou know’st this sorrow, thou art even as I;


As one who has long outlived his jot, and would forget;


Who nurses in his festered soul a slave’s dull hate


For this interminable Hell of Life; and yet


Shrinketh from ending it, in fear of what may wait


Behind the pitiless Silence of Eternity.











Rupert had also been planning to work on ‘The Bastille’, the title that had been laid down for the 1905 school poetry prize, but in a letter to author St John Lucas, a homosexual aesthete some nine years his senior, who had become his literary mentor during 1904, confessed that he was ill-prepared: ‘I might find something out about the Bastille: for I have come away without looking it up; and my knowledge of it is a little vague at present. I have only a suspicion that it was a prison, and fell in the French Revolution.’ He also admitted to Lucas his ignorance of Italian history and art.


At his mentor’s request, he sent him some more poems, two of which he’d written at the Villa Molfino. He would often write with the purpose of trying to impress him with his literary style.






In January




What shall I tell thee of?


Of the new sad memories one name can move?


Of the Heaven that Love brings? or of the Hell


That followeth such Love?


Of these shall I tell? 







I have not forgotten yet


The mist that shrouded all things, cold and wet;


The dripping bough; the sad smell of the rotten


Leaves. How should I forget?


– Has thou forgotten?







Dost thou remember now


How our eyes met; and all things changed; and how


A glorious light thrilled all that dim December;


And a bird sang on the bough?


Dost thou remember?











The second comprised five verses that as yet had no title.






(Nameless at present)




Lo! in the end the pure clean-hearted innocent throng


Will climb the spacious star-lit road and enter Heaven;


And I shall watch far off and desolate there, among


Those that have dared the sins that cannot be forgiven.







With bitter hearts and silent lips we shall line the way,


Foul with the mire we chose and hopeless to forget,


Envying them who never learnt to hate the Day,


Nor knew the strange wrong loves we knew, nor found regret.







Yet shall I stand, defiant, glorying in my sin,


Though conquered, still unconquerable; only this,


What if my sullen gaze should see one entering in,


– One with the sorrowful lips I once had died to kiss 







One with the fluttering eyelids and grey wistful eyes


The long chin dying in the neck’s pale loveliness,


The low voice heavy with a thousand nameless sighs,


And delicate pleading mouth that droops in weariness?







Ah! My strong pride, as once my heart, will break and die


Hungrily I shall watch till that sad face be gone


Then turn me, knowing at last my black foul misery,


And face the dreary night, remembering, alone.











During his stay in Italy, Brooke journeyed to Pisa and Florence, where he stayed with two of his cousins, Margaret and Reeve, enjoying both the noisy spectacle of a street carnival and the awe-inspiring magnificence of the galleries. He read Oscar Wilde’s De Profundis, which Lucas had sent him, as requested; and he corresponded with, among others, his schoolfriend Geoffrey Keynes, to whom in a letter from the Villa dated 12 March 1905, he talked of the next school term:




[W]e shall pull the world to pieces again. You may think me impatient. But you see that is a thing one can only do while one is young, I take it. I have made an epigram on it. Before the age of twenty-five you pull the World to pieces: after twenty-five the World pulls you to pieces. And we are getting on for eighteen, you know!





Alfred left Rapallo first in order to get back to Rugby in time to start school, Rupert following in mid-March.


In March, before a planned holiday with his mother at Hastings, he went to stay with his two aunts in Bournemouth. Less than a century before, the area had been nothing but a desolate and remote stretch of heathland, with not one house, other than a few fishing huts standing within 3 miles of what was to become the centre of the town – in the words of Thomas Hardy, ‘not a sod having been turned there since the time of the Caesars’. Rupert Brooke’s grandfather, the Reverend Richard England Brooke, Rector of Bath, retired to Bournemouth in 1895, by which time there were some 60,000 inhabitants – an unrivalled growth rate for a British seaside resort. He took a house called Grantchester Dene at 41 Littledown Road, where he lived with his two unmarried daughters, Harriet Elizabeth (Lizzie) and Frances May (Fanny), until his death on 27 March 1900, after which the two sisters kept the house on. Rupert had first come to stay regularly at Grantchester Dene as a boy during the 1890s. It was here in 1896 that Rupert first discovered the poems of Robert Browning, which were to kindle his interest in the crafting of words.


From Grantchester Dene he wrote to Geoffrey Keynes, mockingly chastising him for some near-the-knuckle schoolboy remark that Keynes had written on the envelope of a letter to Rupert:




For other matters – I only admire your device for proving so unconventional, but really you know! This is to say I am staying with two faded but religious aunts. They happened to be in when the post came and one of them, chancing on your letter, received quite a severe shock … it’s not as if she were young either … you really must be careful! … I haven’t as you may surmise much to do here. However, it is I think, less like hell than Italy is. Hell is a place where there are no English books!





He moved on to Southsea, some 40 or so miles east, where he wrote to local Rugby dramatist and contributor to Punch, Arthur Eckersley, ‘The sun is about to undergo a partial eclipse on Wednesday, which appeals to my symbolic soul so much that I am thinking of writing a sonnet about it!’ He continued, ‘Fired by your example, I have begun a school novel,’ of which the letter includes a sample. Never completed, in fact barely started, it concluded: ‘Silence is older and more terrible than speech. Man speaks. God is silent. Sooner or later we shall all yield to silence…’


From Southsea Rupert joined his mother at the Palace Hotel in Hastings. The advent of the railways had afforded thousands of people the opportunity to get away from the industrial atmosphere of the towns and cities, and Hastings was an increasingly popular seaside resort. Some came to take the air, others came to live, resulting in its population rising from 3,175 in 1801 to almost 70,000 at the time of the Brookes’ stay more than 100 years later. The Palace Hotel was an imposing building just east of the pier, which had been constructed in two stages during the 1880s and 1890s, the façade displaying all the wrought-iron intricacy and architectural opulence of the late Victorian period. Rupert had sent his mother a note prior to his arrival, describing his hirsute appearance: ‘I haven’t had my hair cut since the end of February, and it’s simply grand now!’ The assumed impending maternal wrath caused him to add, ‘But I shall have it cut today. I daren’t face you as I am.’ During his stay at the Palace he read works by the English writer Walter Pater who published Marius the Epicurean in 1885 and Imaginary Portrait in 1887. Rupert also attempted to work on his projected poem, ‘The Bastille’. He recounted his lack of motivation in a letter to St John Lucas: ‘so far without producing a line. It is a most distressing task to have to write about a subject which neither interests nor inspires you. It lies heavily upon one like a nightmare.’


From the Palace Hotel Brooke also wrote to Geoffrey Keynes on 14 April, complaining in mock horror and drama:




The only tolerable things in Hastings are dinners at this Hotel. They are noble. I had some soup tonight that was tremulous with the tenseness of suppressed passion, and the entrees were odorous with the pale mystery of starlight … I write after dinner, by the way. The real reason of this absurd epistle is this – I wish to warn you. Be prepared. It is this … I am writing a Book. There will only be one copy. It will be inscribed in crimson ink on green paper. It will consist of thirteen small poems; each as beautiful, as perfect, as meaningless as a rose petal, or a dew drop. (These are not written however.) When the book is prepared I shall read it once a day for seven days. Then I shall burn the book: and die.





On 15 April Rupert returned to Rugby to the upper bench of the sixth form. He was still slaving away on ‘The Bastille’, and continuing to complain to Lucas about his lack of inspiration. He sent him twelve lines of other spontaneous verse: ‘I have evolved twelve lines, which I enclose; but they are, I know, of a sort it is merely ridiculous for me to write.’








Only the slow rain falling


Sobs through the silence of this bitter place.


(And in my heart returns one pale lost face


And the old voice calling, calling…)







Only the grey dawn breaking


Makes visible the long despair of rain.


(And from weariness of sleep I turn again


To the weariness of waking…)







Only the dark wave crying


Mocks ever the loneliness of hearts that yearn.


(Till from the weariness of Life at last I turn


To the wariness of dying…)











His entry for the previous year’s poetry prize, ‘The Pyramids’, had received a special runner-up award; now in 1905, not withstanding his tardiness in completing ‘The Bastille’, he took the first prize, winning poetry books by Christina Rossetti and Browning. Mrs Brooke had both poems privately bound at Overs, a leading Rugby printer, little realising that later in the century these early verses of her schoolboy son would be so sought after that they would eventually fetch many thousands of pounds a copy.


Rupert’s world was mainly confined to Rugby and almost entirely male-dominated. The exception, apart from his mother and the two aunts, was his cousin, Erica Cotterill, who lived with her parents, her mother’s brother Clement and Maud his wife, at Coombe Field, Harrison Road, in Godalming, Surrey. Uncle Clem was a teacher, writer and socialist campaigner. Rupert and Erica corresponded regularly on a range of topics that invariably included their views on books and plays. He had written to her from Rugby School in May 1904, affecting a self-effacing and world-weary attitude to his prize-winning poem ‘The Pyramids’: ‘It’s no use asking me about that poem, I have nothing to do with it … As a matter of fact I’ve disowned it long ago. It was a failure – nay more, it was a tragedy.’ He also told her that he felt George Bernard Shaw’s Candida to be the greatest play in the world. Brooke would soon share Shaw’s political convictions and be heavily influenced by a book left by his bedside at Coombe Field.


In addition to Keynes, another school contemporary with whom he was to remain friends throughout his life was Hugh Russell-Smith. Writing later about their schooldays in an obituary for Brooke for the school magazine The Meteor, in 1915, he said:




Rupert had an extraordinary vitality at school and afterwards, and it was a vitality that showed itself in a glorious enthusiasm and an almost boisterous sense of fun — qualities that are only loo rare in combination … I see Rupert singing at the very top of his voice, with a glorious disregard for tune, the evening hymn we used to have so often at Bigside Prayers … I see him tearing across the grass so as not to be late for Chapel. I generally think of him with a book.





Geoffrey Keynes observed,




Rupert, though a few months younger than I, was much wiser and more clever and he soon became the friend to whom I turned with complete confidence and admiration. I was at first unaware of the physical beauty for which he afterwards became so famous. He seemed somewhat overgrown, with cropped hair and rather bowed legs, which earned him the nickname ‘Bowles’ among his friends.





Speaking of himself, Brooke and Russell-Smith, Keynes also reflected,




We made up a cheerful trio, Brooke providing most of the entertainment with a flow of hilarious nonsense. Thus we climbed up the school in parallel until we found ourselves working in the same form, known as the Twenty, under a great classical scholar, Robert Whitelaw [Brooke’s godfather]. Brooke was at the top of the form and I was stationed firmly at the bottom.





Hugh Russell-Smith spent his summers at Watersgreen House, Watersgreen, Brockenhurst, in the New Forest, Hampshire, with his parents, younger brother Denham and sister Elsie, and Brooke was a frequent visitor. He wrote to Hugh in September 1905, ‘I may see the fair Geoffrey before he has the happiness to be with you all at B’hurst … I shall probably disguise myself as Pimpo and visit you at B’hurst again…’ It was to prove one of the many parts of England with which he would fall in love and become a regular visitor. William Gilpin, in his book Remarks on Forest Scenery, wrote in 1791 that, ‘Brockenhurst is a pleasant forest-village, lying in a bottom, adorned with lawns, groves and rivulets, and surrounded on the higher ground by vast woods. From the churchyard an expanded view opens over the whole.’ It was little changed by Edwardian times.


At the beginning of the Michaelmas term, Rupert wrote from ‘an abyss of loneliness and dreariness’ to Lucas, complaining of an ‘excess of Classics’ and of being ‘rather weary of football and work’. He enclosed a new poem, ‘Vanitas’, and posted him another a little later: ‘I send you a sonnet I have just made; which seems to me to have some nice lines but to be quite incomplete as a whole.’






The Dawn




When on my night of life the Dawn shall break,


Scatt’ring the mists of dreams, the old sad gloom,


Before the terrible sunrise of the Tomb;


Shall I forget the dull memorial ache?


Shall not my tired heart, as a child, awake,


Filling the morn with music? nor retain


Aught of the sad notes of my former strain


But through that splendid day spring rise, and make


Beauty more beautiful, the dawn more fair?


 Only – I fear me that I may not find


That brave smile that once lit my sunless air,


That bright swift eyes with purety there-behind,


Nor see the pale cloud of her tossing hair


Laugh and leap out along the desolate wind!











In between school, work and poetry, he borrowed an edition of Sir Thomas Malory’s Morte D’Arthur with Aubrey Beardsley illustrations from the school’s Temple reading room, edited a Liberal election paper, ‘The Rugby Elector’, and played numerous football matches. On the back flyleaf on his copy of the Carmina of Horace, which he was translating, he scribbled a few lines on Rugby football.








Our captain’s a Scotsman, what more need we say,


And the foe sometimes collar him once, but no more;


If you wish the best forward in Rugby to pace


He is fat and short-sighted and honest of face.


Neither Watson nor Beck could stand up before Peter,


Then our Kaffir no half could be pluckier or neater.











Brooke also jotted down an alternative phrase to ‘what more need we say’: ‘loves a good fray’.


As no Scotsman captained the School XV at this time, it seems likely that in this poem Brooke was referring to the School Field XV, whose captain was the Scottish half-back William Burt-Marshall. The Watson and Beck mentioned were Charles Challinor Watson, who went on to captain the School XV, and Charles Arthur Beck, a South African, from the Cape of Good Hope, both from other houses. Although there was no mention of him by name in the poem, Brooke played alongside Ronald William Poulton, who went on to play rugby for England from 1909 to 1914. The school rugby report recorded that the 11st 2lbs centre three-quarter R. C. Brooke ‘tackles too high’.


His looks were beginning to create a stir:




A purple and terrific scandal has arisen around me … it began by Dean catching me one day and informing me that ‘a gentleman’ in another house had been trying to buy a photo of me … I secretly made enquiries and found it was one I knew of old – one with the form of a Greek God, the face of Hyacinthus, the mouth of Antinous, eyes like a sunset, a smile like dawn … it appears that the madman worships me at a pale distance…





Towards the end of March, Rupert, Hugh Russell-Smith and another schoolfriend developed an eye condition called opthalmia, which put paid to reading and writing for a couple of weeks. To save the strain on their eyes, they were read to, being treated to a new book by Hilaire Belloc. Geoffrey Keynes remembers it as being Hills and the Sea; as that particular book was not published until October of that year it is more likely that the book was Esto Perpetua. Brooke was disappointed in it – ‘it is not Belloc. I still miss that grave and fantastic irresponsibility; it is a clever book which might have been written by any of several men; I wanted one that only one could have written.’ Rupert’s eyes had still not healed enough for him to accompany his cousin Erica to see the play Hippolytus, so he resorted to developing the flirtation with his admirer at Rugby. ‘How much I am in earnest – or how much he is – I can’t really say. But it is spring.’ The relationship appeared to be carried out solely by letter.




I usually address him as Hyacinth, Apollo or Antinous, and end with a quotation from Swinburne or Catullus. I bring in odorous and jewelled phrases ‘The Greek gods lived that you might be likened to them: the world was created that you might be made of gold and ivory’ … it is all rather sweet and rather unusual; and he really looks very nice.





Notwithstanding this schoolboy nonsense, Brooke also had a very masculine side, throwing himself enthusiastically into the discipline of the school cadet corps, where he rose swiftly to colour sergeant before being promoted to second lieutenant.


During the April school break, the Brookes repaired to Venice for a short holiday, following which Rupert went to spend a few days with his older brother Richard, who was now working for a firm in Southsea, Hampshire.


On May 1906 Rupert wrote from School Field to Geoffrey Keynes, who had left Rugby the previous year:




The Summer Term has dawned. It is my last and I weep. The same fantastic things happen, there is that strange throng of young beings, unconscious of all their youth and wonder. Another spring dies odorously in summer … but I am quite happy. To be here is wonderful and suffices. I live in a mist of golden dreams. Afterwards life will come, cold and terrible. At present I am a child.





His overwhelming sadness at the realisation that these were his final days as a pupil al School Field came pouring out in words, powerfully demonstrating his feelings in the closing lines of a letter to Keynes dated 22 June: ‘That gay witch, the summer, who charmed me three weeks ago! I have looked into her face and seen behind the rouge and the smile, the old, mocking visage of a harlot.’


During the height of his final golden summer at School Field Rupert was moved to write a poem that was eventually published as ‘English Minnesong’ in the Westminster Gazette on 16 February 1907 and later as ‘The Beginning’ in Poems 1911.






The Beginning




Some day I shall rise and leave my friends


And seek you again through the world’s far ends,


You whom I found so fair,


(Touch of your hands and smell of your hair!),


My only God in the days that were.


My eager feet will find you again,


Though the ugly years and the mark of pain


Have changed you wholly; for I shall know


(How could I forget having loved you so?),


In the sad half-light of evening,


The face that was all my sunrising.


So then at the ends of the earth I’ll stand


And hold you fiercely by either hand,


And seeing your age and ashen hair


I’ll curse the thing that once you were,


Because it is changed and pale and old


(Lips that were scarlet, hair that was gold!),


And I loved you before you were old and wise,


When the flame of youth was strong in your eyes,


– And my heart is sick with memories.











Rupert was never again to find the security afforded him by Rugby School, except perhaps many years later as an officer in the Royal Naval Battalion, when once again he belonged to a unit of young men with whom he had a unique bond and sense of purpose. Brooke was moulded by the school made great by its former headmaster Thomas Arnold. Thomas Hughes, the author of Tom Brown’s Schooldays, who had been a pupil there some years before Brooke, noted: ‘The mark by which you may know them is, their genial and hearty freshness and youthfulness of character.’ So enamoured was Hughes of Arnold’s ‘New Jerusalem’ that in 1880 he founded the township of Rugby in Morgan County, Tennessee.


Two months before he was to go up to King’s College, Cambridge, Rupert was drawn back to the Russell-Smith household in the New Forest. His obvious enjoyment of staying at Watersgreen House was displayed in a thank-you letter to Mrs Russell-Smith in August 1906:




Dear Mrs Russell-Smith


 


I can truthfully say that I never enjoyed a visit more in my life (with the possible exception of one to my aunt when I was nine, and discovered there for the first time Browning’s poems). I never was in a home where everyone was so affectionate to one another and the world at large. It made me very envious. I now understand the secret of Hugh and Denham’s unfailing cheerfulness during the term – a constant enigma. I was vastly sorry to go; I should like to have stayed five months. As it was, I was almost sociable for ten days – a rare thing for me. Many thanks for tolerating me so long. I shall soon write to one of the boys. I loved it all – even the excessive physical exercise in a way – and especially one of the hammocks – the one further from the house. Please give my love to it – a delightful hammock!





In October, with his new life at Cambridge about to begin, Rupert was again at Bournemouth, from where he wrote to Geoffrey Keynes, ‘I have been in this quiet place of invalids and gentlemanly sunsets for about a hundred years, ever since yesterday week.’ St John Lucas was also treated to vivid descriptions from Brooke’s over-imaginative scribblings during the same visit:




Your eyeless letter found me in this strange place, which is full of moaning pines and impressionist but quite gentlemanly sunsets. With other decrepit and grey-haired invalids I drift wanly along the cliffs … Meanwhile I linger here and read Sordello and Baudelaire alternately and the weather is very fine … I am very busy with an enormous romance of which I have written five chapters. It is really a mediaeval paraphrase of the Marble Sphinx.





It is clear that Brooke was apprehensive about leaving Rugby for Cambridge, covering his fears with an assumed equanimity: ‘I have seen everything there is to see and my eyes are tired.’



















Chapter 2


King’s Herald





BEFORE OCTOBER 1906 was out, Brooke was living away from home for the first time as an undergraduate of King’s College, at Cambridge University. The King’s College of St Nicholas in Cambridge was established by Henry VI in 1440, the monarch giving thanks ‘to the honour of Almighty God, in whose hand are the hearts of Kings; of the most blessed and immaculate Virgin Mary Mother of Christ, and also of the glorious Confessor and Bishop Nicholas, Patron of my intended college, on whose festival we first saw the light’. In imitation of William Wykeham (founder of Winchester College and New College, Oxford), the King immediately closely connected his college with the King’s College of Blessed Mary of Eton beside Windsor. The King’s Chapel is a breathtakingly unique piece of architecture, surrounded by later work from eminent architects such as William Wilkins, Sir Gilbert Scott and Sir George Boldy. Until 1857, just half a century too early for Rupert, King’s College students had the right to claim degrees without examination. He became one of some fifty freshmen to join the 100 or so established King’s men, and was allotted Room 14 (actually two rooms) at the top of staircase A, in Fellows’ Buildings, almost in the far corner of the front court – rooms that had been occupied by the artist Aubrey Beardsley some seventeen years before. Rupert had once written to his cousin Erica, while still at school, suggesting that she acquired and absorb ‘one third of Swinburne, all Oscar Wilde, and the drawings of Beardsley’.


Brooke had won a scholarship to King’s, where his uncle Alan Brooke was Dean of the college, as his father had done before him. As with Rupert’s schooldays under his father, no favours were asked for, nor expected, except that an arrangement was reached that he would call on his uncle for tea on Saturday afternoons. At an initial, more formal meeting with the Dean he met and became friendly with Hugh Dalton, later to become Chancellor of the Exchequer under Prime Minister Clement Attlee in the mid-1940s. Discovering that they had much in common, Brooke and Dalton, the son of a canon of Windsor, agreed to form a society where they could discuss such mutual interests as poetry, politics and any other subjects that took their fancy, deciding on the name ‘Carbonari’ (the charcoal burners) after the nineteenth-century Italian revolutionaries.


Brooke also fraternised with old Rugbeians who had gone up to Cambridge, Hugh Russell-Smith, Geoffrey Keynes and Andrew Gow, and found (as he had in St John Lucas at Rugby) another literary mentor, in the 42-year-old university librarian Charles Sayle, known as ‘Aunt Snayle’. Brooke was later to write in his diary on 22 February 1908: ‘I do not know in what language to moderate my appreciation of this great man … great in his ideals, great in his imagination, great in his charm.’


Other Cambridge men with whom Rupert became close friends were Justin Brooke, who had come up to Emmanuel in 1904 and was a leading light in the university’s dramatic circle, and Jacques Raverat, a Frenchman from Prunoy who had arrived at Cambridge from university at the Sorbonne, Paris, having previously been at Bedales School with Justin. Raverat had this to say of Rupert:




[T]he forehead was very high and very pure, the chin and lips admirably moulded; the eyes were small, grey-blue and already veiled, mysterious and secret. His hair was too long, the colour of tarnished gold and parted in the middle; it kept falling in his face and he threw it back with a movement of his head.





During his first year at King’s, Rupert took time to glance over his shoulder at the past: ‘I have been happier at Rugby than I can find words to say. As I looked back at five years I seemed to see almost every hour golden and radiant, and always increasing in beauty as I grew more conscious and I could not and cannot hope for, as even quite imagine, such happiness elsewhere.’ The man later to become another literary mentor, Edward Marsh, a high-ranking civil servant and former Cambridge graduate who was to fly the flag for Brooke’s poetry and would bring him together with many other leading poets, was to say of Brooke’s time at School Field, ‘He loved the house and garden, especially his own particular long grass-path, where he used to walk up and down reading.’ Brooke showed misgivings about leaving Rugby for King’s: ‘I shall live in Cambridge very silently, in a dark corner of a great room … I shall never speak, but I shall read all day and night – philosophy or science – nothing beautiful any more.’


Once at Cambridge, he soon began to orchestrate a suitable image. To Keynes he confided:




I shall be rather witty and rather clever and I shall spend my time pretending to admire what I think is humorous or impressive in me to admire. Even more than yourself I attempt to be ‘all things to all men’, rather cultured among the cultured, faintly athletic among athletes, a little blasphemous among blasphemers, slightly insincere to myself.





Although Rupert made no great claims to be an actor, his looks and charisma drew him to the attention of the university dramatic societies. Via Justin Brooke, and fourth-year King’s man A. E. Scholfield, Rupert landed the non-speaking role of the Herald in The Eumenides, which was being produced by the Greek play committee. It was in this production that he first made an impression on Eddie Marsh, who was in the audience. Following his triumph in The Eumenides, Brooke became a college pin-up. Winston Churchill’s cousin Sir Shane Leslie later wrote in an article for Tatler about him:




[H]e suffered unusually from love-hysteria due in turn to several maidens who could be called advanced rather than advancing … Cambridge ladies were already reasonably advanced, chiefly because of the unchivalrous rags that broke out among the undergraduates at any sign of giving them degrees after they had endured the toil of examinations! The type of ladies whom advanced on clever men were just as clever themselves, and as advanced religiously. These seemed to fall about Brooke or rather he fell about their feet.





This side of him was shielded from his mother, to whom he wrote from King’s of other matters: ‘I am going to see the South Africans, if they play, tomorrow. As it has been raining for a week they will probably have a wet ball and be handicapped considerably, but I suppose we shan’t beat them. I have an atrocious but cheap seat right behind the goal-posts.’ This was the Springboks’ first ever visit to the British Isles, rugby having been introduced there just thirty years earlier. He also informed her about his new neighbour Oscar Browning, the historian and fellow of King’s already in his seventieth year, who had rooms just opposite Rupert’s: ‘I went to lunch with the “OB” on Sunday. He was rather quaint to watch but I did not much like him. He was so very egotistical, and a little dull.’ If James Strachey had similar views, they didn’t appear to deter him from being sexually submissive to Browning, who would have sexual intercourse with him, accompanied by a string quartet of elderly ladies, secreted behind a curtain!


In January 1907, Rupert was ill in bed at Rugby with a bout of influenza which had hit the family; his mother and elder brother Richard were also down with it. He described his ailments in letters to Geoffrey Keynes and Erica Cotterill, writing to the latter enclosing a new poem that he had just written: ‘To make up for all this bosh, I shall copy out for you the wonderfullest sonnet of the century. But if you show it to respectable people they’ll kill you.’ Some four and a half years after his original handwritten verses were secretly read by Erica, they were published in Poems 1911 as ‘The Vision of Archangels’ and would sit on the bookshelves of the ‘respectable people’ he once feared might blanche at them. 






The Vision of Archangels




Slowly up silent peaks, the white edge of the world,


Trod four archangels, clear against the unheeding sky,


Bearing, with quiet even steps, and great wings furled,


A little dingy coffin; where a child must lie,


It was so tiny. (Yet you fancied, God could never


Have bidden a child turn from the spring and the sunlight,


And shut him in that lonely shell, to drop for ever


Into the emptiness and silence, into the night…)







They then from the sheer summit cast, and watch it fall,


Through unknown glooms, that frail black coffin – and therein


God’s little pitiful Body lying, worn and thin,


And curled up like some crumpled, lonely flower-petal –


Till it was no more visible; then turned again


With sorrowful quiet faces downward to the plain.











On Sunday 13 January, Richard died of pneumonia, with his father Parker Brooke by his side. The family was devastated and Rupert was feeling ‘terribly despondent and sad … there is an instinct to hide in sorrow, and at Cambridge where I know nowhere properly I can be alone’. He also felt that his father was ‘tired and broken by it’. He offered to stay at School Field for a while, but his parents felt they could cope. Rupert went back to Cambridge and very gradually life began to return to normal.


As Brooke became increasingly involved with student life, he began to contribute poems and reviews to the Cambridge Review, as well as playing Stingo in the Amateur Dramatic Club’s (ADC) production of Oliver Goldsmith’s sentimental comedy, She Stoops to Conquer. His first poem to be printed while at King’s was ‘The Call’, in February 1907. 






The Call




Out of the nothingness of sleep,


The slow dreams of Eternity,


There was a thunder on the deep:


I came, because you called me.







I broke the Night’s primeval bars,


I dared the old abysmal curse,


And flashed through ranks of frightened stars


Suddenly on the universe!







The eternal silences were broken;


Hell became Heaven as I passed –


What shall I give you as a token,


A sign that we have met, at last?







I’ll break and forge the stars anew,


Shatter the heavens with a song;


Immortal in my love for you,


Because I love you, very strong.







Your mouth shall mock the old and wise,


Your laugh shall fill the world with flame,


I’ll write upon the shrinking skies


The scarlet splendour of your name.







Till Heaven cracks, and Hell thereunder


Dies in her ultimate mad fire,


And darkness falls, with scornful thunder,


On dreams of men and men’s desire. 







Then only in the empty spaces,


Death, walking very silently,


Shall fear the glory of our faces


Through all the dark infinity.







So, clothed about with perfect love,


The eternal end shall find us one,


Alone above the Night, above


The dust of the dead gods, alone.











Having found his feet and many new friends, and established his popularity, the Brooke of 1907 was a quantum leap from the freshman of 1906 who had written to St John Lucas on his arrival, ‘this place is rather funny to watch; and a little wearying. It is full of very young people, and my blear eyes look dolefully at them from the lofty window where I sit and moan … my room is a gaunt yellow wilderness.’


On top of Rupert’s dramatic commitment and studies, he was writing poetry and reviewing it. He confessed to St John Lucas, ‘in my “literary life” I have taken the last step of infamy and become – a reviewer! I have undertaken to “do” great slabs of minor poetry for the Cambridge Review … Cambridge is terrible, slushy and full of un-Whistlerian mists.’


Rupert’s increasing enthusiasm for exploring England took him along the South Downs of Sussex through the sleepy villages of Amberley, Arundel, Duncton and Petworth and along the River Arun in a walking tour with Hugh Russell-Smith, which he picturesquely embellished in a letter to St John Lucas: ‘[W]e slew a million dragons and wandered on unknown hills. We met many knights and I made indelicate songs about them.’ This was the heart of Hilaire Belloc country: Belloc had started many of his own walking tours from his house, Kings Land at Shipley. It must have crossed Brooke’s mind to call unsolicited; even though he did not, the two were to meet within a couple of months. The marathon ramble ended at the Green Dragon, Market Lavington, over the Easter weekend of 1907, during which time Rupert was proclaiming himself, through Hugh Dalton’s influence, a committed Fabian and was allegedly trying to write Fabian hymns, although one suspects they were more fancy than fact, as Rupert had little musical talent. For one who was so taken with the image and character of Belloc – who would write many songs while walking the downs and the Arun Valley, through which Brooke had just travelled – if he were trying to compose, it would undoubtedly be in Belloc style. Possibly something in the vein of Belloc’s ‘On Sussex Hills’.






On Sussex Hills




On Sussex hills where I was bred,


When lanes in Autumn rains are red,


When Arun tumbles in his bed,


And busy great gusts go by;


When branch is bare in Burton Glen


And Bury Hill is a-whitening, then,


I drink strong ale with gentlemen…











Brooke and Belloc eventually met at King’s in the spring of 1907:




[L]ast night I went to a private small society in Pembroke where Hilaire Belloc came and read a paper and talked and drank beer – all in great measure. He was vastly entertaining. Afterwards Gow [Andrew Gow, who had been at Rugby with Rupert, and was now at Trinity] and I walked home with him about a mile. He was wonderfully drunk and talked all the way … you can tell Ma if you see her; but for God’s sake don’t say he was drunk, or she’ll never read him again.





During May, Brooke played many games for King’s Cricket XI, under the captaincy of H. F. P. Hearson, returning bowling figures of three wickets for sixteen runs against Queen’s on 16 May, one of thirteen matches played during a four-week period. The following month the King’s College magazine Basileon printed three of Brooke’s poems: ‘Dawn’, ‘The Wayfarers’ and ‘My Song’.






My Song




They are unworthy, these sad whining moods.


Shall I not make of Love some glorious thing? –


A song – and shout it through the dripping woods,


Till all the woods shall burgeon into Spring?


Because I’ve a mad longing for your eyes,


And once our eager lips met wonderfully,


Men shall find new delight in morning skies,


And all the stars will dance more merrily.


Yes, in the wonder of the last day-break,


God’s Mother, on the threshold of His house,


Shall welcome in your white and perfect soul,


Kissing your brown hair softly for my sake;


And God’s own hand will lay, as aureole,


My song, a flame of scarlet, on your brows.











At the beginning of June, while knee-deep in exams and late nights, Brooke was informed by the Chapel Clerk that he had to read in chapel every morning that week, at the un-student-like hour of 8.00 a.m. However, a respite from duties came in the shape of the summer vacation, which ran from June to October. Chapel, drama, studies and his new life were put on hold while he went to stay at Grantchester Dene in Bournemouth, with his aunts Lizzy and Fanny. The latter was at one time the honorary secretary of the Church Missionary Society for the parish, and insisted on Rupert accompanying her and her sister to the local Holy Trinity Church when he stayed with them. While at his aunts’ house, he pored over maps to find somewhere suitable to go off to with friends for a few days, and was captivated by the name of the Mupe Rocks near Lulworth Cove, Dorset. Later that month he wrote to his old schoolfriend Hugh Russell-Smith, ‘You know I always like to keep you au fait (as our Gallic neighbours would have it) with my latest literary activity. This came to me as I was sitting by the sea the other day I don’t know what it was – perhaps it was the rhythm of the waves. But I felt I must sing. So I sang:








I love a scrabbly epithet


The sort you can’t ever forget,


That blooms, a lonely violet


In the eleventh line of a sonnet.







I know one such; I’m proud to know him.


I’ll put him in my next GREAT POIM.


He plays the psack-butt very well:


And his Aunt was a Polysyllable.


The night is purple with a weariness older than the stars;


And there is a sound of eventual tears.











A week or two later Brooke dashed off a few flippant lines of verse to Andrew Gow:








Things are a brute,


And I am sad and sick;


Oh! You are a Spondee in the Fourth Foot


And I am a final cretic


(I hope the technical terms are right.)







Things are beasts:


Alas! and Alack!


If life is a succession of Choreic Anapaests,


When, O When shall we arrive at the Paroemiac?











Later in June, he described the atmosphere at Grantchester Dene to St John Lucas:




Here in the south it is hot. In the mornings I bathe, in the afternoons lie out in a hammock among the rose-beds and watch them [his aunts] playing croquet (pronounced kröky) … My evangelical aunts always talk at meals like people in Ibsen. They make vast symbolic remarks about Doors and Houses and Food. My one aim is to keep the conversations on Foreign Missions, lest I scream suddenly. At lunch no one spoke for ten minutes! Then the First Aunt said, ‘The Sea? … The Sea! …’ And an Old Lady Visitor replied, ‘Ah!’





The intriguingly named Mupe Rocks hadn’t been forgotten. It transpired that they were at Bacon Hole, a little east of Lulworth Cove. Rupert informed Hugh Russell-Smith, who was to holiday with him,




Mrs Chaffey, of the Post Office, West Lulworth, thanks me for my card and will reserve rooms ‘as agreeded’. (She thinks my name is Brooks, and therefore she is P. P. [puce Pig]. She is no Woman of Business, for she doesn’t say what is agreeded (Doric for agreeded) and I don’t know … The effort of conducting a correspondence in the Arcadian variety of the Doric dialect, with Mrs Chaffey, P. P. is exhausting.





Unbeknown to Rupert, Emily Jane Chaffey was barely able to read or write, so her communications with him about the holiday arrangements were, in the light of that knowledge, highly commendable. She had been so illiterate at the time of her wedding to Henry J. Chaffey that she had signed her marriage certificate with a cross.


Rupert and Russell-Smith were joined there by a new friend who was also studying at Cambridge, Dudley Ward. In his excitement Brooke exclaimed to a friend: ‘In a week I’m going to the most beautiful place in England, Lulworth Cove.’ Brooke, of course, wasn’t the first wordsmith to wax lyrical about the village of West Lulworth. John Leland, the earliest chronicler of Lulworth and chaplain, librarian and antiquary to Henry VIII, wrote:








I saw the shore


A little fisher town


Caulled Lilleworth


Sumtyme longgings to the Newborows


Now to Poynings


Wher a gut or crek


Out it the se into the land


And is a socour for small shippes











The area is one of natural beauty; the rocks which form the cove, Stair Hole, and the surrounding coastline are over 150 million years old, fossils having been found there that predate the evolution of reptiles and birds. To the east is the Isle of Purbeck, a spectacular ridge of chalk hills that were once continuous with the Isle of Wight, while to the west are rugged cliffs, including Durdle Door, the more inaccessible crags providing ideal nesting grounds for puffins and guillemots. Not surprisingly, the natural beauty and idyllic charm of Lulworth has attracted its fair share of artists and writers, including John O’Keefe, who stayed at the Red Lion, now Churchfield House, for six weeks in 1791, Sir John Everett Millais, who is reputed to have painted his Departure of the Romans from Britain at Oswald’s Wall, and John Keats, who is believed to have written his sonnet ‘Bright Star’ while berthed in the cove. Thomas Hardy, who lived at Bockhampton and Dorchester from 1890 to 1928, used a thinly disguised Lulworth in several of his novels; Bertrand Russell often stayed at Newlands Farm between 1916 and 1934; and actor Laurence Olivier would spend his first honeymoon there at a house called Weston. Brooke was yet to meet and fall in love with Olivier’s cousin, Noel.


On 21 July 1907 Rupert wrote to his mother from the Chaffeys’ post office at Albion Villas, West Lulworth:




Sometimes we go in a boat in the Cove, or outside, for exercise, and sometimes walk on the downs or ramble about the cliffs and rocks. This last pastime is extremely destructive to shoes. Where we are is really Lulworth Cove, West Lulworth being half a mile further up from the sea, East Lulworth 3 miles to the NE … The sea is always different colours, and sometimes there are good sunsets … The lodgings are quite nice but rather free and easy!





The lines written to his mother differ wildly from the contents of a letter the same day to Geoffrey Keynes, written with deliberate affectation:




Lulworth is a tiresomely backward and old-fashioned place. There are no promenades, nor lifts, nor piers, nor a band; only downs and rocks and green waters; and we sit and bathe and read dead and decaying languages. Very dull … on Tuesday we sat on seagirt rocks and read J. Keats. When I leapt from rock to rock J. K. fell from pocket into swirling flood beneath; and, ere aught could be done, was borne from reach on swift current. We rushed to the harbour, chartered a boat, and rowed frantically along the rocky coast in search of it. The sea was —. At length we spied it close in, by treacherous rocks – in a boat we could not get to it alive. We beached our barque (at vast risk) half a mile down the coast and leapt lightly over vast boulders to the spot … I cast off my garb, and plunged wholly naked into that ‘fury of black waters and white foam’ – Enough. J. K. was rescued, in a damaged condition.





Four years later he discovered that Lulworth was the last place in England that Keats had been to, before going to Italy. Brooke’s stay at Lulworth inspired five untitled verses, which feel as if they should be sung. Again one feels the influence of Belloc creeping in.








Verse I


Oh give our love to Lulworth Cove


And Lulworth Cliffs and sea


Oh! Lulworth Down! Oh! Lulworth Down!


(The name appeals to me)


If we were with you today in Lulworth


How happy we should be! 







Verse II


The Lulworth Downs are large and high


And honourable things


There we should lie (old Hugh and I!)


On the tombs of the old sea kings;


If you lie up there, with your face on the grass


You can hear their whisperings







Verse III


And each will sigh for the good day light


And for all his ancient bliss


Red wine, and the fight, song by night


Are the things they chiefly miss


And one, I know (for he told me so)


Is sick for a dead lad’s kiss







Verse IV


Ah! they’re fair to be back or many things


But mainly (they whisper) these;


England and April (the poor dead kings!)


And the purple touch of the trees


And the women of England, and English springs


And the scent of English seas







Verse V


But a lad like you, what has he to do


With the dead, be they living or dead


And their whims and tears for what can’t be theirs?


Live you in their silly stead


With a smile and a song for the live and strong


And a sigh for the poor old dead 







Verses VI to LX


Still simmering
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