
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          In Pursuit of Country Writing

        

        
        
          Monography, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Roger Wood

        

        
          Published by Roger Wood, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      IN PURSUIT OF COUNTRY WRITING

    

    
      First edition. February 26, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Roger Wood.

    

    
    
      Written by Roger Wood.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Roger Wood

	    

      
	    
          
	      Carnacki Continuum

          
        
          
	          Carnacki: The Saiitii Manifestation

          
        
          
	          Carnacki: The Relict

          
        
          
	          The Fourth Sigil

          
        
          
	          Chiasm

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Metamorphic Tales

          
        
          
	          There are no Wolves in Lancashire

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Monography

          
        
          
	          Mentoring Edward Thomas

          
        
          
	          Measuring the Infinite

          
        
          
	          In Pursuit of Country Writing

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Twisted Tales

          
        
          
	          Patasola

          
        
          
	          Razorback

          
        
          
	          The Anatomy Inspector

          
        
          
	          Scaife & Scaife

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Roger Wood’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


“There has arisen during the last half-century a certain class of literature, of which the chief exponents have been aptly designated ‘poet-naturalists’.”  

Henry S Salt, Richard Jefferies: A Study (1894)

“In his work to get his living Thomas continued, with certain changes, some of Jefferies’ modes of observation (though in a less conspicuously working country).  He understood the mode of Cobbett, though he connected more directly with the world of Stevenson and Borrow that goes back, in its simplest forms, to Gilpin.”

Raymond Williams, The Country and the City (1973)
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“We have reached, perhaps, the edge of a great mystery, and we are querulous and chattering as swallows before dawn.”  So wrote Edward Thomas, the prolific prose-poet of all matters country, in the middle years of the first decade of the twentieth century.  The mystery he refers to?  Somewhat anticlimactically, it turns out to be the fact that, apparently, “No class of books is now exempt from announcements of our affection for the country.”1

Thomas was almost certainly right.  The late Victorians and Edwardians and even the Georgians yet to come were obsessed with the countryside.  More to the point, they had a boundless appetite for reading about it, to the extent that most periodicals featured a nature column and collections of them were reviewed in the leading critical reviews.  Thomas himself had been writing nature journalism for the Globe, the Speaker and the New Age since he was sixteen and his first collection, The Woodland Life, had been published by Blackwood’s when he was only nineteen.

Why such interest?  It seems obvious: by 1900, for the first time in human history more of the population of industrialised Britain lived in urban than in rural settings.  The public had literally lost its roots.  And the severance had happened recently, within living memory.  People who were middle-aged and older in 1900 were of the transplanted generation.  Thomas himself was only twenty-two when the century turned, a Londoner born, but his paternal grandparents were from rural Wales.

J B Priestley, in his English Journey (1934), cites the example of his native Bradford.  “In 1801 it had a population of about 13,000.  In 1901 its population had risen to nearly 280,000.”  And all, he says, the product “of nineteenth-century Industrialism.”2

Thomas’s contemporary Arthur Bradley, writing in 1913, narrowed down the dating of the social upheaval.  


Only a small minority of people now living are old enough to appreciate the prodigious economic contrast between the rural England of today and that of the early seventies.  In this trade-ridden country only a minority again of this proportion are in a position to grasp the full sense of the cleavage that separates those times from these in everything associated with the landed interest.  An entire generation has now grown so accustomed to regard the squire, the parson, and the large farmer as objects to be condoled with on the one hand, and on the other to be cursed and taxed out of existence according to political faith, that the blessed calm and proud serenity of former days seems now like a dream.3



In shorter and perhaps blunter terms, having formerly fed the nation, the farmed countryside was now something of a luxury.  Food was cheaper to buy abroad and ship and entrain around the nation.  Townspeople only became interested in nature when they no longer lived in daily contact with it.  The same trains which supplied their needs also offered easy, affordable access to the countryside.  Very little of England could be described as wild country – the southwestern and northern moorland, perhaps, and the Lakes – but there was always Wales and the Scottish Highlands for the truly intrepid.  Wild or tame, the countryside was unfamiliar territory for the town tourists.  They needed guidance.  They sought explication.

Thomas identifies two classes of nature writing, excluding the scientific.  The first is the product of amateur naturalists and sportsmen, “who may write very well, but pretend chiefly to share their knowledge, and incidentally their love of the country, with their readers.”4  The other class consists of “books by literary men and women, who may know much of natural history, but aim chiefly at expressing their own emotions in the presence of wild life.”5   Thomas began as a schoolboy naturalist and became an esteemed literary man.  The boundaries between his two classes were always permeable. 

With the best of the literary nature books, Thomas says, “the modern attitude reaches its best expression.  They have a sound knowledge of the facts of Nature, coupled, as it has hardly been at any other time, with a deep and sometimes passionate and mournful love of all that takes place in the open air and in the human mind under its influence. [...] Thus, at their best, these books add considerably to pure knowledge, and (by the sense of the poetry of life) appeal to anyone with an intellectual and spiritual life, whether naturalist or not; and they give an interesting view of the mind of our age, and continue the revelation which Jefferies began in The Story of My Heart.”6

To Jefferies we shall return.  First we should consider Thomas’s assertion as a whole.  He states that, at the time of writing, nature writing in English in Britain had attained a level of popularity, a standard of quality, and a degree of penetration into the consciousness of the reading public that had never previously been achieved.  That penetration included plain knowledge but also learning (in the sense of knowledge contemplated) and spirituality.  Thomas’s tone makes it clear that this is a new or at least recent phenomenon, something different.  A series of questions therefore arises: when did the Victorian-Edwardian interest in nature begin, why, and in what sense was it different?  Once underway, what were the key stages in the evolution of the genre?
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Edward Thomas published In Pursuit of Spring, the narrative of his bicycle journey from London to the Quantock Hills, in April 1914, a year after the excursion itself.  He was thirty-six years old and had published twenty-six books – twenty-five of non-fiction prose and one novel – not counting innumerable contributions to other people’s books and hundreds of reviews and articles.  Although Thomas is today known primarily as a poet, in April 1914, approaching middle age, he had not written a single poem.  He was, however, a leading critic of poetry and a successful writer on nature and country matters.  In Pursuit of Spring would be among his last contributions to nature prose.  There would be other prose works but from December 1914 when he wrote his first poem, poetry would be his primary literary output, ending with his death at the Battle of Arras on Easter Monday, April 9 1917.

Clearly 1914 was the year everything changed for Thomas. That August, when war came, Thomas was at Dymock in Gloucestershire with a group of poets whose work he had praised and encouraged but whom he did know well enough to consider friends.  Rupert Brooke was by far the best known of the poets visiting Dymock that summer but it was the presence of the American poet Robert Frost that attracted Thomas.  It was Frost who finally persuaded Thomas to try his hand at poetry; however, it was the death of Brooke on St George’s Day 1915, on his way to the bloodbath at Gallipoli, that compelled him to enlist.  Paradoxically, the meagre pay of a soldier was sufficient to free Thomas of the need to write for money, enabling the torrent of verse that poured from him over his remaining eighteen months.

The premise of In Pursuit is essentially that Thomas cannot wait for Spring to arrive in London, therefore he will ride west to meet it: “the Quantocks were to be my goal.  I had a wish of a mildly imperative nature that Spring would be arriving among the Quantocks at the same time as myself.”7   To achieve this he would set out on March 21.  “Whatever happened, I was to start on Good Friday.”8   Why Good Friday?  A deadline, perhaps, or a need to be in a certain spot to greet the season.  Or perhaps it was a literary reference: Dante, after all, traversed the Inferno over the Easter weekend.  Did Thomas know his Dante?  He certainly knew Ezra Pound and Pound was in London propounding the marvels of medieval poetry.

Thomas was a Londoner, staying with his parents in Wandsworth.  It is a trope of nature writing that the opposite of rural peace – the daily urban grind from which the author seeks to escape – should be clearly established.  Thomas does this to a dystopian degree.  “In the streets, for the present, the roar continued of the inhuman masses of humanity, amidst which a child’s crying for a toy was an impertinence, a terrible petty interruption of the violent moving swoon.  Between the millions and the one no agreement was visible.”9

London had not always been inimical to Thomas.  As a boy he had explored nature in the parks and on the heaths and commons.  This is the landscape he wrote about in his first ‘adult’ published journalism.a  The second half of his first book, The Woodland Life, published by Blackwood’s in 1897 when Thomas was just nineteen, is a nature diary kept from April 1895 to March 1896.  This is from the entry for March 21: 
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