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For Elsie and Joyce and all the dear ones.
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He who binds to himself a joy

Does the winged life destroy

He who kisses the joy as it flies

Lives in eternity’s sunrise.

William Blake, ‘Eternity’

But true Love is a durable fire

In the mind ever burning;

Never sick, never old, never dead,

From itself never turning.

Sir Walter Raleigh, ‘Walsingham’ 
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Prologue

ONE HOT AUGUST day in 1988 I took in a sweeping view on the Suffolk–Essex border and then dropped into a green tunnel – like Alice tumbling down the rabbit hole. 

A deep track fell and rose and wound towards the River Stour and first to a Tudor longhouse almost engulfed by a wildly magical garden. Within this sheltered hollow there was a murmuring of birds and a tapping of typewriter keys. The sounds were oddly in unison.

The door stood open. A robin hopped among stacked plant pots in a room which appeared to be outside the house and outside time as I had previously known it. Then, bounding down the stairs, at the age of sixty-five, came Ronald Blythe. A purposeful man of letters momentarily resembled the White Rabbit.

I was chasing a foreword for my first book, on art in East Anglia. But the pace slowed instantly, and my horizon started to broaden infinitely, as we began our introduction mid-conversation. 

My grandmother had been postmistress in Charsfield, the village near Woodbridge recast in a classic Blythe text as Akenfield. Meeting with shared centuries of Suffolk ancestry, we parted with the promise of a short essay and the launch of a 35-year friendship. 

Elsie Hearn, my grandmother, had joined the General Post Office at the onset of old-age pensions. Family legend has it that decrepit farmworkers, or more likely their widows, who received 5 shillings (25p) a week from seventy, would come for payment from winsome Elsie, and if she was off duty would wait for her return. Going without was normal for them even in the shadow of the workhouse.

With few marital options following the male slaughter of the First World War, Elsie wed a minor rogue, then lived with a second misfortune. The last photo we have of her, gaunt in a summer dress and hat as she paddles in the sea at Southwold with her infant daughter, Joyce, is dated September 1933. After that, only a postcard. An X has been inked on a window of a forbidding building, explained overleaf with the words ‘My Room’. This parody of a holiday hotel was the Ipswich tuberculosis sanatorium, where Elsie died in 1934 aged thirty-nine. An aunt rescued Joyce – my mother – from an orphanage. 
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Elsie Hearn, Charsfield, 1914.



Later I would live in the former harbour master’s cottage in Southwold and already thought Suffolk a place of bliss – but with a beauty hiding a darker history. The books of Ronald Blythe, so evocative, so far from nostalgia, seemed to have been written in my bones.

While I worked as a journalist in London, Ronnie – as he wanted everyone to call him – was midway on my weekend journey. I often stopped off and then stayed on with my partner Joachim. Bottengoms, the house bequeathed to our host by the artists John and Christine Nash, became our home from home. We joined the circle of ‘dear ones’ partly inherited from the painters. We looked after cats and plants when Ronnie stayed with friends in Wales or Scotland, or travelled on speaking engagements by complex arrangements of buses, trains and taxis. We came for twenty Christmases.

I drove Ronnie on many of the adventures which found their way into his weekly ‘Word from Wormingford’ column in the Church Times. ‘Ian says he must swim, strips and throws himself into the North Sea, which soon throws him out. Dry dogs and small children stare at him pityingly, so big, so unwise.’1 When we talked late into the night over whisky, I asked the man who had always lived alone what sort of partner he might have chosen. ‘Someone like you,’ he said. But our loving bond was wholly platonic: he was my mentor and faithful friend.

An old charmer aged into youthfulness, with his liveliest writing in his seventies and eighties. He was alert to the past while absolutely alive in the present. The future held no fear for him due to the indelible, though somehow indefinable, nature of his faith. It was rooted in the seasonal cycle of growth, death and rebirth – the East Anglian earth itself.

Joachim and I were among friends given powers of attorney when Ronnie was ninety. Gently and gradually over the next decade we applied them to keep him happily at home with support from a renewed circle of dear ones. 

As it was, to the end on 14 January 2023, two months after his hundredth birthday and publication of the bestselling selection of his essays Next to Nature: A Lifetime in the English Countryside, helpers gained more than they gave. Glad to wake each morning, and ready to die, Ronnie had the gift of appreciation and the protection of philosophy. He had attained the writer’s life he always wanted and now was savouring the company of a last cat and final friends, the current glass of sherry and the view from the window – beaming out with benevolence, curiosity, amusement and acceptance. After a wrongful diagnosis of dementia, a place of contentment akin to a state of grace.

A skin of disarming diffidence covering a core of steel, Ronnie could never ask for anything. At some point, as I worked for years and years on a life of the painter John Craxton, it was understood that I would write his biography too. He respected the genre without wishing to hurry it along in his case. I felt that the man himself, for whom writing was as natural and vital as breathing, should have the last word in his lifetime. Talking openly became the oxygen of our friendship. But, all the while, I kept notes and scoured the Blythe canon for biographical clues; he made me his literary executor so I could unlock remaining secrets and then publish freely. 

Where uncredited, Blythe words in this intimate study come from our talks. And indeed, the conversation is extended as we recount the story together. With no guilt or regret, Ronnie wanted his tale told. Everything I learned, however strange and surprising, underlined his literary achievement. His unabashed physicality was a remarkable feat given his background. Kissing the joy as it flies, as William Blake put it, he was perfectly free in body, mind and spirit.

Craxton and Blythe had been born in the autumn of 1922, and each would have five siblings. But the artist was supremely fortunate in a bohemian, cultured and well-connected London clan; the author was the outsider’s outsider – obscured in a picture of dirt-poor rural poverty: dismissed from formal education at fourteen, he taught himself by looking, listening and wondering. For this ‘chronic’ reader, a library became a university.
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Ian and Ronnie on Ronnie’s ninety-ninth birthday.



Craxton the untrammelled nomad secured a dream of Greece; Blythe travelled essentially in his imagination: two gay sensualists and uplifting creative spirits triumphed in the art of life. Seriously playful, they shared a genius for puncturing solemnity.

In a career covering seven decades – and more than forty volumes of elegant, wise and witty stories, novels, poems, essays and memoirs, as well as anthologies, literary criticism, reportage and social history – Ronald Blythe would be widely praised as a confessional writer. But there was a more profound silence in which the boy who found himself in a library always held something back. 

This book sets out to celebrate the writing and complete the portrait.

Ian Collins 

Southwold, September 2024






PART ONE

The Nightingale’s Nest

How curious is the nest. No other Bird

Uses such loose materials or weaves

Their dwellings in such spots.

John Clare, ‘The Nightingale’s Nest’
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Suffolk Stock
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RONALD BLYTHE’S FAMILY had been named through ancient origins in the sandy valley of the River Blyth – rising near Laxfield in north-east Suffolk and flowing barely a dozen miles to reach the North Sea between Southwold and Walberswick. ‘Blyth’ came from the old English word blithe, meaning gentle or pleasant and fitting Ronnie to a tee. 

His forebears were wandering shepherds – makers of the wool wealth of medieval East Anglia which built and decorated over five hundred majestic Suffolk churches. Then came centuries of decline and forced migration. Even the ‘Blythe’ surname was unfixed. Ronnie wrote of parish registers with ‘generations of Blythe-Blyth-Bly-Bligh ancestors (parsons’ spelling)’.1 Vague indifference, or ignorance, carried into recorded occupations, with many working skills dismissed in the word ‘labourer’.

The biblical language of sheep and shepherds resonated in churches where farming congregations were detained on the day of rest. ‘My Georgian ancestors in Suffolk put straw in their box pews, and fastened themselves in for long sermons. The parson in his lofty pulpit stared down. There they were, his flock. There he stood, their shepherd.’2 

David Blyth, Ronnie’s great-great-great-grandfather, baptised in 1781, came from Barking near Needham Market in central ‘High Suffolk’. He married Sarah Smith, and they had nine children during the Napoleonic Wars and the aftermath of rural recession. The slump hit poor families doubly hard, ending the home-spinning by which women augmented the pay of men and children from land work. From the 1830s there were dispersals to the factories of London and Lancashire, and to America and Australasia, as well as movement within Suffolk. Many left behind subsisted in cottages whose squalor was notorious.

David’s fourth son, Taylor Smith Blyth, was born at Combs near Stowmarket and recorded as another agricultural worker, though his name suggests a family link to the cloth trade. He migrated five miles to Creeting St Peter, where he and his wife Mary Ann had seven children destined for farm or domestic labour. Taylor weathered hard times and lived into his eighty-fourth year – a tremendous feat for a man raised in poverty and remaining there.

His third son Charles was a shepherd. He married Harriet Moore and they had eight children between 1863 and 1882. The census at the start of each decade found them in a different parish, moving to survive as bad economic conditions worsened.

For all the hardships of farmworkers, agriculture in mid-nineteenth-century Suffolk was steadily evolving. Following the Enclosure Acts, which turned areas of common land into privately owned or rented fields, the county became largely arable. Crop yields were raised by a rotational system – a year of resting the land with clean fallow or tares, then a cycle of mangold or turnips, barley, clover or pulses, and wheat. Livestock standards improved with careful breeding of chesnut Suffolk Punch heavy horses for global export and prized Red Poll cattle. The black-faced Suffolk sheep tended by Charles Blyth came from crossing Norfolk, Southdown, Hampshire and Sussex varieties until the sturdy breed was the most fertile in Britain.

Rewards for Suffolk shepherds depended on results – with a penalty for lost ewes and a premium for reared lambs exceeding the number of ewes. The men and their families had to guard against sheep being ‘casted’: left on its back, and unable to right itself, a valuable animal might die in a day. Orphaned lambs were either hand-reared or the lamb of a dead ewe was tied into the fleece of a dead lamb so the surviving mother smelled its offspring and continued feeding. 

Like gamekeepers, shepherds were set apart from other farm labourers, by skill as well as solitude, and liable to be mocked behind their backs. Keepers were licensed killers (and farmers’ spies); flock tenders were shearers, tail loppers, midwives and castraters. Shepherds cut the male lamb’s purse then bit through the spermatic cord to remove the testicles. Teeth were cleaner than knives.

But it was a meditative and mystical life for men governed by movement of the sun and sleeping under the stars. They became astronomers, naturalists and guardians of folklore. With his own family history in mind, Ronnie wrote: ‘After the pastoral people stopped wandering, their shepherds still had to lead their flocks from feeding-ground to feeding-ground on the hills, making pens, fires, and, inevitably, poems. For when you lie dreaming on your back under the stars, you think of the strangest, most beautiful things. Which is how we got the Psalms. And the names of the stars. And mystics and writers such as Thomas Traherne and Richard Rolle.’3 

Shepherds teamed with dogs or small sons; ideally one in front of the flock and one at the rear. With pieces of turnip or linseed cake in their pockets, they trained older ewes to trail them – the others following to folds, fresh pasture or market.

The lead sheep, with a bell around its neck, was the ‘bellwether’. In Far from the Madding Crowd, Ronnie’s favourite Hardy novel, which he would edit and introduce, Farmer Oak’s flock falls off the cliff having followed the leader’s bell. In a box of oddments Ronnie kept an old sheep’s bell as a talisman and warning – shaking it for ‘a sound from a lost countryside, earthly, archaic, and not unlike some old bell for the Elevation. Its tongue hung out and its sides were still par-polished by fleece. Thomas Hardy said that the note of a sheep-bell was like the ticking of a clock to country people, and reminded us that its ring changes were caused by the animal’s feeding or running. Gabriel Oak heard it like a firebell heralding total disaster. No longer his own man, he descended into a common labourer.’4 

Born into rural servitude, Ronnie’s great-grandfather Charles attended only the most rudimentary charity school in winter. Otherwise, by the age of eight, poor children like him were working on the land. On hard-pressed farms it was the natural order: ‘The 1870 Education Act astounded the farmers. Since when did boys and girls not pick up stones on their fields to mend the lanes, scare rooks, or work? Not to labour until they were 12 years old! There was rural war.’5

There was complicity in truancy among parents who depended on working children to keep them all out of the poorhouse – the workhouse where families were divided at the door as they all entered into the economy of slavery. Suspicion of schooling was the stronger since free elementary education was not standard in Suffolk until 1891. This in a county where earlier nineteenth-century children had plaited straw in workshops from the age of four.

In 1881 Charles and his family were based in Little Waldingfield, near the historic wool town of Lavenham. A decade later he was recorded as Charles Blythe, a widower living five miles southward at Great Cornard. He was still a shepherd and his nineteen-year-old daughter Martha was housekeeper and carer to four younger children. He died in 1899, four years after his long-lived father.

The 1891 census recorded that Charles’s third child, David, was living with his wife Martha near the village of Acton. He was listed as a farm labourer; she as a weaver of horsehair upholstery fabric on a home loom: they were Ronnie’s grandparents. The couple were raising the first of seven children, William, who, like many an eldest child at that time, was born before their wedding. A recent technical innovation, as well as an education act, had dispensed with the need for a small child to sit in the loom with the horse tail, serving hair to the weaver.

Native to south Suffolk and north Essex, tyes and teys began as remote pasture from which a farmhouse or stranded cottages grew. Through sheer grit and shared industry in such a rural outpost, as Ronnie recalled, David and Martha rose above their inherent status as labourers and dared to take on a tenancy at Cuckoo’s Tye – ‘a small moated farm at the end of a wide green land. The once common pasture close by was a hamlet named Newman’s Green, a place full of relations once or twice removed, so that we never did quite know the connection. It was the heyday of honorary aunts and uncles, rather as all cooks were called Mrs. Concealing bastardy became an art-form, the truth only coming out when some liaison threatened to come uncomfortably near the list of whom one may not marry which hung in the church porch. The list was so long that most rural populations would have died out had it been obeyed to the letter. However, obedience has never been East Anglia’s strong point.’6

Martha gave birth to her sixth child – Albert George, Ronnie’s father – in 1898. The first name paid respect to the late prince consort, dead for thirty-seven years. It was a formality only. The boy was always known as George. Gentle George. But, being left-handed, he had a painful schooling – with beatings until he learned to write with his right hand, though he never did it well. Left-handed children, deemed weak, dirty or cursed, also had unfortunate hands tied behind chairs to prevent temptation. George was saved from further sin by conscription into the church choir.

Glad to leave school at twelve, he hated toiling on his parents’ farm – where he had already helped for almost half of his short life. Now his father expected him to drive a flock of sheep fifteen miles to market in Bury St Edmunds with only a dog for company and comfort. Boy and mutt broke the homeward walk by bedding down in a hedge. Unable to extricate himself from such bondage, he caused a rumpus when freeing the family’s pet linnet. And he bolted an outhouse door on a fleeing fox – releasing the captive when pursuing hunters and hounds had passed on. Casual cruelties of the countryside were not for him.

George could at least enjoy ploughing contests between farm lads for fastest and straightest lines. He cared deeply for working horses – the placid heavyweights steering and powering every farm. Their wellbeing vital, they all had names. Boxer, Bowler, Blossom, Captain, Duke, Diamond, Major, Kitty, Ginger and Gypsy were Suffolk favourites. East Anglian ploughmen were called horsemen – showing the priority of teamwork and the order of importance within it. Lithe lads with pairs of heavy horses could look masterful or romantic, but by early manhood they had an uneven gait ‘as one foot will be in the rut and the other above it. They will walk like land sailors.’7 Any limp could worsen with arthritis from wet and cold conditions.

Novice horsemen learned to give simple words of command, so that a Suffolk Punch pairing harnessed to a plough was taught to turn or step forward or back. The degree of movement was signalled by a change of emphasis and inflexion. Some men sang to their horses, and in the privacy of an open field – where plough teams walked eleven miles to work an acre of soil – shy George, the choir boy, did too. 

Sadly, the struggle for betterment ran against the grain of the times, as an agricultural recession begun in the 1870s dug ever deeper. The rot had set in with harvest-destroying rain and a flood of cheap grain from the New World. Tenant farmers were driven into debt and their workers towards destitution. Lucky to get any rent at all, landowners tended to press less than tithe holders, usually clerical figures, who had claimed a tenth of agricultural produce in a parish since the Middle Ages. As more and more tenancies were given up, some landlords gave the right to farm practically for free to save buildings from collapse and land from creeping wilderness. 


[image: A photogravure of two horses pulling a plough through soil. Behind them is a farmer in a hat, facing away from camera.]
A Stiff Pull by Peter Henry Emerson, 1890.



New opportunities in a crisis were seized by doughty migrants from Scotland, who found stricken East Anglia less unyielding than Ayrshire and Fifeshire. The incomers worked even harder and for even less than the natives. The women pitched in – mucking out byres and sties with no thought to what neighbours might think. Outsiders had no social standing to worry about and were too busy to pause for Victorian propriety, save perhaps on Sundays. 

But David and Martha were as worn out as the land. Cutting their losses, they rented Vicarage Cottage in Acton. With Martha engaged as cook to the vicar, they were still better off than so many others – including, as it turned out in ever-worsening times, their children. George became a hired hand like most of the boys and men around him, with all the fear servitude entailed. Low pay for long hours could dwindle to nothing in wet weather. ‘We dreaded the rain,’ an old farmworker recalls in Ronald Blythe’s seminal book Akenfield. ‘It washed our few shillings away.’8

Although relieved to be rid of cruel schooling, George was among former pupils returning every Saturday evening – after horses were tended (unharnessed, fed, watered, groomed) and tea eaten – to hear Mr Spurgeon, the now elderly schoolmaster, read from The Times. The tutor told them of crimes, inventions and political speeches. Eventually he would quaver his way through Great War victories and casualty lists. By then George could no longer hear him for the roar of the slaughter.
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Pack Up Your Troubles
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UNTIL HE WAS sixteen, the world for George Blythe was the sum of a day’s walk – out in the morning and back in the evening, unless sleeping in a hedge. He was further fettered by farm labour. Then, swept up less by patriotic fervour than a longing to escape, he joined a singing column and marched away to war.

In August 1914 the minimum age for full army enlistment was nineteen, but blind eyes were turned in the clamour to fight for King and Country (and at 5 feet 6 inches tall, George was an inch above the British Army average). A casual attitude was also adopted in the matter of names, with the underage recruit from Acton wrongly listed in the Suffolk Regiment record as Alfred G. Blythe. He had the number 2720 until a national surge of conscripts and casualties saw a reordering to 240715. Part of what became known as the ‘Lucky Suffolks’, with no hint of irony, George was overseas for the entire conflict and lucky to return at all.

A first posting was across the Irish Sea, to the Curragh camp near Dublin and an army of requisitioned horses. George had enlisted to be shot of farm work, but this behind-the-lines tending to animals was due to his youth, and over ensuing years of warfare it probably saved him. He then served briefly on the Western Front at Ypres, which he called ‘Wipers’ – as did all the servicemen who knew it. Perhaps because he was still below the legal age for front-line service, this is omitted from official records. 

On 30 July 1915 the formerly land-locked teenager, now a captain’s groom, left Liverpool on the converted liner Aquitania, one of 978 ‘other ranks’ plus twenty-nine officers in the Suffolk Regiment’s 5th Battalion. George would remain a lowly private, keeping his head down in every sense. They were bound for the Turkish peninsula of Gallipoli, which an Allied force – British, French, New Zealander and Australian – aimed to storm en route to controlling the Dardanelles Strait and taking Constantinople. Part of a grand plan to relieve Russia and break deadlock on the Western Front, this new attack was meant to end the war quickly. But conflict only widened. Huge losses brought thoughts of abandonment even before the Suffolks joined the fray.

Zigzagging to avoid submarines, the liner rolled appallingly in the Bay of Biscay. Many on board thought they might die of seasickness before Gibraltar was passed on 4 August and Malta two days later. And then they glided in crystal Aegean waters in a travesty of a holiday cruise, luckier than the poet Rupert Brooke who had died here in April from an infected mosquito bite. A three-day respite on Lemnos was enlivened by messaging between vessels. Someone on a ship of seasoned Australian troops yelled ‘Are we downhearted?’ ‘No!’ cried the Suffolk men. ‘You bloody soon will be!’ came the reply.

Steaming into Suvla Bay on 10 August, they landed from lighters for an assault across scorching rocks. Private F. Clarke from Sudbury wrote home: ‘None of us thought we would come out of it alive. Our brigade captured about a thousand yards but with a temperature of about 110 degrees and very little water, and with shells bursting all around within inches of us, you may imagine we had a very hot time.’1 A first freezing night summed up the climatic torture to come. From 14 August a 72-hour offensive left 195 killed, wounded or missing: the dead included the commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Morriss Armes from Sudbury. He led from the front with a revolver until hit for a second and third time. 

Small advances at vast cost gave way to retrenchment or retreat. Unburied bodies fed teeming maggots. Dysentery ravaged, thirst raged. A diet of hard biscuits was broken with stale bread. By 24 September 392 of the 5th Suffolks were killed, injured, sick or missing. In tough terrain motor transport and vehicles drawn by heavy horses were replaced by mule carts and donkeys. They carried water, food, ammunition and medical supplies from coast to trench, returning with the wounded, and the dead for shorter distances. George Blythe saw to the loading and unloading, grooming and grazing if there was any greenery around.

Between the shelling and sniping, Turkish troops could be heard tunnelling to lay mines beneath them. On 24 October Suffolk casualties hit 659. Now the weather turned killingly cold. Baggage was on the beach, ready for a break on Lemnos, when a three-day blizzard brought hypothermia and frostbite. Monsoon rain turned trenches into rivers. When finally reaching Lemnos, the battalion was down to 268 still standing, with only 62 men (19 officers and 43 other ranks) in ‘Class A’ condition. With some augmenting of numbers, 818 soldiers had been killed or wounded in four months. In the Suffolk Regiment’s official history, this was the Great War at its worst. 

Ronald Blythe would long consider novelising his parents’ stories, but in the end he gave his father the opening voice in Akenfield, the saga of a Suffolk village from the 1880s to the 1960s. What passes for factual reporting with statistical underpinning is in fact a more personal and poetic account, with a deeper and more universal truth drawn from a lifetime of listening. The author took names for his witnesses from tombstones – Leonard Thompson, the old farmworker who recalls Gallipoli, is on the war memorial in Walberswick parish church. But the memories are chiefly those of George Blythe:

‘The first things we saw were big wrecked Turkish guns, and the second a big marquee. It didn’t make me think of the military but of the village fetes. Other people must have thought like this because I remember how we all rushed up to it, like boys getting into a circus, and then found it all laced up. We unlaced it and rushed in. It was full of corpses. Dead Englishmen, lines and lines of them, with their eyes wide open. We all stopped talking. I’d never seen a dead man before and here I was looking at two or three hundred of them. It was our first fear. Nobody had mentioned this. I was very shocked. I thought of Suffolk and it seemed a happy place for the first time.’2

On marching close to the front line, and meeting up with old acquaintances, he and his companions asked after friends who had arrived a month before. ‘“How is Ernie Taylor?” – “Ernie? – he’s gone.” “Have you seen Albert Paternoster?” – “Albert? – he’s gone.” We learned that if 300 had “gone” but 700 were left, then this wasn’t too bad. We then knew how unimportant our names were.’3

George would end his days in Suffolk as a gravedigger, after plenty of practice at Gallipoli. He helped clear the battlefields of corpses. Some of the dead were buried where they fell, in rocky terrain and trenches, as best as could be managed by survivors still under fire. ‘We pushed them into the sides of the trench but bits of them kept getting uncovered and sticking out, like people in a badly made bed,’ the veteran remembers in Akenfield. ‘Hands were the worst; they would escape from the sand, pointing, begging – even waving! There was one which we all shook when we passed, saying, “Good morning”, in a posh voice. Everybody did it. The bottom of the trench was springy like a mattress because of all the bodies underneath …

‘You got very frightened of the murdering and you did sometimes think, “What is all this about? What is it for?” But mostly you were thinking of how to stay alive. The more the killing, the more you thought about living. You felt brave and honoured that you should be fighting for England. You knew that all the people at home were for it. We believed we were fighting for a good cause and so, I expect, did the Turks.’4 The former choirboy, who had walked into war amid massed singing, added: ‘Our parents and all the cottage people were very religious and very patriotic. The patriotic songs and church hymns seemed equally holy. They took our breath away.’5

On 15 December, the Gallipoli misadventure finally given up, 327 Suffolk survivors plus horses, mules and donkeys sailed to Alexandria and a camp on a peaceful Mediterranean shore. George Blythe recognised a biblical landscape. Crossing the green Nile Delta by rail in February 1916, he saw buffalo turning waterwheels and wooden ploughs drawn by a comically paired camel and donkey. Camping below the pyramids, the Suffolk soldiers took trams into Cairo to visit the bazaar and zoo. For a green English country lad, barely glimpsing London, it all seemed like a mirage.

Two months later men and beasts went in cattle trucks to defend the Suez Canal. Sandstorms and sandfly fever were bitter foes, testing farm ditchers to the limit digging trenches in the Saharan sand. In February 1917 the 5th Suffolks crossed the Sinai Desert on wire netting for the invasion of Palestine. They joined the attack on Gaza, which fell, in ruins, after a third battle in November. The Suffolk men put victory down to General Edmund Allenby taking command of the Egyptian Expeditionary Force. He hailed from Felixstowe. 


[image: Eight soldiers look on as a group of packhorses are led down a steep, sandy slope. Another soldier leads the first packhorse.]
The Lucky Suffolks crossing the Sinai Desert, 1917.



Jaffa was taken later in November, and George was in the guard of honour when General Allenby entered Jerusalem on 11 December. Ronnie wrote the story his father told him: ‘He rode ahead of his troops on a white horse with flags flying and bands playing. It was to be very grand. He had helped to destroy the ancient and enormous Ottoman Empire. There were plans afoot to bring the Jews back to Palestine. The military procession marched to the gates of Jerusalem … when, quite suddenly, there was a ragged halt and confusion. Something unrehearsed. Because, as he reached the gates, General Allenby remembered something, how Christ had entered Jerusalem on a colt, not a horse, on his way to bring his kingdom into human hearts. Allenby came to a stop and dismounted, and walked into Jerusalem. The trumpets and drums were silenced, the flags lowered, as he entered the Holy City.’6 

By Christmas 1917 the battalion had marched 250 miles, joined four battles and endured strafing from snipers and planes, to end camped in the rain on basic rations bar tots of rum. But New Year’s Eve saw a move to an occupied German religious settlement, and for the first time since leaving England, George slept in a house. 

Through 1918 the Suffolks pursued Turkish forces in a sweep through Palestine and Lebanon taking in the ancient cities of Acre, Tyre and Sidon. In September they fought at the decisive Battle of Megiddo, devastating Ottoman armies. News of the final armistice, signed with Germany on 11 November, brought false hopes of being home for Christmas. And the word ‘armistice’, as Ronnie pointed out, means only a temporary truce. 

After advancing through lovely countryside to a warm welcome in Beirut, the Lucky Suffolks were shipped back to Cairo and landed in the global influenza pandemic which would kill more people than the Great War. Planned demobilisation from January 1919 was delayed by Egyptian riots. While detained in case they were needed – a call which never came – the Suffolks were put up in the finest barracks in Egypt. Lucky at last. 

It is hard to find out what happened to ordinary soldiers in the First World War and Suffolk regimental archives were further depleted by fire. To have served from start to finish without physical or mental injury is almost inconceivable. Casualty lists are woefully incomplete. Many lived, in habitual silence, not to tell the tale. 

George Blythe was a captain’s groom before tending to pack animals on a Middle Eastern marathon – and there is scant record of the horses and ponies, let alone donkeys and mules. Until now, when equine survivors which could not be sold locally were ordered to be shot. For a veteran horseman, it was the last straw.

George returned in spring 1919 to an Acton where the old order seemed unchanging though so many familiar faces had been erased. Lord Howe – nearly as remote a figure as George V – had sold his ancestral Acton Hall estate during the Gallipoli campaign, but the feudal system ground on. Soon a scroll in the parish church honoured 142 Great War veterans: 29 had died; more yet would succumb to injury. A calamitous tally for a village whose population reached a record low of 447 in the census of 1921.

Officer Siegfried Sassoon wrote his most famous poem, ‘Everyone Sang’, after Armistice Day revelry. Ronnie, seeing the first draft in a Cambridge exhibition, was moved by writing ‘tiny beyond expectation’. The enormity of the verses made more sense to him as a depiction of poor young men who, packing up their troubles from 1914, had sang their way out of terrible times – marching towards death:

Everyone suddenly burst out singing;

And I was filled with such delight

As prisoned birds must find in freedom

Winging wildly across the white

Orchards and dark-green fields; on – and on – and out of sight.

George knew the bitter irony in Suffolk clay being termed ‘loving land’. It clung to working feet like the shackles of serfdom. In May 1919 he tried to join the 18th Royal Hussars (Queen Mary’s Own) – the former captain’s groom choosing a cavalry regiment where they might be expected to take better care of the horses. But, aged only twenty-one, he was ruled unfit for further military service. He tried making cutlery in Sheffield and bricks back in Acton, before being forced to return to farm work in sad disillusionment. So George became a stockman – tending a dairy herd, with the long hours that entailed – since he no longer had the heart for horses. 
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George Blythe, among 800 veterans at a 5th Suffolks reunion dinner in Bury Corn Exchange in February 1920, was not present when the battalion was disbanded at a St Mary’s church service in December 1921. Here the regimental cenotaph records the names of 360 officers and 6,513 other ranks killed in the Great War.

George took no part in later Remembrance Day proceedings. The man who stayed stumm for most of his life never observed two-minute silences. Ronnie wrote: ‘My father, a teenager at Gallipoli, refused to attend these rites, the band playing, the mayor in his robes, the snowy war memorial in the little Suffolk town. Once central, it has long been put at the side of the road so as not to delay a flood of cars. Otherwise you would have taken your life in your hands.’7
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Tilly Elkin
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WHILE GENERATIONS OF Blythes toiled as agricultural workers, Ronnie’s maternal family were swept into the great smoking and stinking cauldron of London by the Industrial Revolution. By the end of the nineteenth century, in the world’s greatest city, their poverty was more overwhelming than if they had stayed in the sticks.

Ronnie’s mother Matilda Elizabeth Elkin – Tilly – always told her children she was born ‘above the tea gardens on The Strand’, a hint of gentility hiding the shame of destitution. Her birthplace, nearby and on another social planet, was 2 Harford Place. In a fetid close opposite Drury Lane’s Theatre Royal, the Elkin family shared a small room in one of the worst slums in London. In 1895 The Strand medical officer reported: ‘Harford Place is 18 feet wide, but is obstructed at its entrance by a house in Drury Lane and reduced to 9 feet. All the eight houses are similar, all are let in tenements, and there is no business establishment in the court. Each house has a small back yard, in which the water supply and closet are situated. The houses on the north side are somewhat better than those on the south, but both sets are in an area too overbuilt to afford sufficient air.’1

Tilly’s parents, Joseph Elkin and Emily Boggis, married in August 1892 – in the year Emily gave birth to another man’s daughter who also bore her name. By 1901 the couple had five children together; three daughters and two sons. By 1902 five-year-old Tilly was the sole survivor. Amid the dire conditions of Harford Place, none of her full siblings, Emma, Harriet, Joseph and Edward, lived beyond twenty-one months. She grew up thinking half-sister Emily Boggis, raised by other relatives, an aunt. 

When Tilly was taking her first steps the social reformer Charles Booth and a team of inspectors were walking every London street, knocking on all doors to compile Maps Descriptive of London Poverty 1898–1899. A seven-colour code ranged from black (‘Lowest class. Vicious, semi-criminal’), dark blue (‘Very poor, casual. Chronic want’) and light blue (‘Poor. 18 to 21 shillings a week for a moderate family’) to well-to-do red and golden yellow for the wealthy. The vicinity of Drury Lane – the name synonymous with vice and dereliction – was bruised black and dark blue, a cue for demolition.

Around Drury Lane, the Booth investigators listed a smithy, foundry, carpenter’s shop, stone yard, donkey stable, dairy with cattle sheds, and all manner of flailing humanity – labourers, street traders, porters, artisan makers and menders, printers, cab touts, sandwich men (walking adverts), rat-catchers, prostitutes, pimps, beggars, thieves – most of them failing to make a decent living and many seeking oblivion in alcohol before removal to the workhouse or nearby mortuary.

But from an early age Tilly went to Drury Lane to buy milk from the small grocery store of a superbly enterprising Mr Sainsbury. Amid the stewed eel and cats’ meat shops marking an impoverished neighbourhood, he was founding a supermarket empire. 

Like a lot of men in the neighbourhod, Joseph Elkin worked as a porter. Many served Clare Market, which teemed with the poor on gaslit Saturday evenings. Fish and vegetables were sold from two lines of barrows flanked by filthy butchers’ stalls where scrawny animals were butchered on the spot, the carcases set about with saws and cleavers and sold in rough hunks. Heads, feet and offal were boiled in an adjoining tripe-house. 

Clare Market was levelled in the slum clearance plan for Kingsway and the Aldwych in Tilly’s infancy. Most local porters then worked in the fruit and vegetable market halls of Covent Garden, within an Italianate arcaded square designed by Inigo Jones and owned by the Duke of Bedford. From 4 a.m. 800 licensed porters charged tuppence a turn to carry from cart to stall a load of baskets heaped one above the other on their heads. Weekly earnings could reach 2 guineas (£2.10) in summer but fall away in winter. This when Charles Booth thought a ‘moderate’ family of five needed 21 shillings – a guinea – a week to escape poverty. The Elkins were one such family usually falling short. Joseph’s address suggests he was a market porter before joining Rippingille’s Albion Lamp Company, whose High Holborn outlet, for its Birmingham-made oil lamps and stoves, offered more stable wages. Emily still had to work as a charwoman. 

To get through the year the poor of Covent Garden catered to multifarious theatre demands for artists and artisans. Each mid-winter the Theatre Royal pantomime starring Dan Leno fed a cast of children. The Elkins braved an investment in scissors, needles, thread and leather to make ballet shoes. Ronnie could proudly say, a century later, that his grandparents, whom he never met, had made shoes for Anna Pavlova. Tilly delivered them to the stage door. Once, in the supreme pleasure of her life, she watched the Russian prima ballerina dance.

Drury Lane became more drunk and disorderly when the Duke of Bedford called last orders on Covent Garden’s pubs in a vain bid to keep porters sober. A Booth inspector noted on 26 July 1898: ‘A hot, thundery day. Sleepy, weedy men in the courts & streets & stout burly women. A few drawn-faced children. Many small public houses, full today of women and children.’2 The worst fact of Tilly’s childhood was that alcoholism came into her own family, engulfing her mother and terrorising them all.

The Wren church of St Clement Danes – whose bells ring out ‘oranges and lemons’ in the nursery rhyme – shone as a lodestar. Rector Septimus Pennington and his daughter Georgina Louisa, aka Louie, were restoring the building islanded in The Strand and leading a community mission. Septimus baptised Tilly; Louie taught her in Sunday school and became her heroine. The rector’s daughter married her father’s successor and protégé, William Pennington-Bickford, and together they ran a ‘Louie Home’ on the Sussex coast as a hostel for inner-city children. It gave hundreds of youngsters like Tilly a thrilling introduction to the seaside.

Tilly attended St Clement Danes School as it shifted with slum clearance before reopening in Drury Lane premises in 1908. The Elkins now had two rooms in a new tenement at 7 Betterton Street. Tilly walked daily along Drury Lane to school or Mr Sainsbury, twice to church on Sunday and again on weekday evenings for study classes and magic-lantern slide shows with the Band of Hope, youth wing of the temperance movement. 
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She adored reading, especially the King James Bible, and wrote in a copperplate script – signing an ornate certificate at twelve in a promise to abstain from alcohol: the pledge would be absolute and lifelong. Seeing the dissolution of her mother, and suffering from its consequences, had made port another word for poison. A glass might be raised at later family weddings, but the contents remained untasted; the grimace on Tilly’s clenched lips never lifted.

Diminutive Tilly Elkin developed an hour-glass figure, the ample feminine outline admired in her youth. Fashion conscious, she was skilled in making the most of herself when cutting and sewing her own clothes. Hard work had yet to give her a forlorn look. Sewing was difficult given eyesight damaged by gazing at a solar eclipse. And her looks were marred by a nose broken in childhood. She said she fractured it ‘falling upstairs’. Perhaps she did. It was a time when children suffered terribly from accidents and violence. 

Escaping into Bible stories, Tilly walked on a regular pilgrimage to St Paul’s Cathedral – seeking out the third and largest version of William Holman Hunt’s Pre-Raphaelite picture The Light of the World, the treasure Charles Booth had gifted. Knocking on an overgrown door, bearing a dawn-bringing lantern, Jesus is portrayed as the ultimate inspector of spiritual poverty. The widely reproduced painting lit in Tilly more than a missionary zeal. Creeping weeds might have been meant to signify sin, but a stifled city child saw heavenly greenery. At a time of mass exodus from the land, she longed for the countryside.

In the 1911 census Joseph and Emily, porter and cleaner, were listed in Betterton Street with Matilda 14, Louisa 6 and Florence 5 months. Conditions, if still squeezed, and clouded by Emily’s perilous health, were improved enough for all three girls to survive childhood.

Tilly Elkin left school with a Shakespeare Prize ‘for industry and general intelligence’ before the drudgery of domestic service. A love of singing, which saw her perform with her school choir at the Royal Albert Hall, continued in church. She longed to teach, ideally as a missionary, but the next best thing was Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) training as a nursing assistant, which she duly did from the start of the First World War, in August 1914, when she was seventeen. Tilly was a nurse for her mother, who died, aged forty-nine, in 1917. 

The task of supporting the war effort became so colossal that the voluntary aspect of VAD work was superseded by relatively high wages for women with no private income. Knitting and sewing teams sang as they worked for £1 a week. Tilly made army tents – the heavy, tar-coated canvas fed into industrial sewing machines by boys too young for military service. She also met injured soldiers at London’s railway stations and escorted them to care centres.

Tilly and her friend Emily Jones were working in one of the thousands of makeshift hospitals and convalescent homes treating maimed men when Emily fell in love with Frederick Blythe from Suffolk. He was among the first British soldiers on the Western Front to suffer chlorine gassing. They wed in 1915 but she never ceased nursing him. 

Fred had a younger brother, George, who did not return from army service in the Middle East until 1919. Introduced to his sister-in-law’s friend, he proposed to Tilly on their second meeting. They were married in his home village of Acton on Lammas Day: 1 August 1920. George’s brothers William and Arthur acted as witnesses having barely met the bride.

In a foreword to the J. L. Carr novella A Month in the Country, set in this summer, Ronnie wrote: ‘It was a strange time to be young, a time full of corroded myths.’3 But Tilly was deeply in love – with the countryside. At her wedding, London friends sang the comic song ‘How Ya Gonna Keep ’Em Down on the Farm (Now That They’ve Seen Paree)?’ Addressed to returning soldiers faced with the tedium and toil of rural peace, the lyrics applied to George alone. Tilly was in a bucolic dream.
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She always remembered pink ranks of rosebay willowherb waving as the beribboned vicarage brougham bore her from the Blythe family cottage, down tree-arched avenues to the church where she would worship every Sunday. The bridegroom, a choirboy here, came only for harvest festivals: he had returned to a hard homeland too horrified for faith. The dead metal of three medals wound up usefully in their children’s toy box.






4

The Murder House
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GEORGE AND TILLY began married life in a typical thatched and pink-washed Suffolk longhouse dating from around 1600 and divided into three narrow dwellings. George walked to work at Bear’s Farm, with a large labour force scraping the landscape towards Lavenham. He also set up a sideline as a thatcher, patching the roof of his home himself.

Tilly toiled as hard as her husband: fetching water from a garden well, washing and cleaning without appliances, preparing and preserving food, cooking on a cast-iron range and feeding its fire, fixing oil-lamps, making and mending clothes, tending domestic animals, stretching the household budget as far as the last farthing, helping with the harvest for an annual cash bonus. The difference between them was that she was happy to have escaped her past while his history made for a permanent haunting.

They lived in what was known as the Murder House since a killing had taken place in a part now occupied by widowed Mrs Pleasance. In November 1846 Catherine Foster had added arsenic to suet dumplings served to her farm labourer husband, John, three weeks after their wedding. The dying man had vomited in the garden, suggesting the cholera rampant at the time until peckish chickens also died. Catherine was the last woman hanged in Suffolk and 10,000 people in party mood saw her execution in Bury St Edmunds. All this before her eighteenth birthday.

Tilly continued to work during her first pregnancy as most women did back then (farm labourers even giving birth in fields). Possibly fainting through exhaustion, she went into premature labour one night after falling down the stairs. A young husband and stockman stood in for a midwife. Their firstborn son, to be called Gordon, was delivered dead. George cut the cord, washed and wrapped the body in a sheet, and buried him secretly at the churchyard edge under cover of darkness. 
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Soon, Tilly was pregnant again. Ronald George Blythe was born in the Murder House on 6 November 1922. The birth fell on the feast day of St Leonard, patron saint of women in labour and of those in captivity and confinement. Such patronage would prove appropriate for both mother and child. White christening robes were sent from a mission school in Ceylon run by Sister Joan, Tilly’s beloved correspondent. The exquisitely embroidered fabric was then stored away like a holy relic for future offspring.

There would be six live babies within ten years, each in turn briefly immaculate in the precious christening robes. With three miscarriages and one stillbirth, Tilly was to draw the line after ten pregnancies. She concluded that the best form of birth control was to go to bed when George was sleeping. 

At eighteen months, Ronnie had a brother, Harold, and they shared a bed until leaving home. Then came Bernard, Constance (Connie), Eileen and Gerald. Baby Gerry was not expected to survive infancy due to a heart defect. Tended by Tilly with loving vigilance, he would live to seventy-five, a grandfather and an Australian. 

Compact and sturdy, Ronnie was blessed with robust health which would last a century. Especially to Harold, but to the younger siblings also, something tender and unworldly in his nature was thought to need protection. They did not see the steely quality he noted in himself. 

Almost from the start, he seemed a changeling – set apart by watchful behaviour. His first word was neither ‘Mama’ nor ‘Dada’, but ‘dark’. This reported utterance was conflated with the most vivid memory from his infancy for an early story:

‘The first word I ever spoke, they said, was “dark”. They were retiring, it seems, and were sunk into those repetitive banalities which close the day. “How dark it is,” they murmured to each other, as they strolled the long low rooms in the travelling lamplight … the sad, quiet word must have faltered about me for, to their astonishment, I echoed “dark”. 

‘Could this have been the night the huge white bird crashed down the chimney and beat against the looking-glasses in terror? It is possible.’1

An author gladly doing without many possessions during a long and enlightening lifetime never needed a torch. His eyes alert to gradations and revelations of darkness, nocturnal walks remained a passion. ‘Everything changes at night,’ he told nature writer Patrick Barkham. ‘The trees change. Even places you know backwards take on another life at night. They become mysterious. I don’t find it fearful.’2

But Tilly Blythe did. Her nerves jangled further in the Murder House; she was scared if alone with glancing and fluttering shadows. When George went to the pub, as he did from the start, she could be driven by a panic attack into waiting in the street until turning-out time. No wonder her hatred of alcohol never wavered.

In any event, Ronnie retained a first memory of the flailing bird – terrified and terrifying as it emerged from the chimney shrouded in soot, a spectral symbol of doom like a soiled albatross hurtling around the room until finally escaping through an opened window. The fact that it escaped was the thought which lingered.

In a revelatory essay entitled ‘An Inherited Perspective’ he described ‘the indigenous eye’ and how a native writer’s feeling for nature and landscape deepens when it remains ‘hedged about’ by familiar considerations. ‘From childhood on, what he sees he is. Flesh becomes place.’3 

He came to perceive a human duty to hoard small and precious memories burned through all our senses ‘for it is these which re-shape art and philosophy as Proust so dazzlingly taught us’. Thus: ‘as well as my frightened bird in the dark bedroom, when I was still less than three, I remember the smell of rotting plums in the dank grass and the nice stink of our pigsty, and the hard couch in Mrs Pleasance’s cottage … and the clank of pails at the pump, and being scared by geese’.4 A more insidious aroma was summed up as ‘stagnation’. Stagnant water was known to be a killer, but stagnant lives could be lethal too. 

Mrs Pleasance owned a pony and trap, and on occassion Ronnie was allowed a bouncing and rocking ride. The novelty of rapid movement was ruined by the nausea of motion sickness, which became a lifelong misery and may prompt a psychological explanation. Whatever the cause, the man who reached his nineties without ever taking aspirin or paracetamol always travelled with a pack of Quells. 

While buses and trains were thought worth the risk of queasiness, he never learned to drive nor cared to travel by car at all. Subscribing to the problem-clearing creed of St Augustine, ‘It is solved by walking,’ he declared at ninety: ‘There’s nothing better than walking; there’s nothing worse than jogging.’5 The point was to move slowly – observantly, reflectively and preferably in a familiar landscape. ‘Going over the same ground, if only once or twice a year, claims it for oneself.’6

Never choosing to live as many as fifty miles from his birthplace, Ronnie remained mostly within a ten-mile radius. Work or family visits would take him briefly to America and Australia; his longest spell in London lasted four days. Although he often wondered whether it marked a weakness of character, staying close to home gave him his distinction – a far-sighted familiarity – as a writer. 

It was a childhood without privacy: doors were unlocked; a paling was lifted so Ronnie and then Harold could crawl into the back garden of Mrs Pleasance as well as their own; in an outhouse at the end of the Blythe plot a three-seat lavatory rose above a cesspit emptied on the vegetable patch by Father in what was known in Suffolk as ‘bucket and chuck it’. The communal privy beyond the covered well and horse pond stood next to the sty whose pig was key to the cottage economy. A fattening sow, petted by the children, turned leftovers into home-grown, home-cured meat. But the butchering – rendering the garden and kitchen red – was a horror never repeated. George could not abide any more killing.

With scant word from the wider world, neighbours expected to know each other’s business. Respectability lay in conformity. A strict social code was brutally enforceable in cottages tied to farm labour: low rent, winter fuel and other small perks boosted poor pay, but ‘trouble-makers’ (union members or known Liberal or Labour voters) could be summarily dismissed and evicted. Families and all they owned were often seen dumped by the roadside.

‘Much suffering was caused by everyone knowing everything about you,’ Ronnie was to reflect. ‘The news of the world which runs across the screens every night is often spoken of as the destroyer of the provincialism which gave stay-at-home life its rich flavour, but we are apt to forget its benefits. Among these is a hitherto unknown tolerance of what is going on next door. Or just an indifference to it.’7 

For all the prying and spying, rural Suffolk between the wars was a place of secrets. About the most important things in life – emotions and motivations; the damage and dreams we all carry – little could be said. Amid the daily hubbub of children and animals, there was a profound and oppressive silence. A year older than George, Tilly bore mortification in private. Social shame was an easily caught affliction.

But the Blythe domestic realm was never hushed. A bare cottage was filled and governed by the ticking of an elaborate clock hiding a gimcrack mechanism – a wedding present from George’s parents. Ronnie recalled the insistent sound of passing seconds and a whirring wheeze as the timepiece struggled to measure out the quarter-hours. Its efforts summed up a life sentence of hard labour. Something in the striking seemed to denote the triumph of the human spirit and the holiness of a hovel.

There were further nocturnal sounds in a building permeated with damp, rot and beastly lodgers (bat roosts in the eaves; bird and rat nests in the thatch): ‘I would lie in bed and listen to a spider on a route-march on wallpaper which had come adrift, tap-tap-tapping in the dark. And the beams would give a little groan, worn out with having to hold up tons of house.’8

For much of the year the Blythe siblings moved briskly under thick jerseys knitted by Mother. Extreme cold would always be known as ‘three pullovers weather’. Shared beds made the most of bodily heat; Father’s army greatcoat became a blanket, his enamel army water bottle a bed-warmer. 

Domestic warmth came from a kitchen range fire sustained in embers overnight: ‘As children we heard the house being warmed up from scratch every morning, the tinkle of the kindling, the lighting of oil-stoves, the stamping of feet as logs and coals were fetched, and then miraculously porridge steaming in a hot kitchen. Keeping the fire in overnight was an expert business … the finding the flame, the puffing it into a blaze, the laying of the wood in a kind of wigwam above it and the knowing when to stop.’9 

A late devotee of central heating looked back on a boyhood in which ‘we baked at the front and froze at the back’.10 Vigorous play had a vital purpose in the struggle to keep warm and stay alive. Each Christmas they sang the Gustav Holst and Christina Rossetti carol ‘In the Bleak Midwinter’ with special feeling. A Bethlehem where frosty wind made moan, earth stood hard as iron and water like a stone was viscerally real for a Suffolk child chilled to the bone in an inter-war midwinter. Ronnie recalled ‘frozen milk being carried across from the farm by mittened hands with numb fingertips’.11 Pails of water from the garden well turned solid overnight on a brick floor in the larder; thatch dripped icicles.

One form of wintry weather brought jubilation. ‘“It has been snowing!” we yelled, even before we drew the curtains, its soundlessness speaking so loudly. Oh, if it would only last forever. We rolled our snowball along the lane until it was as high as ourselves and as heavy as lead, and surely must roll on into April. We saw it turning into a trickling sorbet, then into nothing.’12 

The Murder House would also vanish, burning down soon after the Second World War. On the bus Ronnie passed blackened chimney stacks in a bed of nettles, until the site was cleared for bungalows and the ornamental village sign of a very altered Acton.
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The Satan Tree
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ACTON AND ITS environs were awash with Blythes in the 1920s. The focal point was Vicarage Cottage, where Ronnie’s grandparents presided. He loved staying in the detached, double-fronted refuge with a large garden during the births of siblings.

Grandfather David, who died when Ronnie was seven, was ‘a quizzical authoritarian whose sky-blue eyes and brown face under a weathered hat created uncertainty. He petted and mussed children much as he did sheep-dogs or, similarly, bade them to be quiet and sit. “Do what he says,” advised Grandmother.’1

Born Martha Allen at Newman’s Green in 1866, Ronnie’s grandmother was a kindly figure ultimately to outlive three domineering husbands. She was ruled more by superstition than religion – shrieking when Ronnie came with a gift of lilac or snowdrops. After a death in the house, she knew she must hurry down the garden to tell the bees, and hang black crepe on the hive, or they would die too. Normally so sweet-natured, Grandma had a dreadful warning which caused the children to take a longer walk home:

‘When I was a child in Suffolk many pastures contained isolated may-trees, huge hawthorns, sumptuous and heady in late spring, and creaking and dark in mid-winter. That in the meadow leading to my grandmother’s house was called the Satan Tree and we made a cautious half-detour when we walked in its direction. It was the first tree I can remember, possibly because of its name. In retrospect, nothing could be less satanic, indeed the reverse, for I see it full of flowers and birds, and slightly billowing, as may-trees do, a rich, grand plant which will bloom inside me for as long as I live … It was never allowed in our house.’2 

Martha Blythe knew that harebells, being witches’ flowers, were not to be touched. An elderflower bush in her garden warded off visitations of evil; blackberries hung unpicked in October because the devil had spat on them (spumes of froghopper foam taken for demonic spittle). A character from a Thomas Hardy story, born before the author had published a word, she lived into the age of television. In a neighbourly gathering to watch the coronation of Elizabeth II on a screen in fitful black and white, the elderly Victorian piped up: ‘I have to ask a question: can they see us?’

But some remained hidden from view. One Blythe kinsman had been lodged in Sudbury Union Workhouse, described in the register as ‘farm labourer’ and ‘imbecile’: poverty could send you mad, through sickness, malnutrition, dread or despair, if not actually killing you. The mentally infirm of Sudbury and its surrounding parishes could also be removed to Essex Hall – an Italianate mansion and failed railway hotel in Colchester notorious as the Eastern Counties Asylum for Idiots, Imbeciles and the Feeble-Minded. Ronnie knew it as the Royal Eastern Counties Institution for Mental Defectives where treatment was said to be more progressive than the name. 
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David and Martha Blythe.



On a constant round of family visits, a watchful, listening child committed significant things, and deceptively trivial comments, to a memory as clear and sharp as broken glass. An aunt was recalled ruefully reflecting on marital parsimony: ‘A woman should never marry a man who undid string.’ The closest relations were Uncle Fred and Aunt Emily, Tilly’s old friend. They had four children – the last, christened Frederick, just weeks old when his father died from the effects of gassing on the Western Front compounded by tuberculosis. This youthful demise in 1924 came too late for listing on the church war memorial.

All Saints church claimed sole dominion over the spiritual life of the village; nonconformists – most of the labouring families hereabouts – walked three miles each Sunday to and from the chapel in Great Waldingfield. Anglicanism between the wars stood for the established order; until 1936 its conservative-preaching clerics were still paid from tithes. All Saints was set amid similar medieval marvels. Holy Trinity Long Melford, St Peter and St Paul Lavenham and St Peter’s church on Market Hill in Sudbury were all within four miles: a triangle drawn between these three great wool churches would find Acton roughly in the middle. That invisible border marked the real boundaries of most local people’s lives.

Acton further revolved around the Crown public house, a spacious Georgian inn with scrubbed floors and furniture, where Ronnie’s father George and friends eked out thruppenny half-pints of beer of an evening while playing darts, dominoes or cribbage and smoking hand-rolled cigarettes. Sometimes they sang.

There was also a general store run by a Mr Jacobs. Ronnie remembered a crammed and pungent emporium with ‘silvery cake-tins, sides of bacon, boiled sweets in tall glass jars, cigarettes, ham on the bone, fish from Lowestoft on Fridays. And an urgent notice which said, “You may telephone from here”.’3

The fish barrow was ‘followed by a grave procession of cats, clothing-club men and penny-a-week insurance men, a baker’s van, a paraffin-oil tanker hung all over with tin kettles and saucepans, and – very soon – the accumulator-man for those with wirelesses. Gossips took note of the time which these often larky chaps might spend at a particular cottage.’4 ‘Villages are all stories, of course,’ Ronnie concluded. ‘Past and present get interleaved and a drama or poetry or scandal or crime or romance emerges.’5 

Ronnie loved Acton village church as a vessel for gripping sagas. He was drawn especially to an eighteenth-century family monument of princely ostentation, in which Robert Jennens, adjutant to the Duke of Marlborough, swoons towards death, attended by the weeping allegorical figure of Grief. A missing inscription adds mystery to a cautionary Suffolk tale. 

Robert had begun to transform Acton Place into a Palladian palace but his money-lending son halted payment and camped in the basement. When not in London, calling in debts with merciless interest, the Acton Miser lived reclusively down to his name. When breathing his last, in 1798, he was the richest cadaver-to-be in England. Cursing the world, he died intestate – provoking legal disputes among possible heirs and certain imposters for over a century. Lawyers were the beneficiaries. The Jennens v Jennens action led Charles Dickens to the interminable Jarndyce v Jarndyce court case pivotal to the plot of Bleak House.

The Blythe family had their own miser. Agnes Bean, Ronnie’s great-aunt, had run a sweetshop at Newman’s Green with an iron fist and now lived as a thrifty widow, with a linnet and creature comforts carefully caged. 

Set slightly apart from an orchard surrounded by high hedges and a padlocked gate (‘more like a fortification than something growing’), her clapboard cottage looked as if it should have been made of gingerbread and smelled enticingly of stored apples from late summer to spring. But visiting children were offered only windfalls. The ‘eaters’ and ‘keepers’ in her apple-room were for her alone. Ronnie likened her cottage to ‘a kind of Suffolk Eden once sinful boys had been driven out’.6 Her grave now obliterated in Acton churchyard, she has left her mean mark in a short story called ‘The Windfall’:

‘Aunt used to take me into this orchard and poke about in the rank grass with her polished cane until, suddenly, there was a clunk. “One there, Toby,” she used to say. The windfall would, as often as not, have a disgusting wet cavity where it had lain on the ground and wasps would scuttle out of it. Aunt would then take it from me, shake it, breathe on its good side and rub it against her skirts. Then she would solemnly pass it to me. All around us were apples. They nodded against the sky and poured down the shiny boughs in pale yellow streams – more apples than Aunt could ever eat, sell or want. But never once did she actually pick one for me.’7 

To this recollected story Ronnie added a fictional plot of the family gathering in Aunt’s parlour, with her corpse upstairs before the funeral (‘Don’t you want to pay your last respects before Aunt’s screwed down for ever?’). The boy Toby rushes to the unlocked orchard, aiming to pick one of the apples ‘hung singly in fabulous globes and myriadly in flushed cascades’. But he can bring himself only to search for another windfall. Meanwhile, relatives in the house have been seizing objects they claimed were promised to them, until halted by the unexpected arrival of the vicar. He reads out a shocking will: Toby inherits all. 

In reality, the rich inheritance of Ronald Blythe would never be measured in material terms.
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