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Ronald Blythe CBE is one of the UK’s greatest living writers. His work, which has won countless awards, includes Akenfield (a Penguin 20th-Century Classic and a feature film), Private Words, Field Work, Outsiders: A Book of Garden Friends and numerous other titles. He is a fellow of the Royal Society of Literature and was awarded their prestigious Benson Medal in 2006. In 2017, he was appointed CBE for services to literature.
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Introduction


One May evening a few years back I had an excited phone call from Ronnie announcing that a nightingale was singing in his garden. It was a spectacular piece of news, our totem bird come to bless the home thicket. I drove over from the Chilterns the next day, but the bird had moved on. I wasn’t that disappointed. There were other nightingales not far off, and what had touched me most was that phone call. Ronnie’s vespers message was a touch of nightingale music itself. Here was East Anglia’s senior troubadour proclaiming to his distant friend that there was another ornament for his nest in the Stour Valley.


I’ve known Ronnie since the end of the sixties. We met when he was living in Debach, some thirty miles to the east, and enjoying the success of his classic portrait of English village life Akenfield. Almost the first words he uttered to me were a gothic story about the prodigious plants in his pond. And these nuggets of anecdote – a one-line exclamation about unseasonal weather, a professorial caption to a view on a walk, a bird on the line – have been one of the great joys of our friendship. Vivid, alert, intimate, sometimes startlingly strange, they are his way of seeing, and writing. They have the air of dispatches, datelined ‘the home front’. In his seminal essay ‘An Inherited Perspective’, Ronnie talks of ‘the indigenous eye’, and how a writer’s ‘feeling for nature and the landscape of man deepens when it remains hedged about by familiar considerations . . . From childhood on, what he sees, he is.’ Ronnie’s familiar terroir, his home front, is the farming countryside, half in Essex, half in Suffolk, that encircles the village of Wormingford. His dispatches from it have become the best literary accounts of the English rural scene in the twenty-first century.


Ronnie has been a lay reader at the local churches, and a short while after that nightingale evening the Church Times invited him to contribute a weekly ‘Word from Wormingford’ column. It would be a kind of journal, in which observations on the demands of the garden, a farmer’s funeral and the echoes of a long-ago war would be entwined with reflections on the liturgy. No other writer could have pulled it off, this calendar in which the barriers between past and present, sacred and secular dissolve, so that a profundity by an Apostle can shade into anxieties over a fish pie. It resembles Virginia Woolf’s ideal diary, which she felt should be ‘like some old desk . . . in which one flings a mass of odds and ends’, and then comes back a year or two later to find that ‘the collection had sorted itself out and refined itself and coalesced . . . into a mould, transparent enough to reflect the light of our life’. The column ran between 1993 and 2017 and generated a series of books, from which this current volume is a selection.


When I read these pieces I’m humbled by Ronnie’s astounding recall. How could anyone have read so many books, and seemingly remembered them by heart? Remote passages of scripture, bon mots from novels, entries in ancient parish registers, all tumble from him as effortlessly as greetings in the lane. He has, of course, an Alexandrian library, but these aren’t cribbed quotes. His memory is extraordinary, and heightened I think by his capacity for historical empathy, so that the feelings of a prophet or a painter can, momentarily, become his own,


The memories are as acute for his own past, so this collection is also a fragmentary autobiography. He was born into a family of poor farmworkers in Acton, only ten miles from the house he was eventually to inherit in Wormingford. He romped in barns and rode derelict tractors like any country child, but while he was still at first school he was off walking, exploring the lacework of lanes, haunting Suffolk’s medieval churches and peering over the walls of great houses and artists’ hideouts. He read the tombstones and For Sale notices and village signs of a countryside that John Constable had known, and which was still worked by big Suffolk horses. And, of course, he retained every detail. He left school at fourteen to work in a bookshop and the process of his majestic self-education began. Soon he was into French poets and Lin Yutang, lying hidden in the grass with a book like John Clare, the poet he would later come to champion.


After the war (a veiled period in his life), he worked as a librarian in Colchester and wrote short stories and poems. And here, one day in the late ’40s, he struck lucky. ‘A tall woman in a WVS uniform asked me for a miniature score of Mozart’s Idomeneo. She ran it close to her smoked glasses, opening it here and there, humming a line or two.’ She was the artist Christine Kühlenthal, the wife of John Nash. It was a propitious meeting and helped Ronnie to edge deeper into the world of Suffolk’s cultural royalty, which included the writer Adrian Bell, artists Cedric Morris and Arthur Lett-Haines, who ran the East Anglian School of Painting and Drawing, and eventually Benjamin Britten and his salon. A while later he moved into the Nash’s farmhouse in Wormingford, Bottengoms, as an informal lodger. The whole process, he wrote later, ‘was like pulling some threads in a workbox, and bringing out a tangle of unsuspected objects.’


Dear Bottengoms, the heart and hearth of this story. Approaching it from the south is like experiencing the prologue to a play. The half-mile-long track is pot-holed and capricious. There are hilly pastures, rabbits and horses to your right. As the trees close over, you feel as if you are entering a green bell-jar. By the side of an overgrown pond you are asked politely to park. And in front of you, glimpsed through a dense lattice of roses and irises and fruit trees, is the old house itself and tantalising views of the Stour valley beyond. Bottengoms is a sturdy, brick-built yeoman’s farmstead. The current building dates from about 1600, but there were dwellings on the site long before that. Ronnie is acutely aware that he is a curator as much as an owner.


I first visited the house in 1978, just after John Nash had died and bequeathed it to Ronnie. He was looking exhausted after a year of caring for John, and well-meaning friends were urging him to move to a sensible town apartment in Sudbury or Cambridge. ‘You’ll rattle about in this big house!’ they said. ‘You’re getting on [he was only fifty-six]. What if you fall ill, half a mile from the nearest road and no car?’ I doubt I was the only person who urged him to ignore this advice and remember the resilient singleton he’d always been. He wore Bottengoms as comfortably as a favourite old jumper, and to have abandoned all the embedded memories and prospects, the plants tended and songbirds exalted, would have made him shrivel up.


When the artist Charlotte Verity came to paint the house and its garden in 2016/17, she did one view from the top of the rise to the east. Bottengoms has the look of an eyrie buried in the trees, with a single window squinting between the branches. This is Ronnie’s lair, his eye on the world. He writes in Christine’s old bedroom, with his back to that window, to avoid distraction. But for the rest of the time, a kind of distraction – an insatiable attention to and curiosity about the world around him – is his modus vivendi. He shares our late friend Roger Deakin’s ability to ‘see the extraordinary in the ordinary’.


Weather bedrocks and frames the days. Down in the bell-jar everything is amplified. Rains flood the track. Snowdrifts block it and cut Bottengoms off. Summer sun becomes heatwave. But Ronnie finds the extraordinary in all these tribulations. In a very hot June he remembers the summer of 1976 when his pond in Debach dried up completely, revealing ‘its Victorian litter, muddy lamps, horse-chains, cracked crocks’. The past is always present for him.


In more clement spells, the draw of the outside is irresistible. He ‘gets about’, goes walking and looking – at clouds, crops, the light shining off new leaves. Or he may potter in the garden, attending to the irises and geraniums that John Nash was given by Cedric Morris, a plantsman as well as an artist. Or check on the state of the spring-fed creek that edges through the garden. It once flowed through the house and was the only source of water. ‘You could see the wear it made on the kitchen floor’ he once told me. And solitary though he may be, his world and writings are populated by visitors. They are always welcomed – fans from across the Atlantic chancing their luck, village ladies discussing the Flower Festival, local craftspeople clearing fallen trees and tending to the plumbing.


His farmer neighbours are old friends, but also heroic. He sees even the combine driver, hunched in his cab, as the inheritor of a contract with the earth that reaches back to Adam. ‘Sometimes I hear them, the skinny labourers, clumping down from the bothy to feed the stock, the girls singing in the dairy, the barefoot children falling over the dogs, the mother shouting, the pot bubbling. All gone into the dark, says the poet. Or into the light, says somebody else.’ Ronnie has always stood up for farmworkers, ancient and modern, and respected the dignity of their labour. He misses the noise and bustle and camaraderie that once filled the fields. I can’t always sympathise with his view of farming, but we share a horror at the way modern agribusiness has degraded both natural and human life in the countryside. It’s hard to navigate this paradox, and I’ve felt myself that constant tension between the bliss of a new spring and the suffering that can underlie it, between nature’s imperatives and human need. Ronnie experiences this in the garden too. He’s tugged both by his obligations to honour its creators’ vision, and the demands of the riotous froth of cow parsley under the kitchen window, which ‘dares me to touch it’. The cow parsley wins. In June he writes ‘I have always been conscious of residents other than humanity who give this address and whose claim for shelter is historic’. He rescues a cloud of his ‘cherished’ hornets from a bedroom, using the old trick of a cup and a card. One hot August day, he’s sprawled in the deckchair, and a dragon-fly visits and alights on the hymnal in his lap. ‘I clasp it stockstill. The dragonfly’s wings are colourless and translucent, and I can read Binchester and Yattendon through them . . . It shifts to O qua juval. It is a darter, a creature of speed and pause. I am a creature of sloth, and thus a scandal to Harold’s bees as they assault the balsam.’ I love these moments of whimsy when he puts opinions into the heads of other beings. It isn’t the remotest bit anthropomorphic (though maybe a mite animistic: even books shout ‘Read me!’ at him). I see them more as wry and mischievous framings of the image he holds of himself, and of his relationship with the outside world, whose independent agency is always honoured.


Nowhere more so than with his beloved cats. It’s late December and snowing hard. Flakes are ‘melting on the warm backs of beasts, leaving a sodden gloss. Max looks out in disgust before selecting the softest, warmest chair in the kitchen in which to winter. His green eyes close in prayer as he thanks God for creating human to wait on cats.’ Max and ‘the white cat’ (in fact there have been several white cats) are his familiars. Sometimes they would walk the fieldpaths with him, urging and scolding as they went.


I have walked and talked many paths with Ronnie, logging wild flowers, footstepping martyrs, and it strikes me that the experience is a metaphor for his writing. Things appear, are admired, spark free associations. There are diversions, clues to the past, distant prospects, brilliant images, giddy leaps of point of view. These are the ingredients and talking points of one lunchtime outing: whitebait and Guinness in Lavenham – young lovers in the bar – next day a party to hear wedding banns – ‘banns’ a medieval word for the prologue of a play – his wood restless with mating birds . . .


The one thing absent from this panoply, so honestly autobiographical in so many ways, is any consideration of his inner life. The sensitive interpreter of others’ pains and loves is silent about his own. ‘Never you mind!’ would be his blunt East Anglian retort. But I sense civic courtesy behind this diffidence, and have written elsewhere about his writings’ contrast with the recent tides of self-indulgent memoirs and egotistical confessionals – the literature of the ‘me’ generation. Ronnie’s personal writing offers something more valuable and honourable, the literature of ‘us’, where the ‘I’, so to speak, becomes the eye, fascinated with the world beyond itself. ‘What he sees, he is.’


But there is an exception to this, too. Ronnie’s knowledge and practice of scripture are evident in many of his writings. But only in these Wormingford columns does he openly declare his quite unselfconscious, unquestioning, sometimes irreverent, and just occasionally pagan-tinged Christian faith. And as a friend but a non-believer I have to make a reckoning with this. By unspoken common consent we have never discussed religion. But at a dinner with village friends once, I betrayed my metropolitan prejudices by insisting that the church no longer had any influence on everyday social life. Ronnie turned to me and said, quietly, ‘Richard, you don’t know what you are talking about.’ And as far as Wormingford is concerned he was quite correct, as these pages abundantly show. It was the closest we have ever come to a row. But Ronnie has never been the least evangelical towards me, and I must return that respect. Many of his scriptural references are as foreign to me as Mandarin, but through the medium of our long friendship I can glimpse common threads in our beliefs: the immemorial virtues of kindness and cooperation, but also of toil; the way the land – be it Palestinian desert or Suffolk prairie farm – moulds us as much as we mould it; the worth and autonomy of all Creation’s beings.


It’s another early summer dusk, and Ronnie is about one of his vespers rituals, night-walking. And in a single perfect paragraph he captures both the essence of this book and his watchful, curious, compassionate, unifying and gratefully amazed vision of life. ‘Wild roses festoon every hedge and cats emerge from ditches with golden glances at this late person. It is sultry and every window is wide. The church tower is a charcoal stump, just as it was during the summer nights that followed the Conquest. The clock face gives me its old-fashioned look. Gravestones are legible and there are dense scents. Young rabbits are dining off a wreath and other unidentifiable creatures rustle and fidget. Everywhere, it is all so perfectly interesting that one might never go to bed.’


 


Richard Mabey


Norfolk, 2022
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In one of C. S. Lewis’s novels, a young woman says that she fell in love with the man who is now her husband because they both liked weather; any kind of weather. She would have settled down very happily with Ronald Blythe. Noticing the great mobile spectrum of physical stimulus in the midst of which we live – the view, the temperature, the sound of snow or frozen soil under foot, the smell – is part of what Blythe’s writing opens up for us with rare clarity.


And there are some seasons of the year when we are more aware than at other times that we are running our hands down the same surfaces as our ancestors. Midwinter is one of them. Easy in early January in the country, even in these dark days of climate chaos, to think that not much has changed since Hardy – or even Chaucer. Blythe nudges us back to look again at the iconic paintings of midwinter, especially those from the ‘Little Ice Age’ of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, reminding us that the exuberant outdoor activities depicted has something to do with the fact that it was probably simpler to get warm outside than indoors in those days. As he remarks in a very Blythian aside, our blood barely circulates at all today as we sit wrapped dozily in warm air.


Cold makes blood circulate; the great commemorations of the winter season, especially the feast of the Epiphany, are definitely blood-quickening moments – the Magi of the gospel story circling half the world to witness the mystery. Eliot’s ‘midwinter spring’ is never far away in these pages.


 


Rowan Williams










The Approaching Snow


Approaching snow. I think I can smell it. The fields ache in the cold. A brave band of chrome yellow straight out of my old paintbox streaks across the sky. All the trees are still. At matins, sixteen of us crowd into the chancel to keep warm, like Bishop Heber’s beasts of the stall. I expect that poor young man, torrid in India, longed for snow.


What we have to learn is to work at home during snow. Commuters should have a winter desk in their houses where, with today’s gadgetry, they could turn in a good day’s toil without struggling through drifts to the office. Schoolchildren, too. Approaching snow might be when the value of a meeting could be assessed.


Why is Duncan flying the Australian flag on his barn? It is a flag in shock. It flaps stiffly towards the freezing North Sea. I write with my back to what is to come because it will be, as always, strangely thrilling. David telephones. Have I got bread? He can get down in the Land Rover. The cat, languorous between curtain and glass, trades whiteness with whiteness.


Preaching at New Year, in quiet mid-flow on Doctor Johnson’s resolutions, I have a feeling that I have done so before. It cannot be helped, however. And, anyway, that great Christian man should be heard alongside the Epiphany manifestation. He was an old man who could not change his ways. And, indeed, why should he?


He had practised his faith at huge inconvenience to himself. ‘I have taken my wife’s unpleasant friend into my house. I have taken a black boy into my house, fed him, taught him, and made him my son.’


Samuel Johnson was following the epistle of Paul to Philemon to the letter. And yet, like some January fool, he would resolve:


 


To apply to study.


To rise early.


To go to church.


To drink less.


To oppose laziness.


To put my books in order.


 


My mother told me how she would look up at his statue – a clumsy figure staring towards Fleet Street – when she went to Sunday school at St Clement Danes. He loved Christ, wrote beseeching prayers, and dismissed the Church’s everlasting arguments with: ‘Sir, I think all Christians, whether Papists or Protestants, agree in the essential articles, and that their differences are trivial, and rather political than religious.’


The snow is now very near. Fragments of the Christmas fall wait in the ditches to welcome it. The clouds cannot move. The roses rattle. With the oil tank full and the log corner high with split ash, and the fridge still mildly bursting, I feel like the husbandman and his eat, drink and be merry. Wonderful leftovers. What is more delectable than a half-eaten pie?


After the cards come the invites to the year’s literature festivals, the requests to do this and that, the need to read, the services for Lent, and, in the year’s good time, the spring flowers.


Distant friends ring. ‘Are you snowed in? We are thinking of you.’ How impatient they are.


Once Again


A multitude of green needles with minute white eyes are perforating the black mulch on the far bank – snowdrops, thousands of them. Armies of them will soon be swarming through the gully at Great Glemham where, it is said, the parson-poet George Crabbe originally introduced them. There is nothing like a snowdrop to obey Genesis 1, 22, to the letter. Also, the barn owl has zoomed over. Mighty mouser, he rushes from Maltings Farm towards the Grange at half-light like a predatory seraph, no sooner seen than gone. One New Year another parson-writer, Gilbert White, was complaining to a friend about the paucity of towers fit for jackdaws in Hampshire. ‘We have many livings of two or three hundred pounds a year, whose houses of worship make little better appearance than dovecots. When I first saw Northamptonshire, Cambridgeshire and Huntingdonshire, and the Fens of Lincolnshire, I was amazed at the number of spires which presented themselves in every point of view.’ The Selborne jackdaws were reduced to building their nests in old rabbit burrows. It was not good enough. The natural history of many an ancient church provided a winged accompaniment to its services. The countryside could not be kept out. It crept through the walls and made its way up into belfries.


I am past resolution. Or rather I am more a daily than a yearly resolver, getting up each morning determined to do this and not do that. Sometimes making a little list entitled ‘To Be Done’ and ticking off each achievement by evening. There have been too many New Year’s Days riddled with failure for me to take them seriously any more. New Year has always been such a wild and portentous celebration that the church rather gave up trying to subdue it long ago. What it did was to take care that no great Christian feast should actually fall on New Year’s Day, to get mixed up with pagan riotousness. But after centuries of no feast, that of the Circumcision and then that of the Name of Jesus, both banished from the Roman Calendar in 1969, arrived as though to remind the faithful that something had to be going on between the birth and the showing of the Saviour. At school we used to sing Lawrence Tuttiett’s ‘Father, let me dedicate all this year to thee.’ He was rector of St Andrew’s, Scotland and author of a history of ‘Amen’. In what other calling would one find a master of snowdrops, an expert on jackdaws and an authority on Amen? So be it. I have just remembered my most dutifully kept New Year’s task, which is to list what flowers are still in bloom – always an astonishing number.


All Snug Within


Diaries begin. First, self-assessments, then by February a comfortable falling back into old habits. Sensible diarists like Lady Eleanor Butler had no truck with good resolutions and just settled down to a pleasant winter.


‘Freezing hard. Windy. Cold, but very comfortable in the dressing room – and an excellent fire. Shutters closed. Curtains let down. Candles lighted – our pens and ink. Spent the evening very pleasantly reading Tristram Shandy aloud – adjourned to the library. Worked – laughed.’


Self-lacerating diarists such as Katherine Mansfield tore themselves to pieces. 2nd January 1922: ‘I have not done the work I should have done . . . This is very bad. In fact I am disgusted with myself. There must be a change from now on. What I chiefly admire in Jane Austen is that what she promises, she performs . . .’


Ah, if only we all performed what we promised, how satisfying this would be. Nature does. Bulbs tip the surface and will bloom, catkin stubs on the January branch will tassel. The sun just showing above the hill will run up the sky. I observe it, drinking tea by the window through which the old farmers stared, generation after generation. Same sun, same hill, and Shakespeare sixty miles away, writing A Winter’s Tale.


A letter from Shandy Hall, where my friend Patrick has become curator. He has sent me one of Laurence Sterne’s sermons. It is florid stuff delivered by the sound of it from under a full periwig to a well-heeled congregation in St Michael le Belfry, York in 1747, to raise funds for a local charity school. The great comic novelist was being dead serious, which wasn’t his style at all. He was preaching on ‘The Case of Elijah and the Widow of Zerephath’ – she of the never emptying cruse of oil, should you have forgotten. And here am I reading it in a room which would have been battered by farming when the glorious charity of Tristram Shandy burst on the scene, to do more for humanity than ever did its author when in the pulpit. ‘Writing,’ wrote Sterne, ‘when properly managed (as you may be sure mine is) is but a different name for conversation.’ We can only hope that he managed to talk his way into the pockets of his congregation. Georgian charity, how it makes us shudder.


A hundred sheep or more graze in Harold’s field along the lane. It is a surprise and a treat to see them there in a now more or less animal-free landscape. It is one of those small discrete fields which still belong to the ‘old people’, i.e. the locals who have been here for ever and ever, who muster in force at the funeral of one of their kind, and who then reveal an unsuspected ownership of much of the village to the incomer, with his quarter of an acre property. The old people’s acres would fetch a fortune with planning permission, not much when it is not granted. I like to see their meadows and fields in their modesty and occasional usefulness as they give their owners a ghostly reminder of the old independence. They are sometimes let for trifling sums, either for crops or grazing, and sometimes left to flower, which they do in a far better way than the set-aside. But, like Sterne, ‘I pity the man who can travel from Dan to Beersheba, and cry, “ ’Tis all barren”.’


Winter Wild


The first walk of the year. Over the great field which was once ten fields, or ‘several’, as they say here. ‘Were there many there?’ – ‘Several.’ Fine flints glitter in the set-aside, fine rosettes of thistle, fine puddles in the ridges to catch the clouds, fine gulls on their way to a bit of ploughing. That ultimate smudge down river must be Dedham tower. My little wood whistles and shakes as I come home to it and I am tempted to do some thinning with a bow-saw. But the cold is taking my ears off, so it must be desk work instead. An appalling thought enters my head. Supposing I had come home to one of those television house and garden makeovers, to tons of decking and a blue pagoda and that wild woman with the Rapunzel hair! But all is well. The postman’s van is the only vehicle in sight.


My brother telephones from Australia. He is homesick for winter. ‘It is 28 degrees here, if this means anything to you. Are you breaking the ice in the water-butt?’ A few thin ice needles hang from the eaves. Do I remember skating on the North meadows? Do I! One needs some chilly memories to cheer one up when the stonework round the swimming pool burns one’s bare feet. Ian then rings from Edinburgh, from his eyrie-like flat high up opposite the Scott Memorial in Princes Street. A torrent of bagpipers are wailing below and the cold, well he can’t describe it. Oh to be in sultry Suffolk in January.


I write a bit then wrap up, go out once more and make a place for the oil tanker to park. Come in, type a page or two, read a chapter, listen to a story on the radio, water hyacinths, answer letters and call it a day. For such is the literary life. All go. The cards and holly are toppling but cannot be removed until Twelfth Night, one of those ‘fire’ dates when the symbolism of the old religion and Christianity ignite. There were bonfires in the January wheatfields right up until Kilvert’s time. Epiphany light begins to steal into ours. In Twelfth Night Shakespeare is wishing us the ambiguity of the season. At the end of the play ‘the whirligig of time’ brings illuminations.


Keith the farmworker appears, plus his dogs and two little grandsons with Christmas lingering in their eyes. I think of Feste singing for the very first time, ‘What’s to come is still unsure’.


Hauntings


Seeing an ancient hall bedizened with Christmas lights from apex to moat, I thought how M. R. James would have disapproved. He remains our ghost-storyteller extraordinary, and for him the halls and churches of East Anglia were places of shadows, of half-seen things, of inexplicable sounds, of bumps in the day as well as in the night. ‘If any of my stories succeed in causing their readers to feel pleasantly uncomfortable when walking along a solitary road at nightfall, or sitting over a dying ﬁre in the small hours, my purpose in writing them will have been attained.’ He is being disingenuous. Far from making us pleasantly uncomfortable he frightens the life out of us. He was successively the Provost of Eton and King’s, and a master of decay, whether of building, landscape or person. He was too, of course, the son of a Victorian country rector. In youth he was strikingly like Stephen Fry in appearance. Although an excellent cranky historian, he saw himself as an antiquary, and although the dons and collectors and parsons of his tales are presented as conventional types, they are in fact scary examples of learned lonely bachelors going potty. M. R. James’s masterpiece is ‘Oh, Whistle, and I’ll Come to You, My Lad’. He died after a visit to Kew Gardens in June 1935, leaving us edgy and wintry, and with afar from Pevsner view of our stained glass and ﬂint towers.


New Year brought the ghosts out. The melancholy ever-rolling stream of Time through dark old rooms, the tilting photographs of past incumbents in damp vestries, the melting ice in dank shrubberies, the unwanted (or possibly longed for) companion catching one up in the foggy lane, and history seen as a medieval box of fun holy tricks to poke about in, these were among the experiences of January. A sense not of beginnings but of endings. The churchyard ﬁlled up with winter graves. Neighbours died but did not quite depart. The novelists and writers generally, Charles Dickens, Le Fanu, had a ﬁeld day. Old wives’ tales came true, at least for little John Clare, humping ﬂour from Maxey Mill and hardly daring to pass certain spots along the way. As children, we had to pass the Satan Tree, an innocent hawthorn of vast dimension which had been hung about with this libel for ages, though it was impossible to tell why. But there was a need to be frightened and it was a poor sort of village which lacked something that would put the wind up both inhabitant and traveller. Our trump card was Borley Rectory, just down the road. It had actually burnt down about the same time as M. R. James went to Paradise via Kew Gardens, but this did not exorcise its ghost, a nun, of course. My old friend James Turner and his wife occupied the coach house. I can hear him now, rattling out novels on his Remington typewriter, whilst the apple wood splintered in the grate. We were ardent Jamesians, though I was actually apostate, enjoying the horror but unbelieving, a sightseer in the haunted nest. The Turners were movers but they never took a house without a ghost. Nor at that time did it ever strike us that we should not be so entertained by the supernatural darkness when it was the Epiphany. There was so little light before gas and electricity, and so little could be done. No warmth except by the ﬁreside. The ﬂames danced and another world took shape.


Twelfth Night


Long ago, walking home, I was tempted to visit the poet Edward FitzGerald’s grave on a winter’s afternoon, just when the light was ‘going’, as we used to say. A young airman from the USAAF base with a little son in his arms was fumbling his way into the church. ‘Where is the light?’ he asked. Memorials glimmered all around. Light was taking its daily absence.


Since it is Twelfth Night, I take down the holly. Log fires have dulled its gloss. Crisped to a turn, it hisses from the beams to the bricks. The white cat has done for the Christmas cards. No sooner do I stand them up than she mows them down, believing this to be her duty.


I shove crushed wrapping-paper into a sack unceremoniously, empty ashes and remove wizened apples, when, without warning, an Epiphany sun blazes in, making the ancient interior look trashy and in need of a good putting-to-rights. But, as children, we took down the paper chains and folded up the paper bells with sadness. We watched the snowman drip into nothing, and witnessed his dying. Everything was different then, as it was bound to be.


The farmhouse was in ‘full Christmas’ when William Shakespeare wrote Twelfth Night to entertain King James at Whitehall. Food-wise, what could be salted away was preserved for the bitter months ahead. The winter’s cold could be terrible. You had to clutch at health for all you were worth. You could become low.


‘Keep good fires,’ the Revd Sydney Smith advised a depressed friend. ‘Winter wild, and winter drear, Surely wintertime is here’, we sang in the village school. But in church we sang, ‘Brightest and best of the sons of the morning’. Reginald Heber wrote this entrancing Epiphany hymn after discovering the Olney Hymns. He was so youthful, and, alas, so vulnerable to the destructive Indian heat. He listened to his hymn being sung in a Raj church below the Himalayas. It is exotic, and a far cry from Cowper’s pleading ‘Heal us, Emmanuel’.


Many old country people called Twelfth Night ‘the real Christmas’. It was also a trickster time, when boys became girls and bonfires from the old gods challenged the light of Christ. When ice and snow made it impossible to work, play took over. See a typical Dutch winterscape: as it is far colder inside, everyone is outside, skating, running, drinking, shouting. In freezing Victorian classrooms, the children would be told to stand up and ‘beat your arms’ to get the circulation going. One reason for our present post-Twelfth Night aches is that our blood barely circulates. Families dine on sofas, not at tables. But then the Three Kings probably dined on a carpet.


I could pick a bunch of primroses. Not that I will; for their open presence near the house must not be disturbed. But here they are, about a dozen of them, in the Epiphany sunshine, forerunners of thousands. The sodden oak leaves of the rains are dry and conversational. The sky is a goldmine. Lots of mud about. The church smells of pine needles and wax, and damp uncollected cards. I am to lay at Christ’s feet my ‘burden of carefulness’. I know exactly what the writer is getting at. So should we all.


Richard Mabey’s Wetland


Only in today’s ecology would a Twelfth Night guest be sploshed off after a festive lunch to the local marsh. But then I was visiting my lifelong friend Richard Mabey and would not have expected to remain indoors when the wetlands called. All our meetings have been stretched out by giant walks, whatever the weather. This time it is pure wan winter-sun weather with just a nip of Norfolk. Rooks were lodging on the tips of oaks and the Waveney was putting in an occasional appearance. Just down the lane Diss was still dripping with the electric festoons of Christmas. But to the right were the marsh and its sucking sounds as Richard, Polly and myself did what Bunyan’s hero would never have done without an urgent plea for divine protection, strode happily into the mud. No birdsong, no firm footing – ‘Are you all right?’ – and no sense, as our forebears would have said. And everywhere an abundance of old deaths and new life, of fallen wood and wild iris shoots, papery reeds and greening mulch. My toes were soon swimming around in a leaky shoe and were still doing so on the train home. But before then it was marshlight, not just that treacherous glimmer ahead which led the country people straight into the slough of despond, but the flat glinting surface of patchy water as it lay in a string of ponds and ruts ahead. This was a Mabey walk to rival his walk with me to Wormingford Mere where, although I don’t like to boast, we have a dragon. When the Psalmist slipped, morally not ecologically, the Lord bent down and ‘brought me up out of the muddy pit . . . and gave me a firm footing’. Our blessed mud is called, pejoratively, ‘mire’ in the King James Bible. It was something which soiled and held you. We three managed to remain upright.


Emerging, we saw the shadows of Diss and the Xanadu domes of the Bressingham Garden Centre, white in the fire of the sunset. We thought we could smell tea. I had meant to pay my respects to the Diss poet John Skelton before returning to Bottengoms but swift darkness intervened. He had been the wild Rector of the little town in 1502, writing poems like ‘Philip Sparrow’ and ‘Ware the Hawk’ in irregular lines called ‘Skeltonics.’ Reverend poets are apt to be misunderstood by their parishioners. I can even see today’s apprehensive churchwardens, interviewing an applicant for the living, nervously wondering whether they might ask the delicate question, ‘Are you a poet?’ They made John Skelton Poet Laureate and he was able to sign himself ‘Laureate Poet of Disse’, an exquisite title. And he could be practical, once catching a man who used the nave of his church to train hawks in. Diss grew up round a great mere and is a true waterland place. Skelton himself is buried far-away in St Margaret’s, Westminster, where he was seeking sanctuary from a furious Cardinal Wolsey whom he had lampooned. Richard, Polly and I talked about the Fens, and how they are apt to breed rebels and saints and fancy words. John Skelton, Laureate Parson of Disse, knew a girl who was


 


Benign, courteous, and meek,


With wordes well devised;


In you, who list to seek,


Be virtues well comprised.


 


Her name was Margery Wentworth. I see her catching his eye at matins.


And the Waters Covered the Earth


Late cards continue to limp in. Mourners go about the churchyard removing dead flowers. Sacks of ‘Christmas’ await the dustman. The lanes are all under water, the skies awash, the river rising – were it not for the elder and willow line, who could tell where the river was? London commuters splash their way to the station, bravely making amphibious jokes. With dawn also come mallard and swans, and white water as far as the eye can see. It shines harshly. It has come to rule us. ‘Flood-time!’ it says. So we make what we can of it, helpless as we are in its wake. Our modest streams, Stour, Box, Brett, Linnet, Colne, are in an over-reaching mood and are filling their valleys instead of just their beds. Travellers come home with watery tales. But the ancient and wily men who built most of our riverside farms and cottages for the most part built them just out of reach of these annually flooding streams. But even where they did get in, they were soon brushed out again and could hardly make the ground floors damper than they usually were, and all the year round.


I splosh in the direction of Garnons to survey this now just occasional New Year flooding. Garnons is a manor perched on a man-made Saxon mound and has always kept its footings dry. Narrow knife-slits of sunlight cut into the rain clouds. It is the Epiphany. White or gold? says the lectionary. Take your choice. We hear the voices of John and Jeremiah, enlighteners and poets both. We address God as ‘the bright splendour whom the nations seek’. We forget all the wet, the impassable roads, the roaring ditches, for are we not at ‘the source of every blessing?’ and although it is such a dark day, the old church is luminous beyond candles, beyond all the lights we have switched on. Needles from the vanished tree wither among the armorials of the sanctuary tombs and the vestry sports the undertaker’s new calendar. ‘Sing unto the Lord a new song’, we are told, but we sing Monsell and Heber and Prudentius, of course. It is the best we can do. Their rich language boosts the interior glow.


Back home, I search for one book and dislodge another which whispers, ‘Read me instead’. It tumbles invitingly onto the carpet, a harlot of a volume. It is Rose Macaulay’s Last Letters to a Friend 1952–1958, which I never knew I possessed. Gone the dark day now. High Anglicans surround me, Simon Phipps, and the genuflecting incumbents of Dame Rose’s beloved London churches in which she spread her worship, driving to one or another daily in her little car, believed by her friends to be under divine protection as she was the worst driver in town, and richly rising from these pages the learned Christianity of half a century ago. Then I came to her account of the Epiphany floods of 1953 when half of Holland drowned and the North Sea swept into East Anglia for miles and inundated it from the Thames to the Wash, all its seaside towns and villages, drowning hundreds of people in a few hours.


Less tragic inundations invited her wit. ‘We are having floods here; perhaps just a few men will be spared. I should like a voyage in an ark. I wish when in Turkey I had climbed Ararat and found splinters of the ancient ark, as travellers were used to do.’ What she found in Turkey, of course, was the stuff, the theology if you like, of her masterly Christian novel The Towers of Trebizond. I can see it on a shelf out of the corner of my eye, but it won’t do, I must get back to some galleys and be their slave. But I catch one of her frequent asides about the Epiphany. ‘Stella ista sicut flamma coruscat – That star sparkles like a flame. Why is it that Christ as light means more to me than any other aspect?’


Epiphany


Neighbours call. These are neighbourly days. Hugh the vet sits in the guest chair, having sploshed down the track. The ditches roar with rainfall, lakes are spreading across the lanes and the river will be rising under our bridge. Max gives Hugh a long, green-eyed stare which says, ‘I am a perfectly healthy cat, so none of your tricks.’ He is certainly a perfectly ungrateful cat. Hugh has brought me a summery photograph of the Little Horkesley road, the stretch which I hurry along to the bus, and which at this moment is pretty well immersed, but which in the picture is stripy with sunlight, with towering hedges and leafy oaks touching overhead. We talk of animals, of the coming and going of herds, of retirement, of a new year.


Frances arrives to show me the botany books which she kept sixty years ago when she was ten, text on the left, watercolour flowers on the right. ‘Jan. 14th 1930. I found at Maiden-croft farm some Winter Aconites. They grow in moist bushy places and belong to the Buttercup family . . .’ I pore over the little books when she has gone. Sea pinks from the Newlyn cliffs, cross-leaved heather from a Scottish glen. What a learned, erudite little girl, and what happened to my pressed-flower albums, I wonder? Clumsy, lumpy volumes, I dimly recall, many of the blooms more squashed than flattened and all of them plucked not a mile from home. Frances’ botany reminded me of the seventeenth-century herbarium in the library of Shrewsbury School, all the local wild flowers which George Herbert could have seen growing in the Severn meadows, not crushed and dead like my childish pressings, but holding on to their hues and shapes. Herbert believed that rectories should be made paradisal with flowers and their gardens turned into medicine chests with herbs.


Peter-Paul and Kate arrive, along with someone whose arrival is imminent – 6 January, the Epiphany, to be precise. So close is the birth that I feel that he or she is present already. We talk of names. A broken-backed Cruden’s Concordance contains in neat alphabetical order all the names in the Bible and we run through them while the pheasants bake. Kate sits bolt upright by the fire as mothers do when a son or daughter is imminent and the blazing wood covers her with a shooting rosy light. There are, I suggest, six possible names for an Epiphany child, three male, three female, and these are respectively considered as the oven spits and crackles. But of course the name of the imminent one has already been fixed, though it is not for me to ask it. So we fancifully speculate on the many generations of births which must have taken place in this farmhouse and give each other large helpings of everything as the wind howls and the clock ticks.


Unsearchable Riches


The Epiphany sunsets are furious, vast blazing caves of lurid light. Each evening they burn the field across which a dog fox trots, taking his time, trailing his brush through the inch-high corn. I cremated the Christmas holly according to custom. Dry as dust from twelve days in warm rooms, it hurries to become ashes. At night the stars are extra-shining, making the Stansted planes dim in comparison. Hard frosts having made the footpath walkable, I crackle my way to St Andrew’s for a 10.30 Communion and for some of those ‘solemn things of mystic meaning’, as Prudentious called them. Old tombs stand in white grass; pheasants examine berry-less wreaths, wind comes round the tower like a scythe. The Epistle has St Paul making up his mind to release the starlight of Bethlehem into the world at large and to talk about the ‘unsearchable riches of Christ’ to anyone who would listen. The altar candles waver and make shrouds, the chancel heating hums expensively.


Back home, it being too good to be in, I cut down some dead cotoneaster, whose name means ‘like a quince-tree’, and ‘staff-like’ because its stems make good walking sticks. I saw up its slender logs for the stove. Then back to the study to write an Afterword for the Launcelot Fleming Lectures at Norwich.


Now and then I manage to find my way about an area, not with a street-plan, but with what I know of some celebrated resident’s life. Thus I am walking with Coleridge in Highgate. It is new ground to me, and poorly lit at that. A self-imposed law says that I must not ask the way. I wander on and it is only when I read ‘Millfield Lane’ on a wall that I know where I am. For it is where in April 1819, on a Sunday afternoon, ‘A loose, slack, not well-dressed youth met Mr Green and myself . . . It was John Keats.’ ‘Myself’ was of course Mr Coleridge. So here they stood. Mr Green, who had tutored Keats at Guy’s Hospital, introduced the two poets and they all walked on in a torrent of talk. I pass the buildings they passed. London, five miles away, does not look as it looked to them. Now it is the biggest pile of tinsel ever, glittering, clear. Then it was a fuming sulphurous pit afar off, fed as it was by a million sea coal fires. The smoke, as they called it. Nearby, doubly dark, is the fabulous cemetery where Engels stood by Karl Marx’s grave, praising him to the skies. But now I come to the corner shop where an obliging chemist sold Coleridge all the laudanum, and finally to a glass noticeboard containing my name, and to Livia Gollancz gallantly welcoming me to the celebrated Highgate Literary and Scientific Institute. Both I and the pleasant Victorian room should be pent-up with revolution but all such passion has been long spent, and I talk bookishly to bookish people, and fancy I hear a great wind roaring by outside.


On Pendle Hill


A strange day. Two hours of brilliant sunshine, and many hours of freezing fog. Except it isn’t freezing – just as cold, but liquid, lanes all sloppy mud, and the wetness being blown out of the trees by a slight wind.


I would have stayed indoors, but for urgent business with our village post office – for which God be praised. Heather emerges from what Thomas Hardy called ‘her penetralia’ to sell me three books of stamps, and I find myself remembering a lifetime of country shopkeepers who briefly emerged from a curtained holy-of-holies to serve me; and that never once have I seen inside these secret rooms. But then their potent mystery would be gone for ever. Heather and I tell each other what a ghastly day it is. And then she’s gone.


Back at the farmhouse, Jonathan has taken my rubbish up to the top for the dustmen. It sways garishly on his muddy runabout, a basic little vehicle, which looks as if it is constructed out of Meccano. The dustmen are exacting, and have to be waited on hand and foot according to the conservation faith. It is a blue day: bottles, Whiskas tins, and The Times.


Ten thousand starlings fly over, all talking at once. And then comes the wondrous sight that I could not have seen yesterday, and can only just make out today, as the light is so bad: scores of matt-white snowdrop heads in the mulch below the quince tree.


The white cat sits on a brick surveying them, or rather surveying why I am hanging about in weather like this when it is teatime.


The Epiphany weeks pass. We are to remember George Fox. I went to find him once on Pendle Hill, in Lancashire. He had been travelling about for a decade before, aged 28, he saw Pendle Hill rising out of Bowland, like, William Penn said, ‘a great auditory’. What a natural pulpit it would have made.


But, descending, Fox mounted a haystack and said nothing, not a word, to his expectant congregation of Seekers. This was the first Quaker sermon – silence. He had a young friend with him, Richard Farnsworth, who had been hurt in some way and so was unable to climb Pendle: how regularly people have climbed mountains to find God.


I must admit that when I climbed Pendle in the rain, I was as keen to take in that mighty view as that inner voice that would create the Society of Friends. Also, I had been reading David Pownall’s wonderful book Between Ribble and Lune, and was still caught up in his vision of Lancashire. And I, too, had left a companion at the bottom, my dear hospitable friend Allen, nice and dry in the car.


Thomas Carlyle wrote that perhaps the most remarkable incident in modern history is not the Diet of Worms, still less the Battle of Waterloo, but George Fox making himself a suit of Leather! And he quoted the quiet craftsman’s words: ‘Will all the shoe-wages under the Moon ferry me across into that far Land of Light? Only Meditation can, and devout Prayer to God. I will to the woods: the hollow of a tree will lodge me, wild berries feed me; and for Clothes, cannot I stitch myself one perennial suit of Leather?’ Thus, continues Carlyle, ‘from the lowest depth there is a path to the loftiest height’.


I suppose he meant from cobbling to Pendle Hill; from being a tradesman to being a prophet.


Gustav Holst and Martin Shaw


Market day. The village bus twists and turns through the lanes. On it are old folk, students, workmen, the woman who reads paperbacks all the way. There is an Italianate villa where the naval rating who helped to bury Rupert Brooke en route to Gallipoli lived; there is the hill where Martin Shaw composed ‘Hills of the North, rejoice’. And there, across the liquid landscape, is the little house where my aunt spent her life making lace for the altar.


But, in the market town, the stone griffins on the church tower maintain their watch, seeing off goblins and foul fiends. I sense a new feeling of things not being as prosperous as they were. And, as always, faces from boyhood appear in the old street – not phantom features, but young faces grown old along with my own, especially in Waitrose.


The Epiphany proceeds. The Queen joins the Three Kings in the Chapel Royal; and in our three ancient parishes we sing and pray the journeying liturgy. Soon, we will be walking into Lent. Last midnight I wandered around the garden, staring at stars, and followed by the white cat. Stansted planes flew silently through golden clouds. An extra quietness prevailed. Snow was out of the question, and winter was no more than a name. But I checked the oil tank, and it answered with a half-full clunk.


Then came the clearing of desks for this year’s work. Only not quite yet. Let January get into its stride. Hear some music. Answer letters. Remember that Keith is coming to decorate John Nash’s studio, now my bedroom. He went to it every day at ten o’clock, and came down from it at four o’clock. His easel fronted a north light, and there was a single 40-watt bulb to encourage it. We never entered without permission, and he never left it without a kind of sadness. It was never swept or dusted, and cocoa-tin lids piled with ash were rarely emptied.


When he went away to fill up the sketchbooks, he cleared a space for me in which to write. But I never worked in his studio with its north light and half-light, but always in the sunshine. His pupils would enter this room with reverence, looking forward to the time when they, too, would attain its murk and hereditary litter and spiderwebs. For it takes an age to create one’s own peerless dust and muddle.


I was once told the tale of Gustav Holst’s reaction to the new composing room which his wife made ready for him when he was away. Glorious it was, with great windows on to the beautiful Thaxted countryside. But they said that he never wrote a note in it, and sat by the hearth in his old house, as he always did. His suite The Planets might soar to the skies, but it was created by the hearth.


Benjamin Britten worked in a window which faced the sea, and which at times was sprayed with it. But the local stationer sold postcards of the window, and, when visitors to Aldeburgh stood on the sea wall to watch him, he had to find a hiding place.


William Hazlitt, the great essayist who longed to be an artist, insisted that no one should approach an artist at work – that something sacred was happening at that moment. I once read ‘Kubla Khan’ in the room where Coleridge had written it, rocking his baby son to sleep at the same time. Nash walked to his studio in my room every day.


Painters and Trees


The last time trees were given free range throughout the Royal Academy was when it honoured John Nash with a retrospective, in the late ’60s. He was the same age as David Hockney. His trees flourished in their modest fashion from Cornwall to Skye. But their roots, as it were, grew in Nash’s homeland, Buckinghamshire. And particularly on the Chilterns and around the Aylesbury Plain.


As with Hockney, Nash carried the viewer into scenes of personal happiness − joy, even. It was a similar emotion to that experienced by being carried away by one of those marvellous watercolour posters on a ’30s railway station platform. One knows that young people and old places cannot be as perfect as this, and yet the entire world is transfigured simply by looking at them.


Hockney, of course, is trailing his coat before the conceptionalists, the anti-smoking lobby, the painting-versus-photography argument, if this still exists, and anything that stands in the way of simple happiness.


His Yorkshire wold − German Wald, forest − is but a wooded lane, which he drives from Bridlington to look at obsessively time and time again, with a car-load of hi-tech aids. He is no primitive, no Alfred Wallis. Yet he creates traditional landscapes out of the most ordinary sights and the most sophisticated materials, and allows this unidentifiable joy of his to flood them.


Even his camera − the last word, we can be sure − is made to produce the wonder of a Box Brownie snap. His plants, including his trees, are essentially unbotanical. They conduct light and shade, leaf and hibernate, and are determinedly ordinary. They are what we miss when we are driving, not walking or staring, and were the subject-matter of Georgian poetry.


Visitors to this huge picture show will slow up by some verge, ditch, field, copse, and reconsider the purpose of their own existence. Or just to take a good look. The art critics could be thrown as they back-pedal. First California, and now this track.


I have lived most of my days under Gainsborough’s and Constable’s trees, and not figuratively; for many of them go on growing. Cornard Wood is just over the hill, as is Tendring Park. And I have sat beside John Nash as he sketched in the Stour Valley, and watched the willows in winter appearing on the sheet. Cigarette ash, too.


One of these crashed down in the recent gale, opening up sky and land. At night, I listen to the ashes groaning. ‘That’ll fall on you one of these days.’ I doubt it. But it misses being a model. It is asking for attention and creaking: ‘Look at me!’ Hockney’s wayside trees will be ill at ease in Piccadilly. But then so should we, now and then. Our joy should be elsewhere, maybe. Visionaries might be able to tell us, or an art exhibition − though no longer a station poster.


I tell another David about the tumbled willow, and he says: ‘I’ll bring my chainsaw.’ Snowdrops are flooding where it has let in the light. You would hardly believe it was January. Paul Nash was given a camera in 1930, and photographed one of his significant images − Monster Field.


Tobias and the Sitter


Toby the artist has arrived from Swanage to paint my portrait. He looks round the old house for the ‘best sitting place’ and chooses the study window. Rainy panes flash with intermittent sunshine.


Toby is working on a series of portraits of rural people, mostly from Wessex, whose way of life is being destroyed by those who most admire it – the incomers. ‘Each man kills the thing he loves.’ Or, as a Dorset hurdle-maker told Toby, referring to the new race of village-dwellers, ‘they love what they see and then they change it to what they left behind.’


He draws and paints for three days, and I hope is impressed by my professionalism as an artist’s model, as I manage to chat and provide meal-breaks without moving, so to speak. And, of course, it is a treat to be in Dorset once more. It was Paul Nash’s favourite place, and I myself made wonderful trips to it when I was helping to edit the New Wessex edition of Thomas Hardy, or writing about T. F. Powys. Or climbing Maiden Castle.


We talk about the way in which, not all that long ago, local people could get trapped in landscape: how it could destroy them, as it did in The Return of the Native.


Tall and serious, Toby paints away while the white cat, new to the smell of turpentine, considers this change of environment. My face, along with the hurdle-maker’s and those of all the other country men and women who will sit for him, will hang in the Dorset County Museum in Dorchester.


This is an extraordinary institution, possessing, as it does, Thomas Hardy’s study in a room-sized glass case. He used a different pen, I remember, for each novel, writing on its holder Tess of the D’Urbervilles, The Woodlanders, etc. But how strange that this most furtive of authors should have his very soul on display! Not that I wasn’t glued to the glass when I entered the museum at ‘seeing’ not only the worn nibs, but the inky fingers pressing on, line after line, and the blotter working overtime.


Toby says that he has bought a boat named Selina and would like to change this, but it is unlucky. Ships are never rechristened. Which brings us to Tobias and the angel, and myself to sorting out Jacob and his angel, and the completely forgotten tale of Tobit, Tobias and Raphael. This is well worth anyone’s glimpse of the Apocrypha.


Briefly, Tobit, a Jewish exile in Nineveh and blind, allows his son to travel with a guide named Azarius, who is in fact the angel Raphael.


Off they go, to Tobias’s mother’s grief, to find fish, which will provide the means for her son’s happy marriage and her husband’s sight. And, of course, Tobias has a dog, Dog Toby.


It is a great tale. I take the artist Tobias to see a portrait by John Constable at Nayland, just up the road, the model for which was his brother Golding, a young land agent. He stares upwards as the Christ, a natural-enough gesture for him, as he was usually walking through the Suffolk woods with his gun. Then back to the sitting.


It is etiquette not to remark on a work in progress or even to look at it. But when Tobias at last turns the canvas round, I am disconcerted by how far he has seen into me, and how correctly. And how truthful even my chair is! Off he goes in the wild, wild weather, the easel folded up in the car like a sleeping insect.


Being Barak


Each near-dawn, tea in hand, cat on the make, I sit watching the great hazel filter in the day. Its companion was coppiced two years ago, but, remembering how this tree let in the light with a gradualness that suited me, I stayed my hand. What petty power, I now think. It shames me to write it down. But there it is, the 40-foot hazel with its frothing catkins and fanning boughs, and the small man coming to.


At first – it is 6.30 and still January – it does no more than shift darkness. But by seven it is a mutation of sumptuous verticals of colour. Then the sun fires it, and the uncurtained window is too blazing to contemplate.


Yesterday, something very odd occurred. Forty or so men trotted over the hill and into the valley. Backpacked, not chattering like the crocodiles of ramblers, they were soldiers getting up steam – maybe for Afghanistan. Easy on their feet, they passed through the hazel screen so quickly that I might have imagined them.


Later this morning, I listen to Thomas Tallis’s mighty motet for 40 voices. It is a music that overrides religious division and paltry argument. What price bank scares, what price anything that leaves out the eternal? Like the radio presenter, I heard it in Blythburgh Church ages ago, the forty voices waving and weaving their way to the painted angels, and out over the marshes. Having begun, they cannot end, at least in one’s head, in one’s devotions. How do the singers keep their places in this articulated glory?


Afterwards, dizzy with voices, I pick up fallen wood for the stove, and all the trees join in – although I am not so heavenly ‘sent’ not to see what needs lopping. Wild daffodils, those that Dorothy Wordsworth noted, are in bud under the plum.


During the debate about having judges or kings, Jotham tells a delightful tale about the trees’ arguing over who should be their monarch. It is in Judges 9. ‘The trees went forth on a time to anoint a king over them; and they said unto the olive tree [and to the fig, vine, and bramble], Reign thou over us.’ And, being wise, as all trees are, they made their leafy excuses. No fear! Trees have better things to do than to reign over each other. And so had many of the Shechemites, it seems. After telling his tale, ‘Jotham ran away’, which is just like an author.


A noticeable thing, if I may say so, is how un-Bible-read the worshippers are these days. On Sunday, I preach on Barack Obama’s namesake, that Hebrew hero who saved his nation and whom the writer of Hebrews links with David. ‘Arise, Barak, and lead’ (Judges 5). Isn’t this what they will have cried on Super Tuesday? He and a woman, Deborah, would rescue their country. So nothing is new.


Why do not so many of us read scripture for pleasure, or as a last resort on our desert island? Its stories are infinite; its poetry is enchanting. In it, the trees are enthroned and crowned as only nature can make them, and as they are in my old garden at this moment as the latest sap anoints them.


My lovely hazel (Corylus avellana) has high standing in the Christian universe; for did it not provide Dame Julian with her divine nut? A cock pheasant scuffles beneath it, kicking up black mould. ‘You need to coppice that tree,’ advises a passer-by. Do I?


Warm Winters


‘What we need is a good hard frost,’ says the unknown rider as she squelches up the track, her horse’s hooves imprinting watery cicatrices in the mud. ‘Yes,’ I say supinely, for to be honest I ﬁnd the warm January days blissful. I too squelch from bed to bed, from bush to tree whilst a blackbird sings aloft and unseasonal zephyrs mark my way as in a Handel opera. Snowdrops prick the earth and a couple of primroses are actually out. The air is brand new from whichever quarter it mildly blows. I thought I might walk to the church and ask the young pointer of pinnacles if he knew that mortar was once strengthened with ‘malt liquor’. I must also enquire of the poet James Knox Whittet, late of Islay, and a welcome visitor to Bottengoms, whether he had heard of this use of his island’s main export. He may well blanch at the thought of a single malt holding a church tower together.


But ‘good hard frosts’, snowfalls and bitter north winds, and Robin trying to keep himself warm, poor thing, will they be no more? Don’t count on it. Little Ice Age or global warming, winter wild will come again. So make the most of a tropical January. The happiness of a bedroom window gaping across the ﬁelds all night and a cat asleep in the in-tray all day. The pleasure of the ditches rippling away, not with frigid gushes from the ﬁeld-drains but with a sparkle. Sorting the Christmas cards into piles of needing a reply and not needing a reply. I spend some time admiring the pictures. Hardly any Pickwickian coaches, but quite a few Dutch villagers dancing about on the snow. And who would want to stay inside during the little Ice Age without windowpanes? Just shutters, and these blowing open. So put on every garment you possess and frolic by the river, play football – a favourite pitch was the frozen river – and drink a malt or two and by no means let the builder have it for bodging the cracks in the church.


Just twice have I been snowed-up down at the farmhouse. The ﬁrst time I opened the front door on to a snow buttress and couldn’t get out. And both times it was impossible to get up the track to the lane, a distance of about a mile, due to a ﬁlling-in with snowdrifts. The neighbours – people in this country always become frenzied during a big snowfall – were amazed that my telephone still worked and said that they placed food at the top ‘if you can get to it’. In vain did I describe my deep freeze with its many packages bossily lettered, some of them, ‘expiry date 1997’ etc., and my laid-out apples, and my shelf-ful of jams and pickles, although I do not tell them about the wine as I have to preserve some kind of sobriety in my position. These epic snowfalls knew that an ancient house had to have some kind of drama in its long life. Had it not endured several centuries of the little Ice Age? One of them sans glass windows? Had not its thatch kept snug under a ton of snow and its eaves hung with icicles, and its inhabitants in January rushed from it into the cosy garden? Dark, dark it would have been, those Ice Age Epiphanies. And yet light. Not much light where that religious mob outside Parliament was concerned. And how British that their sacred fury should turn on the moral argument of a B & B. Such a nation has nothing to fear.


To Mount Bures for Epiphany matins and to daydream in that spiry little place and listen to the softly battering wind during the Lessons. We sing Cantate Domino – ‘then shall all the trees of the wood rejoice before the Lord’. And it is so.


Ponds and Buses and Barrel-organs


Hard frosts accompany my reading of Henry Thoreau’s Walden, with its memorable account of a hundred men cutting thousands of tons of ice from Walden Pond to store in such a way that two roasting Massachusetts’ summers failed to melt it. ‘Pond’ – it covered over sixty acres! Walden is a young man’s year in the wilderness during 1846, a delightful treatise on spartan living. Somewhat overwhelmed by Thoreau’s pond, I ‘cronched’ – his word – over the white grass to look at mine. There are three of them, a couple where the garden begins and one where it ends. For time immemorial the plough horses drank deep at them somewhere about 3 p.m., or the end of their toiling day. In Walden the young hermit has a frequent argument with himself. ‘Shall I go to heaven or a-fishing?’ Even the saints must have asked themselves this question now and then. I sometimes think that God will ask us, ‘That wonderful world of mine, why didn’t you enjoy it more?’


The ice on my ponds is mere thin crackles around half-furled marsh marigold leaves, nothing extreme. A sunbeam would see it off. But the village stays wintry and even hibernatery. Some faint bustling in the shop, in the Crown, in Simon’s carpentry shed, but that’s about all. Half of us is in school, in the office, at the supermarket, in London. A minute part of us is on the farm. Why, we might be Ovington! Trying to discover the church key in that far west village, I must have knocked on a dozen unanswered doors before a girl on a bike called, ‘They’re out!’ And the church key was where it always was – and where I soon found it. Cats sat in council-house windows, glad to have Ovington to themselves. An ancient man dug his garden but didn’t look up. Ovington, population fifty-three. A murderer lived here, we were told as boys, meaning Lieutenant John Felton who, in 1628, walked from London to Portsmouth to rid England of the beautiful but bad Duke of Buckingham. An excellent woman, Mrs Brett, also lived here, as the little church bears witness, for it still has, inside and out, many of her Tractarian embellishments. She too walked far and significantly, for she was the secretary of Bishop Frank Weston of Zanzibar, one of the founders of the African Church and in many ways a precursor of Archbishop Trevor Huddleston. Bishop Frank and Mrs Brett challenging the imperialists, including Lord Milner himself, and then going on their way, she to Ovington with its old field church, its few folk and its son who with ‘a tenpenny knife’ altered history. Poor Bishop Weston also died from a knife wound which led to blood poisoning. His cook-boy had, with his permission, wielded it to relieve a carbuncle as they walked hundreds of miles through his diocese. He was fifty-three. It is not only old empires that were far flung, but also old villages.


Galanthus


I must go out to look at the snowdrops before the snow covers them. How coming snowstorms thrilled us as children. We would hear the grown-ups say, ‘The sky is full of it’, and we would rush to the hilltop to meet it halfway. ‘Let it snow, let it snow!’ we would holler. And the hill would be so quiet as it waited for the special snow silence. My snowdrops wait for it now, faintly trembling with pleasure, faces to the earth. Any minute it will fall on them, ravish them. Their name Galanthus means milk flower and it’s milk which describes their particular whiteness, not snow. The whiteness of snow outdoes their milkiness. The few I gather open in minutes in the warm room. Isolated from the garden drifts their variant exposures are breathtakingly beautiful. I hold them up to look at what I would not be able to see outside and remember some of their species names, Elwesi, Nivalis, Nivalis Viridi-spice . . . Their green-tipped bells have sprung, revealing all. There are snowdrop experts like my artist friend John Morley who are intimately acquainted with Galanthus society but I am on affectionate nodding terms with just a few of these first flowers. They drift in my wood, in the orchard, under the roses, along the lane, where the old farm buildings fell down, around the horse pond, where the postman turns his van, countless thousands of them. Snowdrops like to wander about a bit but still keep company.


They drift where I bury Mary’s ashes in Little Horkesley churchyard and where generations of her family, the Bullocks, lie. Bullocks’ corner it is known as. A stone has been removed to have her name added to it and she will not have to endure one of those stingy set in the grass tablets for the cremated. I have never understood why the latter should have doll’s house memorials. Better to have one’s name added to a marble book which suggests the divine roll-call than to rest under a tile. I have to cut a snowdrop slab in order to put Mary underground. Her ashes are grey as they slide from a plastic bag. I read John Donne’s ‘Bring us, O Lord, at our last awakening into the house and gate of heaven’ over them to lend the practical business a bit of style. It is true winter and the bare trees clack. ‘It is enough to cut you in half,’ say the relations.


After which we take Helen to the Crown to celebrate her hundredth birthday. Just the handful of us who have known her for ever. Then back to her bungalow where a card from the Queen totters in pride of place on the mantelpiece. Bouquets cover her jigsaw table. Later, I walk home in the promised snowfall. The wind howls in my ears. The white cat, lengthways on the radiator, says something like, ‘Thou fool’ but when I set a match to the log fire she changes her tune and mouths, ‘Thou angel’. A farmer and his family would have sat around this hearth when Shakespeare was writing The Winter’s Tale, which is a play set in Bohemia. Flowers are mentioned but not snowdrops. The village people used to believe them to be unlucky and wouldn’t have them in the house. White cats too were unlucky. Mine lies on her back and opens to the heat.


Snowfall


I know that it has arrived before I draw the curtains. Snow. Its silent voice fills the landscape. Snow is weather with a finger to its lips. A faint cold wind will be blowing towards the house in powdering drifts. John Nash, whose studio window this was, would have stood here to put the snow down, miraculously to me, on his snowy watercolour paper. There it would be, a favourite sight, snow-white on paper-white, and marked with a pheasant’s starry footsteps. He is gone, the scene remains with its snow-laden willows toppling about a bit, and the flooded valley vaguely present through millions of flakes. They dance in the London commuters’ headlights and settle on the cats, who for some purpose known only to them have left the warm kitchen to plunge about in the soaking whiteness like deceived girls making for the workhouse. The downfall is exhilarating the horses. They canter across the hillside, one of them sporting her winter blanket. ‘Hast thou entered into the treasures of the snow?’ enquires God of Job. ‘No’, say we all, men and beasts alike, though it is not for want of trying.


Later this snow morning we drive across a purified East Anglia on ebony motorways to Cambridge to hear a friend read her new poems. All is changed. Modest heights such as Tudy Camps and the Gogs are pretending to be the Himalayas. The windscreen wipers click like Chinese fans, throwing the snow off as fast as it comes. ‘The clouds are full of it’, we tell each other, this being something which is always said at such a time. Ours is a perilous enterprise for poetry’s sake. Will the lane from Rodbridge to Cavendish be adrift when we return? It is the kind of lane down which Mr Woodhouse unwisely ventured to dinner when snow threatened.


It seems not quite right to celebrate Richard Rolle in January, though there he is in the Lectionary. He was the Yorkshire hermit whose love of Christ was too hot to handle by the medieval Church. Or perhaps it felt that it had to stand back from his fire. Rolle is our St John of the Cross, a saint of the interior song. The nuns at Hampole adored him, this passionate young man who did not care much for church services and sang on his doorstep.


 


I ask you, Lord Jesus,


to develop in me, your lover,


an immeasurable urge towards you,


an affection that is unbounded,


a longing that is unrestrained,


a fervour that throws discretion to the winds!


 


The Hampole nuns would have had him canonised – but no. So they beatified his memory. Some claim Richard Rolle to be the ‘true father of English literature’. He was a wild boy who left Oxford without a degree, who lived as a hermit without being licensed to do so, and who wrote dazzlingly in English at a time when God expected Latin. Listening to poems in Girton College where I’m told there are now more men than women, fragments of Richard Rolle’s enchanting book The Fire of Love become entangled with what I am hearing, which is quite a compliment to the poet reading her work. I think of Rolle’s concept of the way we should love Christ: ‘Reason cannot hold it in check, fear does not make it tremble, wise judgment does not temper it’. He was born in 1300 at Thornton-le-Dale, maybe during an Epiphany snowfall.


You who are the most lovely,


lovable and beautiful,


remember that it is through you


that I am no longer afraid of any passing power . . .


 


Rolle’s life and work are lessons on how not to get on in the Church.


Absent Relations


The question most asked if you live in a funny old house in the middle of nowhere is: ‘Do you see ghosts?’ No; but now and then I hear mothers calling ‘Get up!’ They stand at the bottom of the clumsy stairs, or the wonky ladder to the attic, threatening sleepy sons with dire consequences if they do not appear before they count ten. Feed the pigs. Go to school. What would their father say? Half-past five and still abed.


But at least these centuries of farmers’ boys would not likely have put their parents down on paper. Many writers do, one way or another. Dickens immortalised – and forgave – his father in Mr Micawber. Edmund Gosse, an only son, in his masterpiece, Father and Son, revealed how far one could go in not giving hurt to a parent. Poor Mr Gosse Snr was a Creationist, and also a great scientist. Genesis told him one thing, the rocks, another. He and his fellow religionists once stood on the shore to await the Second Coming. One day Edmund told him that he did not believe a word of all this. Love continued between them, but something terrible, as well. It was not the usual row – literature saw to that. But what a fate, to breed an author!


The poet John Clare had to break it to his parents gently that he had written what he read to them because his mother ‘knew not a single letter, and superstition went so far with her that she believed the higher parts of learning was the blackest arts of witchcraft’. Oh, the shame of it, to have a writer for a son! Or a daughter, of course. And, oh, the risk of it!
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