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    PREFACE




    This book was written out of the conviction that John Clare is the one major English poet never to have received a biography that is worthy of his memory. It is based on a thorough examination of all the available sources, both published and unpublished.




    Our knowledge of Clare’s early years, from his birth in 1793 to the beginning of his literary career in 1819, is dependent on his own autobiographical prose. His memory cannot, however, be trusted in every particular: it is impossible to piece together a precise chronology of his passage from schoolboy to casual labourer to soldiering and back to work in the fields. In 1821 he wrote a brief autobiography for his publisher, ‘Sketches in the Life of John Clare’. Three years later he drafted a more complete (untitled) autobiography, but he never published it. The two documents are not always consistent with each other or with external evidence such as parish records.




    Because of the gaps and uncertainties in the record of Clare’s first twenty-five years, Part One of this biography is structured as much thematically as chronologically: chapters on heredity and childhood are followed by a general account of Clare’s geographical and social environment, then a chapter on his life as a labourer and then one on the friendships, erotic entanglements and writing activities of his leisure hours. Only with the final chapter of Part One, when Clare is ‘discovered’ as a poet in the autumn of 1818, do we have firm facts of the kind that are provided by dated correspondence.




    The most fully documented period of his life spans his debut as a writer and his move, a dozen years later, from his home village of Helpston to nearby Northborough. These were the years when celebrity came suddenly and departed as swiftly. His journal and the great majority of his poetic manuscripts belong to this period, as does the bulk of his surviving correspondence. Here, in contrast to the earlier and later years, there is an embarrassment of biographical riches.




    Clare kept the letters he received and stitched them together into hand-made books, an exceptionally valuable source: it is an unusual privilege for a biographer to see his subject through the eyes of so many friends and acquaintances. The most intimate and revealing letters, written throughout the 1820s and 1830s, are from a London admirer called Eliza Emmerson. She intended to publish both sides of the correspondence, but Clare’s letters to her seem to have been destroyed. Tantalising fragments of them are glimpsed when Mrs Emmerson refers to and quotes from them in her replies.




    After his move to Northborough, Clare’s mental health became increasingly unstable and his writing grew more spasmodic and fragmentary. He went on composing poetry after he was confined to lunatic asylums (in Essex from 1837 to 1841 and in Northampton until his death), but we have no journal and only a few letters from these years. For a picture of his life in the two madhouses, we are mostly reliant on the correspondence and (sometimes unreliable) reminiscences of staff, family, fellow-inmates and visitors—though his own account of his walk home from the Essex asylum to Northborough survives as one of the most remarkable autobiographical fragments in the English language.




    In 1865, a year after Clare’s death, a biography of him was written by Frederick Martin, a German-Jewish émigré. It is a lively read and a significant resource—Martin almost certainly had access to a now-lost fair copy of Clare’s autobiography—but its colourful detail must be taken with a very large grain of salt. Separating truth from invention in this first Life of John Clare is an intricate task: many errors of fact and misrepresentations of image have passed from Martin’s text to subsequent biographies and critical studies.




    But the greatest difficulties arise when we examine Clare’s own manuscripts. He was among the most prolific of all English poets, survived by nearly ten thousand pages of manuscript writings—poems, autobiography, journal, letters, essays, natural history writings and more. Much of this work remained unpublished until the late twentieth century; some of it has never appeared in print. Partly because of Clare’s ‘peasant’ origin and partly due to the sheer speed of his writing, the manuscripts are fragile, fragmentary, confusing and often barely legible. They have very little punctuation and are highly irregular in grammar, spelling and capitalization.




    Four collections of Clare’s poems, representing less than a quarter of his overall output, appeared in print in his lifetime: Poems, Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery (published in 1820, when he was twenty-six years old), The Village Minstrel, and Other Poems (published a year later), The Shepherd’s Calendar; with Village Stories, and Other Poems (1827) and The Rural Muse (1835). These volumes were ‘regularised’ for the press by his editors and publishers. The effect of the procedure was a matter of concern to Clare; it has also become the single point of greatest controversy among modern scholars of his work. Is justice done to Clare by the presentation of his manuscripts in the raw, free from the shackles of prescriptive grammar? Or does the reproduction of their idiosyncrasies unintentionally perpetuate the image of him as a semi-illiterate primitive, an eternal child?




    In view of the intractability of this debate, I have been eclectic in my habits of quotation. When I have quoted with the specific purpose of evoking Clare in the very moment of writing, I have reproduced the manuscripts as exactly as possible, though with the introduction of light punctuation—the occasional dash, comma and apostrophe—where the sense requires some form of pointing This seemed the most appropriate way to reproduce some of the extracts from his letters and journal. When I have sought to show how his works were presented to his original public, I have reproduced the texts printed in his lifetime. For the most part, though, I have quoted his writings as manifestations of his vision of himself and his world; in the majority of my quotations I have therefore edited his manuscripts with a light touch. I believe that this is how he wanted them to be handled. That is to say, I have done what he expected his editors to do: normalised his spelling (I’m for Im, used for usd, and for &, than in place of the old spelling then, etc.) and introduced a degree of punctuation for the sake of clarity, but not over-regularised his grammar or diluted the regional dialect that is so essential to his voice. So, for instance, his use of a singular verb with a plural noun, as in ‘my parents was illiterate’, is retained—the usage remains common to this day in the spoken language of the fens of eastern England. Some distinctive spellings, such as childern for children, are also retained to give the feel of Clare’s own rural accent. A certain purposeful inconsistency in the presentation of quotations has seemed the best way of giving the flavour of Clare’s erratic orthography whilst avoiding such an excess of irregularities that his ‘peasant’ origin would outweigh all other impressions of his writing.1




    An equally difficult question is the extent to which the poems should be regarded as autobiographical. In particular, there is a strong temptation to read Clare’s relationship with his childhood sweetheart Mary Joyce through his many ‘Mary’ poems and to wonder about the many other women’s names that occur in his work. Throughout this biography, I have sought to show how the life illuminates the poems and vice-versa, whilst also recognising that—even in the case of a poet who drew as extensively on his own experience and environment as Clare did—a body of poetry offers an imaginative reshaping of a life, not a direct report on it.




    ‘In writing such Biographs’, remarked Clare in an unpublished fragment, ‘one can only repeat what has been written—for it cannot be expected that new discoverys can be made . . . so long after the lives of those whom the writers celebrate.’ Matters of fact, he continued, thus become ‘little better than guesses at truth—from hearsay acquaintance—therefore doubts exist not as tenants at will but on leases that cannot be broken—and the doing away with an old doubt to find a new one in its place has been so long the usage of commentators that it ought to be out of fashion.’ Though I have been able to correct scores of local errors and larger misconceptions in the received biographical record, I have inevitably made many ‘guesses at truth’ and will have introduced new doubts in place of the old ones that I have resolved. I have relied above all on my ‘hearsay acquaintance’ with John Clare via his papers and correspondence: to have spent five years in the company of his remarkable written voice has been the most exciting and humbling adventure of my own writing life.




    




    








  



    

       

    




    
PROLOGUE





    BESIDE THE ROAD TO THE NORTH




    Thursday 22 July 1841. Morning. A countryman sits by the Great York Road, the main coaching route that joins London to the north of England. He is just over five feet tall, his hair receding and his girth increasing with middle age. A week ago he passed his forty-eighth birthday far away from his family. He is probably smoking a pipe. He has walked over fifty miles from the Epping Forest and is now just south of Buckden in Huntingdonshire.




    In the following century the road will be paved and widened and named with a number instead of a destination: the A1. Driving its dual carriageway today, one covers those fifty miles in less than an hour, bypassing villages like Buckden in a flash. It is impossible to imagine a man walking this route, tired, confused, cold at night and hungry by day. He will soon resort to eating the grass by the roadside, cheering himself with the observation that its taste is a little like that of bread.




    As he sits resting, he takes out his six-by-four-inch pocket memorandum book. In a scratchy, barely legible hand, he writes:




    

      

        

          The man whose daughter is the queen of England is now sitting on a stone heap on the high way to bugden without a farthing in his pocket and without tasting a bit of food ever since yesterday morning—when he was offered a bit of Bread and cheese at Enfield—he has not had any since but If I put a little fresh speed on hope too may speed to morrow—O Mary mary If you knew how anxious I am to see you and dear Patty with the childern I think you would come and meet me.


        


      


    




    He is walking home from Dr Allen’s private lunatic asylum, in which he has been confined for four years. Some gypsies had offered to help him escape by hiding him in their camp, but he has chosen to go it alone. He is walking home to his wife, Patty, and his seven children. He thinks that he is also walking home to Mary Joyce, the sweetheart of his youth and the obsession of his later years. He does not know that a year after he entered the asylum Mary, unmarried and childless, died of burns sustained in a freak accident.




    He still has over thirty miles to go. The next day, he arrives at his cottage in the windswept fenland village of Northborough. Though ‘compleatly foot foundered and broken down’, he starts work on an account of his journey. ‘Returned home out of Essex,’ he begins, ‘and found no Mary—her and her family are as nothing to me now though she herself was once the dearest of all—and how can I forget.’ In his pocket he finds some notes he has scribbled along the way, written in pencil on scraps of old newspaper: ‘1st Day—Tuesday—Started from Enfield and slept at Stevenage on some clover trusses—cold lodging.’




    The day after his homecoming, he writes up a fair copy of his ‘Reccolections etc. of journey from Essex’ in a foolscap manuscript book of brown half-suede with marbled boards. But he is not at peace. ‘So here I am homeless at home’, he concludes, ‘and half gratified to feel that I can be happy any where’.




    In the early 1820s John Clare achieved short-lived metropolitan fame under the soubriquet ‘the Northamptonshire Peasant Poet’. He was the son of an agricultural labourer who never found regular employment. As a boy he worked as a thresher, a bird-scarer, a plough-boy and a pot-scourer in a pub. As a young man he was variously a gardener in the grounds of a stately home, a militiaman, a casual field-worker like his father, and a lime-burner. He was born and raised—and remained to raise his own children—in a cottage with no running water. His family had to share a single outdoor privy with the neighbours in their row of tenements. When a man from such a background writes in his notebook that he is the father of Queen Victoria, one may assume that he is not in his perfect mind. But when he recollects his journey in minute detail, and when he says ‘and how can I forget’, one may only feel that he is all too fully in possession of himself.




    There were times when Clare believed that Dr Allen’s lunatic asylum was a prison in which he had been incarcerated for bigamy—for marrying and having children with his youthful flame Mary as well as his real wife Patty. There were times when he said he was Lord Byron, the greatest poet and most notorious lover of the age. The notebook that he took from his pocket beside the Great North Road included a poem he had just written, full of sexual disgust, called ‘Don Juan’. ‘The lunatic, the lover, and the poet,’ wrote Shakespeare in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, ‘Are of imagination all compact.’




    Five months later John Clare was committed again, this time to a public rather than a private institution: the Northampton General Lunatic Asylum. Among the questions asked on his admission papers was whether insanity had been ‘preceded by any severe or long continued mental emotion or exertion’. Dr Fenwick Skrimshire—who also inserted and underlined the information that Clare had ‘escaped’ from the asylum at High Beech, Epping—answered: ‘after years addicted to Poetical prosing’.




    








  



    

       

    




    
PART ONE





    Early Years




    1793–1819




    

      

        

          I was a lover very early in life . . .


        


      


    




    








  



    

       

    




    
CHAPTER ONE





    ‘HEREDITARY’




    Dr Skrimshire also had an answer to the question ‘What are the supposed causes of Insanity?’ He noted that they were ‘hereditary’. There is no sure ground for this claim, but there is no doubt that the public image of Clare as ‘the Northamptonshire Peasant Poet’ was heavily dependent on his humble heredity.




    Here is how the story begins in the first biography of him:




    

      

        

          Some thirty years previous to the birth of John, there came into Helpston2 a big, swaggering fellow of no particular home, and, as far as could be ascertained, of no particular name: a wanderer over the earth, passing himself off, now for an Irishman, and now for a Scotchman. He had tramped over the greater part of Europe, alternately fighting and playing the fiddle; and being tired awhile of tramping, and footsore and thirsty withal, he resolved to settle for a few weeks, or months, at the quiet little village. The place of schoolmaster happened to be vacant, perhaps had been vacant for years; and the villagers were overjoyed when they heard that this noble stranger, able to play the fiddle, and to drink a gallon of beer at a sitting, would condescend to teach the A B C to their children. So ‘Master Parker,’ as the great unknown called himself for the nonce, was duly installed schoolmaster of Helpston. The event, taking place sometime about the commencement of the reign of King George the Third, marks the first dawn of the family history of John Clare.


        


      


    




    According to biographer Frederick Martin, ‘the tramping schoolmaster’ soon made the acquaintance of the pretty daughter of the parish clerk. Her name was Alice Clare. She had to walk through the schoolroom each day on her way to wind the church clock. As skilled with words as with his fiddlestick, Master Parker seduced her, and on discovering that the girl was pregnant, he quit the village. The parish clerk’s daughter gave birth to a boy, who was given his mother’s surname but christened for the absent father. Such, says Martin, was the origin of Parker Clare, father of John Clare.




    The original source for this story—minus the colourful narrative embroidery that Martin always added—was the autobiographical ‘Sketches in the Life of John Clare’:




    

      

        

          My father was one of fate’s chancelings who drop into the world without the honour of matrimony—he took the surname of his mother, who to commemorate the memory of a worthless father with more tenderness of lovelorn feeling than he doubtless deserved, gave him his surname at his christening, who was a Scotchman by birth and a schoolmaster by profession and in his stay at this and the neighboring villages went by the name of John Donald Parker—this I had from John Cue of Ufford, an old man who in his young days was a companion and confidential to my run-a-gate of a grandfather, for he left the village and my grandmother soon after the deplorable accident of misplaced love was revealed to him, but her love was not that frenzy which shortens the days of the victim of seduction, for she lived to the age of 86.


        


      


    




    Old John Cue had once been head-gardener to Lord Manners of nearby Ufford Hall. He remembered Clare’s renegade grandfather as a man of somewhat mysterious identity, an outsider and a wanderer, a rogue and a lady’s man, but also a teacher of letters.




    It does not matter whether the transmission of these attributes to John Clare was genetic or part of the family folklore. Either way, we will see the shade of old John Donald Parker in Clare’s own life—the unstable identity and the sense of exile, but also the sexual activity and the commitment to reading and writing. Genetically speaking, three-quarters of Clare belonged to Helpston and the immediate neighbourhood, while the other quarter was Scots. He felt an affinity with Robert Burns. In the asylum years, he wrote in many different voices, one of which was the Scottish vernacular.




    Clare, who was usually wry and uncensorious when writing of sexual matters, calls the seduction nothing more than a ‘deplorable accident of misplaced love’. He clearly admired the robust common sense of his grandmother, who got on with her (long) life and did not pine for what was lost. He himself lacked the gift of putting the past readily behind him.




    Hard labour on the land was written into the very name of the family: Clare derives from clayer, one who manures or marls agricultural land. The soil in the fields of some of the parishes around Helpston is heavy, clayey, difficult to work. ‘I cannot trace my name to any remote period,’ wrote Clare, ‘a century and a half is the utmost and in this I have found no great ancestors to boast in the breed—all I can make out is that they were Gardeners, Parish Clerks and fiddlers’. His own talents were not so very different from those of his ancestors. He was trained as a gardener and became a fine fiddler. And parish clerks would, by definition, have been able to use a pen.




    There seem to have been at least two Clare families in the village of Helpston in the early eighteenth century. A John Clare became senior parish clerk. For this reason, his name often appears in the parish register as a witness at weddings. He had a careful writing hand. He was buried in June 1781, aged about eighty. He and his wife Alice (née Gorge) had eleven children, at least four of whom died in infancy or early childhood. Their daughter Alice, who succumbed to the charms of John Donald Parker, was born in 1737 and died on 1 January 1820, the very day on which a London literary magazine published a profile of her grandson and the news that his first book would soon be published. Longevity was in the Clare genes.




    The birth in 1765 of Parker Clare was not recorded in the Helpston register. Perhaps the parish clerk was ashamed of the illegitimacy. But Parker was brought up in his grandparents’ home in the village. In adult life he was employed on a day-to-day basis as a farm labourer, and was especially known as a thresher. Considerable physical strength was required to wield the flail that separated grain from husk and straw, so when Parker developed rheumatism in his later years, he found it increasingly hard to earn a living. He did not take well to immobility. As a young man he had been a noted wrestler in the village sports. He would come to share with his son an obsession with professional prize-fighting, a world known as the Fancy. A glimpse of their conversations on the subject may be caught from one of Clare’s letters to a London friend: ‘as soon as he knew I was writing to you [he] reminedded me to be sure and ask you to tell us who wins in Curtis’s and Jones’s Battles to day and if you take in any of the daily papers which contains the fights we should be very much obliged to you for the loan of one’.




    In October 1792, Parker Clare married Ann Stimson, fourth of the six children of John and Elizabeth Stimson of Castor, a village beyond the open land of Emmonsales Heath, some five miles to the south. John Stimson was a ‘town shepherd’, responsible for the local landowners’ livestock, which grazed on the common fields and wastelands. His stewardship seems to have extended to Marholm, closer to Helpston, for it was in that parish’s church that his daughter’s wedding took place. At thirty-five, Ann Stimson was eight years her husband’s senior and swarthy in appearance. She was sometimes ill-tempered. Her parents were probably relieved to see her leave home, even though a casual labourer such as Parker Clare was not an especially attractive match. Given her age, Ann could not have hoped to have a large family. She conceived twins immediately.




    ‘Both my parents was illiterate to the last degree,’ Clare would remark. The statement’s bluntness and grammatical roughness have served the myth of Clare as child of nature, a pure untutored genius. However, in the eighteenth century illiterate meant not ‘unable to read’ but ‘ignorant of polite letters’. The Clares who formed a line of parish clerks would have been among the more literate of the Helpston villagers. Parker could certainly read. He owned a Bible, but preferred ‘the superstitious tales that are hawked about a sheet for a penny, such as old Nixon’s Prophesies, Mother Bunch’s Fairy Tales, and Mother Shipton’s Legacy’. A poor man does not spend his hard-earned pennies on broadsheets if he is incapable of reading them. Ann Stimson, by contrast, did not know a single letter of the alphabet and, like many country people, regarded book-learning as a kind of witchcraft.




    It was through his father that Clare first encountered storytelling and folk songs. Best of all, Parker Clare liked ballads. Over a horn of ale at the Blue Bell public house—conveniently situated next door to his cottage—he would boast to his friends that he could sing or recite over a hundred of them. Clare could recollect his father’s ‘tolerable good voice’ and how he would be called upon to entertain the company during many a convivial evening. Parker’s son grew up to become not only a teller of tales in verse, but also a highly accomplished musician and collector of songs and tunes. In all probability he was the earliest folk-song collector in southern England. His poetry grew out of an oral tradition that was fully alive in his village and his childhood home.




    In the autumn of 1792 Parker and his bride moved into a steep-roofed thatched tenement on Helpston High Street. It was there that Ann gave birth to the twins in the heat of the following July. They had four rooms at their disposal, two up and two down, for which they paid a rent of thirty shillings a year. One bedroom would have been occupied by old Alice Clare, Parker’s mother, and the other by Parker, Ann and the children. The bedrooms were reached by a ladder leading up to a trap-door.




    Though there was no proper stairway, to have two rooms downstairs was a comparative luxury. Clare said that his childhood home was ‘as roomy and comfortable as any of our neighbours’. He ‘never felt a desire to have a better’. Often he drew comfort from the thought of home: in an early sonnet he remembered how he would stand watching the light-blue smoke pour from the chimney and think of his family gathered round the fire within. His eye would be drawn to the yellow flowers of the leeks grown in the thatch as a charm against lightning. In a letter he wrote fondly of his snug ‘hut’: it was so low that if you stood outside and held a walking stick in the air you could reach the upstairs window; you had to stoop to enter the front door, the chimney corner was open to the sky and the hearth always full of soot; but all in all it felt solid and homely with its thick walls and absorbent thatch. His favourite place was a ‘corner chair’ by the fire—though ‘when the rain comes down the chimney it often falls plump on the book I am reading and I am forced to put away the book till the rain is gone’.




    There was a large garden. Parker Clare dug vegetables before and after work each day. The family owed much to a Golden Russet apple tree, as Clare explained years later: ‘the tree is an old favourite with my father and stood his friend many a year in the days of adversity by producing an abundance of fruit which always met with ready sale and paid his rent.’ In better times, Clare sent some of the apples down to his publisher in London: ‘their peculiar flavour makes them esteemed here but how your cockney pallets are I know not yet’.




    John Clare and his twin sister were born on 13 July 1793. Into what sort of a world did they arrive?




    The year had begun with the people of France putting their king on trial for treason. Louis XVI was executed on 21 January. Within three weeks the French republic had declared war on Britain. By summer, the navy was busy in action. On 9 July, William Waldegrave—who later became the first Baron Radstock—celebrated his fortieth birthday aboard a man-of-war he was captaining in the Mediterranean. On the day of Clare’s birth, a little-known young poet of radical sympathies and high ideals watched from the Isle of Wight with sorrow in his heart as the British fleet gathered in the Solent. His name was William Wordsworth. That evening in Paris one of the leaders of the revolutionary Jacobins, Jean Paul Marat, was stabbed to death in his bath by Charlotte Corday.




    In July 1793 London saw a spate of arson attacks and countless Jacobinical handbills circulated in the streets. In Oxford it was business as usual—the Earls Fitzwilliam and Spencer attended a grand ceremony for the installation of a new University chancellor—but in Cambridge a Mr John Cook was tried and imprisoned for uttering seditious words against king and government.




    Some forty miles north of Cambridge stands the mellow-stoned market town of Stamford, where in mediaeval times there had been a short-lived attempt to establish a third English university. This was a region of great houses and estates, owned by the British counterparts of those French aristocrats who were daily being dispatched to the guillotine by Marat’s compatriots: the Spencer seat at Althorp; Milton Park, the principal southern residence of the Fitzwilliams; and, most imposing of all, Burghley House, built for Queen Elizabeth’s chief minister and now the home of his descendant, the tenth Earl of Exeter. Burghley is on the southern outskirts of Stamford, Helpston four and a half miles further along the same road.




    In the week of Clare’s birth, the Stamford Mercury reported (over-optimistically) that ‘the unfortunate delusion that had overspread France is fast dissipating’. But for the people of the village, war and revolution were far away. There was trouble closer to home: a depressed rural economy. Northamptonshire wheat was fetching a price well below the national average. The Mercury listed a higher-than-usual number of bankruptcies, auctions of bankrupts’ possessions, and creditors’ meetings.




    Everywhere people were saying that something had to be done about the state of British agriculture. A correspondent in the July Gentleman’s Magazine proposed a design for a new drill-plough which would reduce the necessity for superfluous men and horses. He informed readers of other devices he had in hand—a machine for dibbling corn, a pedometer for measuring land.




    The government was also seeking to measure and to improve. Prime Minister William Pitt the Younger was working towards the institution of a national Board of Agriculture. Its remit was announced the following month: to inquire into the ownership of land, the state of the soil, livestock, crops and their rotation, the use of ploughs and other machines. To ask ‘What advantages have been found to result from inclosing land, in regard to the increase of rent,—quantity or quality of produce,—improvement of stock, etc.’ To gather information regarding the size and nature of enclosures, their effect on population and on common lands. The rate of agricultural labour. The extent of wastelands and the upkeep of woodlands. The condition of roads and farmhouses.




    The effects of enclosure had not yet been felt in Helpston. The parliamentary act that initiated the change in its landscape would come sixteen years later.




    Year in, year out, before and after enclosure, July was a month of back-breaking labour in the fields. In 1793 it would have been particularly arduous because of the weather: Clare was born in the middle of a heat wave. The temperature rose into the eighties on ten out of eleven days around Saturday the thirteenth. It reached ninety degrees as Ann went into labour with the twins. The Mercury noted that it was the hottest spell for years. In Stamford the paper’s proprietor, Richard Newcomb, announced that he had received a special consignment of Mr Cox’s Nitre Tablets, Calcined Magnelia and Pearl Seeds, ‘peculiarly serviceable to every constitution during the extreme hot weather in particular’.




    In Clare’s poetry July is a month of ‘sultry days and dewy nights’. The time for making hay. Flies everywhere, boys beating them off with boughs while shepherds eat their noontide dinner. Teams of horses wait to cart away the hay, swishing their tails and turning their heads in order to nip—though Clare’s word is knap—‘the gadfly’s teazing wound’. There are turnip seeds to be planted, ploughshares to be ‘laid’ (re-edged) by the blacksmith. And on the margin of the scene, a gypsy with a reaping hook tied to the end of a long pole cuts down bulrushes to hawk around the neighbouring towns.




    Since Clare was the son of a day labourer, the expectation would have been that by the age of ten he would follow his father into the fields. No one in the village could have imagined that one day he would be not just experiencing rural labour but also writing about it, as in these vignettes from the ‘July’ he intended for his Shepherd’s Calendar.




    The initial fear was that he would be lucky to survive at all. Though born first, the boy twin was weakly. His mother joked that she could fit him into a pint pot—a suitable receptacle for the son of a drinker, who became a drinker himself. The girl was ‘as much to the contrary a fine lively bonny wench’. But, as Clare said in his autobiographical ‘Sketches’, the weakest does not always go to the wall: it was the girl who died after a few weeks. The search for something lost—something innocent, female, and associated with childhood—was bound into Clare’s mental state and at the heart of his poetry. For the first few weeks of his life, but never again, he lay with his closest kin.




    John was baptised on 11 August 1793. His sister was dead by then. No grave is marked. She was to have been christened Elizabeth, after her maternal grandmother. The family remembered her as Bessy. They talked about her enough to ingrain her in John’s memory. Years later, shortly before the birth of his own second child, fearful for its prospects after his wife’s difficult pregnancy, he wrote a poem for his lost twin:




    

      

        

          

            

              Bessey—I call thee by that earthly name




              That but a little while belonged to thee—




              Thou left me growing up to sin and shame




              And kept thy innocence untained and free




              To meet the refuge of a heaven above




              Where life’s bud opens in eternity . . .


            


          


        


      


    




    The sonnet goes on to imagine what it would have been like if the twins had ‘gone together’ into an early death, if John had been a stranger to the world as Bessy all too soon became a stranger to her mother’s love. ‘What years of sorrow I had never seen’, writes Clare. Growing up meant departing from unblemished innocence and untamed freedom, growing into shame and sorrow.




    This movement of thought recurs throughout his poetry. Prospects are closed down with the passing of earthly time; childhood is represented as a lost paradise that can be regained only in eternity. Clare longs for the day when he will at last once again lie at peace beneath the vault of heaven, as a child lies upon the grass, free from care, looking up in wonder at the vastness of the sky.








  



    

       

    




    
CHAPTER TWO





    CHILDHOOD




    John Clare is England’s greatest poet of childhood. That he wrote so much and so well on the subject perhaps conspired to give the impression that there was always something childlike about him. But to suppose that Clare was always a child within is to mishear him. He remembered the joy of childhood because he was acutely conscious of the pain and complexity—in his own plain phrase, the ‘ups and downs’—of adulthood.




    In his poetry he frequently imagined childhood as a kind of Eden, but the point about Eden is that those who write about it have been expelled from it. He interpreted Adam and Eve’s expulsion from paradise as an allegory for growing up: ‘surely the garden of Eden was nothing more than our first parents’ entrance upon life and the loss of it their knowledge of the world.’ He considered childhood existence to be synonymous with ‘real simple soul-moving poetry’—‘the laughter and joy of poetry’, though ‘not its philosophy’. By the same account, the only poetry available to the adult is ‘the reflection and the remembrance of what has been—nothing more’.




    Clare is at his freshest as a poet when remembering the simple pleasures of boyhood. He knows the power of a child’s imagination:




    [image: ]
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          Our fancies made us great and rich,




          No bounds our wealth could fix,




          A stool drawn round the room was soon




          A splendid coach and six;




          The magic of our minds was great




          And even pebbles they




          Soon as we chose to call them gold




          Grew guineas in our play.


        


      


    




    And he remembers how every child rejoices in the freedom of the open air. School is out for the day and it’s a race into the fields:




    

      

        

          Harken that happy shout—the schoolhouse door




          Is open thrown and out the younkers teem.




          Some run to leapfrog on the rushy moor




          And others dabble in the shallow stream,




          Catching young fish and turning pebbles o’er




          For mussel-clams—Look in that mellow gleam




          Where the retiring sun that rests the while




          Streams through the broken hedge—How happy seem




          Those schoolboy friendships leaning o’er the stile,




          Both reading in one book—anon a dream




          Rich with new joys doth their young hearts beguile




          And the book’s pocketed most hastily.




          Ah happy boys, well may ye turn and smile




          When joys are yours that never cost a sigh.


        


      


    




    The boys play and dream and share companionship without a worry in the world, whereas for the man every joy will be paid for with sighs. But this is a retrospective idealisation: Clare’s childhood was not without its share of pain and toil.




    Ann Clare bore two further daughters. A few days before John’s third birthday, a baby sister was baptised, but she died before the year was out. Fortune changed in the spring of 1798 with the birth of a healthy girl, Sophy.




    In most of Clare’s vividest childhood recollections, he is either alone or with his schoolmates. He does not often write of Sophy. But the shadow of a younger sister may be glimpsed via the pronoun we in an evening memory such as this:




    

      

        

          

            

              

                and round the fire


              


            




            We sat—what joy was there:




            The kitten dancing round the cork




            That dangled from a chair




            While we our scraps of paper burnt




            To watch the flitting sparks.


          


        


      


    




    Sophy learnt to read and write, but it is not known for how long she attended school. Ann Clare favoured her son’s education, convinced that she had suffered from her own ignorance and hoping that—given she had relatively few mouths to feed—at least her boy could be made ‘a good scholar’. So it was that at the age of five young John began attending Mrs Bullimore’s dame school in the village. Two years later, he moved on to Mr Seaton’s makeshift schoolroom in the vestry of the parish church at Glinton, a two-mile walk away. The image of a boy walking across the fields to school, drinking in his environment, is a recurring memory in his mature poetry:




    

      

        

          

            The youth, who leaves his corner stool




            Betimes for neighbouring village-school,




            Where, as a mark to guide him right,




            The church spire’s all the way in sight,




            With cheerings from his parents given,




            Beneath the joyous smiles of Heaven




            Saunters, with many an idle stand,




            With satchel swinging in his hand,




            And gazes, as he passes by,




            On every thing that meets his eye.


          


        


      


    




    His attendance at school was patchy. When times were hard, his father withdrew him in order to save on the fees. When they were very hard, he took his son to work with him in the fields and barns. He made a light flail so that the boy could assist in the threshing. ‘Though one of the weakest’, writes Clare, ‘[I] was stubborn and stomachful and never flinched from the roughest labour—by that means I always secured the favour of my masters and escaped the ignominy that brands the name of idleness’. His employers characterised him as ‘weak but willing’. In all his labours, poetic as well as physical, he pushed himself harder than his body could endure.




    Threshing in the dusty barn was mainly a winter task, which Clare regarded as ‘imprisonment’. He much preferred his spring and summer jobs: tending sheep or horses in the fields, scaring birds from the grain, weeding. The old women of the village assisted with the weeding and helped the time pass with their tales of ‘Giants, Hobgobblins, and fairies’. An ancient cowherd known as Granny Bains taught him village lore, weather signs and old songs.




    Until he was eleven or twelve, his family managed to keep him in the classroom for three months or more per year, mainly through the worst of the winter when farmwork was limited. He began his ABC at Mrs Bullimore’s and was a quick learner. His mother proudly claimed that he could read a chapter of the Bible before he was six. Mrs Bullimore inspired affectionate memories in her pupil. She was not an over-severe disciplinarian and she varied the curriculum. The Bible held a pre-eminent, but not an exclusive place. She would recite old tales to the children—‘how Johnny Armstrong fought and how he fell’, the poisoning of ‘fair Rosamond’ by Queen Eleanor, the sufferings of King Edward IV’s mistress Jane Shore—and every day they would ask to hear them again. Clare paid a simple but heart-felt tribute to her in one of his earliest poems: ‘And by imbibing what she simply taught / My taste for reading there was surely caught.’




    Home also provided material for reading practice. He began with the family Bible and prayer book. He started to learn the Psalms by heart, nurturing his instinct for poetry. Then a neighbour lent him an old volume of essays that had lost its title-page, together with a large farming manual. Clare used them to try spelling out words and guessing at the meaning of ones he did not understand. Among his father’s penny chapbooks were ‘Robin Hood’s Garland and the Scotch Rogue’. He also got hold of a pile of sixpenny romances and fairy tales, including ‘Cinderella’, ‘Little Red Riding Hood’, ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’, ‘Zig Zag’ and ‘Prince Cherry’. He loved the stories and took them for fact.




    His first introduction to the higher sort of poetry was a book that his uncle, a drover, brought from London. It was a volume by the Reverend John Pomfret, which included a poem called ‘Love triumphant over Reason. A Vision’. According to Clare, this was ‘more known among the lower orders than any thing else of poetry—at least with us’. Falteringly, his father would recite the poem, a didactic work intended to teach the reader to quell sexual desire, to avoid the physical charms of woman. In the poet’s vision, the lovely ‘Delia’ is transformed from woman to goddess, so that ‘Love’ triumphs in the form of divine caritas as opposed to earthly lust. Clare was not old enough to understand the moral lesson, but looking back on the poem he remarked that ‘the relating any thing under the character of a dream is a captivating way of drawing the attention of the vulgar’. The dream or vision became one of his own favoured poetic forms.




    What he did remember about the old book of Pomfret’s ‘was that it was full of wooden cuts and one at the beginning of every poem, the first of which was two childern holding up a great Letter’. It had been the woodcuts that had persuaded his Stimson uncle to pay a shilling for the book. The boy so liked the pictures that he cut them out and burnt the rest of the book to avoid detection. The vividness of his memory of the image of the two children supporting the giant letter suggests that he saw himself and his sister in it: perhaps it served him as an icon of the power of literacy.




    He learnt to write at the school in Glinton, where he swiftly proved himself as enthusiastic a pupil as he had been for Mrs Bullimore. Ambitious to do well, he practised his penmanship even when his parents could not afford to send him to school. Mr Seaton ‘was always surprised to find me improved every fresh visit, instead of having lost what I had learned before’. Seaton liked to reward his best pupils with ‘premiums’ and took special delight in questioning and rewarding Clare, even though the boy was an outsider from another village. He saw John’s commitment and sought to nurture him. Throughout his writing life, Clare responded positively to encouragement and praise, whilst being all too easily hurt by criticism. When he rose to the challenge of learning an entire chapter of the Book of Job by heart (in the week’s holiday over Christmas), Seaton gave him sixpence and warm congratulations. After that, the other boys became reluctant to compete with Clare: ‘I got the prizes without trouble and have come in for some time as much as threepence a Week—this I saved unknown to my parents to buy books etc’.




    John Seaton was succeeded by a Mr James Merrishaw. In a poem ‘To the Memory of James Merrishaw A Village Schoolmaster’, Clare offered similar gratitude to that expressed in the poem to Mrs Bullimore:




    

      

        

          

            For thou it was, dear injur’d man, that gave




            This little learning which I now enjoy,




            A Gift so dear that nothing can destroy.


          


        


      


    




    He also praised Merrishaw for his versatility. The schoolmaster was gifted in music as well as reading and writing, while




    

      

        

          

            Through Mathematics’ hidden depths he’d pry,




            Trace all her windings with a skilful eye.




            And in Geometry his searching view




            Could draw a figure admirably true.


          


        


      


    




    When Clare was sixteen and long out of school, Merrishaw died ‘friendless’ and in poverty. He was buried in an unmarked grave. Clare wrote two indignant poems about the absence of a headstone to mark the resting-place of this worthy man. His own verse-tributes would have to stand in for the missing memorial inscription. Some years later a correspondent located the grave on Clare’s behalf, and made some amends: ‘His place of rest is a quiet and retire[d] corner of the church-yard, at the greatest possible distance from the school room. I have directed his grave to be covered with verdant turf.’




    One of Clare’s school exercise books survives. On the inside front cover he has written in a flowing hand ‘John Clare His Book Helpston Northamptonshire 1803’. Three years later, he added an old schoolboy rhyme: ‘Steal not this book for fear of Shame / For here doth Stand the owners Name. / John Clare’. Most of the pages are filled with mathematical rules and calculations. To begin with, there is simple addition, calculation of pounds, shillings and pence, and enumeration of weights and measures (‘ale or beer measure—4 Quarts make 1 Gallon / 54 Gallons make 1 Hogshead’). Then Clare advanced to subtraction, multiplication, division, compound multiplication and division, square measure and rule of three. On later pages there are practical applications: rule of barter, loss and gain, building measures for carpenter’s work (‘Of Roofing, Of Walling, Of Chimnees’), rules of thumb for joiners and painters, measurements of timber. Decimals, square roots and geometric figures appear in Clare’s most careful hand, and the last thirty pages or so are covered with complex algebraic equations.




    It is not clear how far Merrishaw took Clare in his maths. The schoolmaster’s name, with the date 1803, appears beneath the twelve-times-table early in the exercise book, but on a later page Clare has written ‘J C 1806’. By this time he was in his thirteenth year and working full-time for the sake of the family. Elsewhere he wrote, ‘I have a Superficial Knowledge of the Mathematics which I gained partly by self-Tuition (as I was very fond of them once) and partly by the assistance of a Friend whom I shall ever remember with Gratitude’. A footnote identified the friend as ‘Mr John Turnill Late of Helpstone now in the Excise’. The likelihood is that Clare’s interest was stimulated by Merrishaw, but that limited attendance at school confined his classroom studies to the basics, and thereafter he taught himself with the assistance of Turnill.




    After he left school for good, he ‘felt an itching after every thing’. He obtained textbooks on mensuration and practical geometry, arithmetic and algebra. From these he copied rules and problems into his exercise book and ‘persevered so far as to solve many of the questions in those books’. For a time he had the ambition to become a teacher himself. Turnill laid out a plan of advanced mathematical study for him, but then left home to work for the Excise, and Clare ‘luckily abandoned the project, not without great reluctance’. He remained good with figures and the mental discipline required by mathematics prepared him for his future studies in botanical and ornithological classification.




    At home in the Helpston cottage, he would read through mealtimes. On winter evenings, the old table—which was accustomed, Clare writes, to bearing only a barley loaf or dish of potatoes—was covered with pens, ink and papers as the boy worked at his books or calculated on a slate ‘a knotty question in Numeration, or Pounds, Shillings, and Pence’. His mother would stop her spinning-wheel or look up from her needlework and express the hope that one day her son’s pen would bring a reward to his aged parents for the trouble they had taken in sending him to school. His greatest wish was gratified when they lived to see his poetry in print: ‘that pleasure I have witnessed and they have moreover lived to see with astonishment and joy their humble offspring noticed by thousands of friends and among them names of the greatest distinction’.




    Clare was always hungry to learn, often obsessively so. He would borrow textbooks on different subjects, or buy them with the few pence he saved. Then he would throw himself headlong into the subject, studying page by page, fancying he could master every detail. He felt physically sick when he came across something he could not understand. The compulsion to pursue knowledge was damaging to his health: ‘Study always left a sinking sickening pain in my head otherways unaccountable.’ Were these headaches the beginning of his mental difficulties? Or is there a more mundane explanation, such as the strain on the eyes caused by poring over small print in dim cottage rushlight?




    He acquainted himself with ‘Mathematics Particularly Navigation and Algebra, Dialling, Use of the Globes, Botany, Natural History, Short Hand, with History of all Kinds, Drawing, Music etc etc’. Just about every discipline, that is to say, except formal grammar: ‘Grammer I never read a page of in my Life’, he noted, ‘nor do I believe my master knew any more than I did about the matter’. Merrishaw seems to have taken the sensible view that clear penmanship would be of more value to his pupils than polished grammar. Clare’s handwriting in his childhood exercise book is very neat.




    The teaching of grammar was intimately linked to the study of Latin. It was the mark of the more advanced education provided by the Grammar Schools—grammar in that title refers to Latin, not English grammar. The study of Latin and attendance at grammar school were the road to the professions and to social advancement. This path was not available to Clare. He said that at one time in his youth he wanted to learn Latin, but was prevented by the lack of suitable textbooks. He comforted himself with the thought that this saved him the trouble of many an aching head.




    There were other books, which offered pure delight instead of mental strain. ‘The romance of “Robinson Crusoe” was the first book of any merit I got hold of after I could read.’ Whilst at the Glinton school, perhaps aged around seven, he borrowed Crusoe from a boy called Stimson (a cousin on his mother’s side?). The condition was that the book had to be returned in the morning. But it snowed heavily overnight, preventing Clare from making the two-mile crosscountry walk to school. The book remained his for a week, and on future walks to and from school he dreamed of ‘new Crusoes and new Islands of Solitude’. Some time after this, he also got to read the book that had been for a century the most popular classic in humble homes, John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. It pleased him ‘mightily’.




    Clare identified strongly with Crusoe’s solitude. His love of books began to isolate him from the other boys. On winter Sundays he would sit at home on his corner stool, poring over a book, while the lads played football on the village green. In summer he walked in the woods and fields alone, a book in his pocket. The villagers found this behaviour very odd: ‘some fancying it symptoms of lunacy and that my mother’s prophecies would be verified to her sorrow and that my reading of books (they would jeeringly say) was for no other improvement than qualifying an idiot for a workhouse’. For whole days at a time, he would seclude himself in the open air, walking, reading, engaging in makeshift study by drawing squares and triangles in the dust on the walls of barns or writing on scraps of paper in which tea or sugar had been wrapped when his mother brought the shopping home from Stamford or Market Deeping. Embarrassed by the comments of neighbours, Mrs Clare sometimes tried to force her boy into company.




    He learnt from books whilst in the fields, but he also learnt from the fields themselves. He observed the habits of birds: the ‘sweeing’ flight of the woodpecker, the jay’s warning chatter, the sound of the cuckoo both far and near, the restless music of the nightingale, the clap of a wood pigeon’s wing at dusk. He was anxious to note minute details: the flight of insects, the opening of flowers, a simple bridge or wooden stile with ivy growing round the posts. He would pull his hat down over his eyes to shade them from the sun, then look up ‘to watch the rising of the lark or to see the hawk hanging in the summer sky and the kite take its circles round the wood’.




    From the age of about seven, his Sunday job tending horses and cows in the fields had been a licence to ignore the bells summoning all to church. When there were other boys around, he played at ‘marbles on the smooth-beaten sheep tracks or leap-frog among the thymey molehills’. While the grown-ups were in church, the boys stole peas and took them to the gypsy camp where they could be boiled on the fire. ‘The fields were our church and we seemed to feel a religious feeling in our haunts on the sabbath.’ It is doubtful, though, whether the other boys shared Clare’s intensity of feeling. He was growing so far ‘into the quiet love of nature’s presence’ that he was ‘never easy’ save when he was in the fields.




    In his autobiography, he brought his poet’s eye to the memory of a boy’s idle Sundays. The sheep-track through the thistly pasture. Hunting for wild flowers, then dropping down on a thyme-covered molehill to survey the summer landscape. The varied tints in a flat field: the green of the ripening grain and the copper of clover in blossom; ‘the lighter hues of wheat and barley intermixed with the sunny glare of the yellow charlock and the sunset imitation of the scarlet head-aches [i.e. poppies] with the blue corn bottles’. And the greens of the wood: white poplar, grey willow, mellow lime. Spangled dragonflies, darting swallows, wild geese scudding through the sky in formations that made ‘all the letters of the Alphabet’. ‘The mysterious spring sound of the land rail that cometh with the green corn.’ The ‘long purples’ at the edge of the meadow lake. The marshy fen, with a solitary heron sweeping across its melancholy sky. The steep edge of the stone quarry. Human figures at labour or at rest in the landscape: woodman, shepherd, milkmaid. Windmills turning slowly in the summer breeze. ‘The steeples peeping among the trees round the horizon’s circle.’




    He would listen ‘with raptures’ to the sound of hedge crickets. He was alert to tiny things: the cracking of the corn stubs in the sun and the ‘bounce’ of the grasshopper. ‘And I watched with delight on haymaking evenings the setting sun drop behind the brigs and peep again through the half circle of the arches as if he longs to stay.’ The location here is Lolham Bridges, to the north of Helpston. Its four ancient arches did not bridge a river, but served as the passageway for a section of the Roman road that was liable to flooding. Nearby there is another single-arched bridge spanning a hollow. It is still just possible to make out among the names carved into the stonework on the underside ‘J Clare Helpstone 1811’.




    There was a little patch of common land called Tankers Moor, where a spring bubbled up and dribbled its way through the grass. Hundreds of minnows swam in the shallow water. ‘When a boy’, Clare remembered, ‘we used to go on a Sunday in harvest and leck it out with a dish and string the fish on rushes—and thereby thinking ourselves great fishers from the number we had caught, not heeding the size.’ From a very early age he also loved fishing alone; Izaac Walton’s Compleat Angler became one of his favourite books.




    His memories of boyhood embrace both company and solitude. There is vigour and playfulness in his recollection of being one of a group of boys who chased squirrels, robbed birds’ nests (though in retrospect he felt sorry for the birds), poked their arms down rabbit-holes (running off in fear when someone suggested there might be a snake there), and pulled down ‘boughs from the trees to beat a wasps’ nest till some of us were stung and then we ran away to other amusements’. Intensity and yearning are reserved for the memory of secluded spots, the bowers where he encloses himself under an old ivy-covered oak in Oxey Wood or at Langley Bush or below Lee Close Oak. As he grew up, he watched with pain as each of these harbours of security disappeared. The bower in Oxey Wood was destroyed by woodmen who ‘fancied it a resort for robbers’. Langley Bush was ‘broken up by some wanton fellows while kidding furze on the heath’. And Lee Close Oak was felled in the enclosure. The carpenter who bought the wood, hearing it had been a favourite spot of Clare’s, gave him two rulers cut from it.




    In some autobiographical notes, Clare listed the following as the childhood games he remembered:




    

      

        

          Playing at soldiers—nine peg Morris




          Making cockades etc of corn poppies and bluebottles




          Making house of sticks clay and stones




          Gathering broken pots—getting mallow seeds and calling them cheeses when playing at feasts.


        


      


    




    The child, wrote Wordsworth, is father to the man. As a young man, the boy who had played at soldiers joined the militia. Nine-peg Morris was an outdoor game, the playing area cut in turf. All his life Clare was happiest out of doors. Is it fanciful to see the other games as prefigurations of a poet’s life? They have in common the arts of pretence and of building. As both boy and man, Clare used his imagination to turn humble objects into grander things. Like a bird building a nest, he collected fragments and made them into wholes, into homes.




    Boys are always having accidents—especially in the country. Here are some of Clare’s. He and some other lads were tending cows in a meadow dotted with pools. They tried to outdo each other in successive games. How far into the water dare you go? He didn’t realize that the gravel on which he stood was only a ledge. His heels slipped and he was in deep, on his way to the bottom. ‘I felt the water choke me and thunder in my ears and I thought all was past’. He was rescued by some of the boys who could swim. On another occasion the boys were floating in a pool on bundles of bulrushes; when ‘mine getting to one end suddenly bounced from under me like a cork’, Clare nearly went under.




    Bird’s-nesting was dangerous sport too. On one occasion a group of boys found a buzzard’s nest high in a very difficult tree, tied a hook to the end of a long pole, attached it to the collar of the tree, and Clare pulled himself up. But he had to swing himself round an overhang, whilst grasping at a side branch: ‘I attempted it and failed so there I hung with my hands and feet dangling in the air—I expected every moment to drop and be pashed to pieces for I was a great height’. Some of the boys had run away, but others pushed him up with the pole and he clambered onto the branch, exhausted. When he was older, gathering acorns in the foliage alone, he fell some fifteen feet to the ground and was badly concussed: ‘I lay for a long time and knew nothing . . . I could not catch my breath unless by deep groans’. ‘And I got over that’, he adds casually. But we cannot rule out the possibility that the concussion had long-term effects.




    Like most children, Clare had a more complex imaginative life when alone than when in company. Among his friends, he professed a disbelief in ghosts, witches and rural superstitions—‘yet when I was alone in the night my fancies created thousands and my fears was always on the look out every now and then turning around to see if aught was behind me’; ‘if I deny their existence in the day I soon recant my opinions at night when I am wandering alone by haunted spots’. He was terrified by his first will-o’-the-wisp, a common sight in the marshy fens. Taking the horses out to the heath on spring evenings, he would suppose the squeal of a badger to be the scream of a woman.




    Once he helped with the harvest over in the village of Ashton. The supper to celebrate the harvest home went on till nearly midnight and he had to return across ‘Barons Park’, where there were ruins of a Roman camp and a Saxon castle. It was a spot renowned for ghosts and goblins. He thought he saw something on the path and his imagination ‘magnified it into a horrible figure’ with huge ears and shaggy hair. But he returned the following evening and realised that it was only a lost foal. The realisation hardened him in his disbelief of ghosts.




    This story recalls ‘The Fakenham Ghost’, a ballad by one of Clare’s favourite poets, Robert Bloomfield. It tells the old and supposedly true story of an old woman at night who thought she encountered a ghostly monster when it was really ‘An Ass’s Foal [that] had lost its Dam / Within the spacious Park’. We must beware of taking Clare at his word, for he was quite capable of viewing his world through his books.




    He kept a tame sparrow called Tom. To begin with, he was afraid that the family cat would kill it, so he held the bird in his hand as she approached, then smacked her as she sniffed at it. She thus learnt to take no notice of it. Clare was now ready to let the bird loose in the house. Tom and Puss were initially wary of each other. When he chirruped, she ‘would brighten up as if she intended to seize it but she went no further than a look or smell’. Puss then had kittens. When they were taken away from her, presumably to be drowned, she adopted the sparrow. She would caress it, mew to it and even ‘lay mice before it the same as she would for her own young’. Tom grew in confidence and eventually took to perching on Puss’s back. But after three years, he flew away and disappeared. Clare went out and called to all the sparrows he could find—‘for he would come down in a moment to the call and perch upon my hand to be fed’—but without success. He suspected that Tom had made the fatal error of mistaking another cat for his friend.




    There was also a robin, recognisable by a white scar on one of its wings, which for three successive winters came into the cottage through a broken window-pane. It would perch on a finger and take crumbs from the hand. Sometimes it seemed to be settling down on the spindle of a chair for the night, ruffling its feathers and putting its head under its wing until ‘something or other always molested it when it suddenly sought its old broken pane and departed when it was sure to be the first riser in the morning’. Together with the wren and the martin, the robin was a bird that did not suffer the maraudings of village boys, for to steal its eggs was always supposed to result in a broken leg.




    Birds and animals were friends for Clare. He kept tame stock doves well into his adult life. Among human companions, his first close friend was Richard Turnill, brother of John.




    Their father Robert was a tenant farmer in the parish and their mother was, according to Clare, ‘skilled in huswife physic and Culpepper’s Herbal’. Richard was Clare’s junior by two years. As young boys they played house together. When a little older, they hunted for birds’ nests and snail shells. Out on the heath, among the hedgerows and lying on their backs on the soft grass in summer, gazing up at the blue sky and the changing shapes of the clouds, they would dream and plan and ‘talk in rapture o’er our joys to come’.




    At the age of seventeen, Richard died of typhus. One of Clare’s early poems was written in his memory. It has the elaborate title and abstract diction conventional to eighteenth-century memorial verse: ‘Elegy Humbly attempted (from the overflowing effusions of a feeling heart) to pay a small tribute of esteem and gratitude to the memory of my dear friend companion and schoolfellow R T who was suddenly cut off in his youthful days by the fatal depredations of the Tipus Fever.’ The poem itself is as forced in its language as the title, but it is an early example of Clare’s technique of projecting a sense of loss into the scenes of his childhood. Years later, Clare wrote that Richard Turnill was ‘the first whose loss accostomd me to the lorn sorrows and feelings experienced in departed friendship’. He had just turned twenty when his friend died. The loss of his dearest boyhood companion marked the end of his own carefree youth.




    Richard’s older brother John, who helped Clare with his mathematics, went off to London and a career in the Excise that eventually took him to Manchester. He was intellectually inquiring. He liked to solve the puzzles that appeared in the almanacs. He made up rhymes, riddles and rebuses. He constructed a makeshift sun-dial and a pasteboard telescope, through which he’d study the stars with the assistance of an astronomical guide bought for a penny from a second-hand bookstall. He drew by perspective and ‘made an instrument from a shilling art of painting which he had purchased that was to take landscapes almost by itself—it was a long square shape with a hole at one end to look thro and a number of different colored threads crossed into little squares at the other—from each of these squares different portions of the Landscape was to be taken one after the other and put down in a facsimile of these squares done with a pencil on the paper’. Clare preferred the natural ‘instantaneous sketches’ made by sunlight and shadow upon the ground.




    Like his brother, John Turnill inspired one of Clare’s early poems. It was a sonnet of gratitude for the pains taken in helping the younger boy with his book-learning. The Turnills became symbols for Clare of his own double self, one a lover of the fields and the heath, the other ambitious with his books. Richard’s death and John’s departure from Helpston set him thinking about his own future, his own place. The Turnill family were better off than the Clares—both Parker and John worked for them as casual labourers—but in later years they did not escape the effects of the enclosure of the parish. In March 1811, Robert Turnill’s landlord reclaimed his farm and the family was served with a notice to quit.




    When Clare’s first book appeared in 1820, his publisher John Taylor contributed a biographical introduction, based on notes provided by the poet himself. Taylor made a major point of John Turnill’s role in shaping Clare’s intellectual development, saying that without this friend ‘he would not have been the Poet he is’, since ‘without writing down his thoughts, he could not have evolved them from his mind . . . his vocabulary would have been too scanty to express even what his imagination had strength enough to conceive’. Turnill modestly regarded this as excessive praise for his role.




    Another friend was a boy called Tom Porter. He liked flowers and gardening. He and Clare dug up wild orchids and planted them in the garden of the Porters’ isolated cottage at Ashton Green, a mile to the west of Helpston. Porter’s great-grandfather had been steward at one of the local big houses, Walcott Hall, and the family still possessed some of his old books. Clare went over on Sundays and read them, especially liking a herbal and a travel book. Tom collected second-hand gardening books. He remained a close friend into adulthood. The association between bookishness and gardening was of considerable importance to Clare.




    He fell in love for the first time while still at school. The girl’s name was Mary. Like the Turnills, she was from a farming family of a higher social standing than the Clares, the Joyces of Glinton. James Joyce lived in the oldest farmhouse in the village and owned many parcels of land in and around the parish. He was a churchwarden. Mary, born in January 1797, was the youngest of his four children.




    Clare said that Mary Joyce won his affections not only for her pretty face, but also because she was the quietest and sweetest-tempered girl in school. In his autobiographical ‘Sketches’ he suggested that she knew nothing of his fondness for her and that he did not know whether she would have been inclined to encourage or reject him. ‘It was platonic affection,’ he writes, ‘nothing else but love in idea’. In short time other girls excited his admiration, so that ‘the first creator of my warm passions was lost in a perplexed multitude of names that would fill a vol to Calendar them down ere a bearded chin could make the lawful apology for my entering the lists of Cupid. Thus began and ended my amorous career.’




    The way in which Clare writes about Mary here is simultaneously off-hand and wistful. This is typical of his profoundly divided sense of himself as a lover. On the one hand, he is a youthful Don Juan, filling up a book with the names of girls who have taken his fancy before he has even grown any hair on his face. On the other hand, his platonic love for Mary Joyce, which begins and ends in his own imagination, constitutes the whole course of his amorous career. He remained obsessed with the idea—the ideal—of love as something unobtainable. The greater the distance from his classroom crush on Mary, the more it took on the aura of the one great passion of his life. Being associated with the years before puberty, the passion for Mary was kept free from the taint of sexual desire. This in turn meant that Clare’s attitude to sex itself was sometimes casual, sometimes filled with disgust.




    In his 1824 autobiography, chapter six was called ‘Memorys of Love’. He tells of how, as he grew up, he mixed as much as he could in female company, going to dances ‘for the sake of meeting with the lasses’. ‘For I was,’ he says, ‘a lover very early in life’. And he goes into more detail about his feelings for Mary: merely to gaze on her face or fancy a smile on her lips would suffice him. In this fuller and more candid recollection, John and Mary are intimate friends at school: ‘We played with each other but named nothing of love’. In contradiction to the earlier statement that he had no conception of whether his feelings were reciprocated, Clare says that he thought he read affection in Mary’s eyes. They walked together in leisure hours. Their talk was only of play, but when their hands touched John’s heart turned chill with excitement. As he gazed intently upon her face, ‘a tear would hang in her smiling eye and she would turn to wipe it away’.




    Playing one day in the churchyard, he threw an unripe walnut at her. It hit her in the eye and she cried. There must have been other children present, because John did not show any regret, for fear that ‘others might laugh it into love’. This memory, recorded nearly thirty years after the event, shows how deeply Clare was affected in retrospect by his feelings for Mary. He is still feeling the cruelty to the girl consequent upon the boy’s desire not to be laughed at by his mates. She is lodged fast in his head: ‘I cannot forget her little playful fairy form and witching smile even now.’




    He wrote songs and ballads in her praise, some of his first attempts at poetry. He fantasised first about making her his own and then that he would be denied her because of his humble station. ‘When she grew up to womanhood she felt her station above mine,’ he wrote, only to admit in the next sentence that the thought was but his fancy: ‘at least I felt that she thought so—for her parents were farmers and Farmers had great pretensions to something—then so my passion cooled with my reason and contented itself with another—though I felt a hopeful tenderness that I might one day renew the acquaintance and disclose the smothered passion’. In one form or another, that hope stayed with him all his life.




    Clare returned to his childhood again and again in his poetry.




    ‘Childish Recollections’, published in 1821 in his second book, sketches the scenes where he played childhood games. With other boys: a dyke they jumped across, a gate they called their wooden horse. And alone: gathering cowslips (‘cowslaps’, he calls them) and snail shells (‘pooties’), damming a brook with turf and stones, climbing a tree to watch the ploughmen, making imaginary cottages out of pebbly shells, digging little wells with a makeshift wooden knife and filling them with spring-water. In manhood he considers himself to be an ‘intruder’ upon these ‘childish scenes’, whose bliss will never be replicated. ‘Might I but have my choice of joy below’, he concludes, ‘I’d only ask to be a boy again’. There is nostalgia here, but nothing approaching anguish.




    Ten years later, in a poem called ‘Childhood’, he is poised between the joy of memory and the grief of loss: ‘The past it is a magic word’, he begins, ‘Too beautiful to last, / It looks back like a lovely face’. Would that be the face of Mary Joyce? Yet this is not only a poem of loss and longing. It is filled with energy and affection for the companionship, the imagination and especially the mischief of youth: playing ball, climbing the church porch to cut names upon the lead, pelting stones at the weathercock, twirling tops and rolling marbles, racing over the broken-railed bridge, hopscotch, stilts, bows and arrows, ‘I spy’ at dusk, shuttlecocks sent high in the air towards the moon, pockets full of acorns, the search for hips and sloes in winter, pelting a snowman named Bonaparte, robbing all the eggs from an owl’s nest and mocking her as she flew, urging a dog ‘To chase the cat up weed-green walls / And mossy apple tree; / When her tail stood like a bottle-brush / With fear’. Clare looks back, approaching the age of forty, and sees that the flowers, the birds, the trees, the pond and the weather continue unchanged, whereas his own past survives only in memory and poetry.




    When he is fifty-five, in the asylum where he will spend the remainder of his days, the memories are all still vivid in another poem called ‘Childhood’. Indeed they are more precise than ever: the heavy old desk at which he sat doing his sums for Merrishaw whilst dreaming of ‘the wildwood’, the churchyard where he threw the walnut at Mary, the hedge with its glossy red hips and the green-linnet’s nest he’d hurry to find before school, the fuss his mother would make when he came home from the heath with torn clothes, the doll’s tea-party prepared with Sophy, the stile that he rode a cock-horse, ‘The mile-a-minute swee / On creaking gates’. But in the poem’s startling final line he writes ‘All forget us before we are men’. Clare’s sense of rejection and neglect overshadows even his own past. He is in despair not because he has forgotten his childhood, but because his childhood has forgotten him.
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    CLARE’S HOME TERRITORY: STAMFORD AND THE BURGHLEY ESTATE TO THE NORTHWEST; PETERBOROUGH AND THE MILTON ESTATE TO THE SOUTHEAST; THE VILLAGE OF HELPSTON NEAR THE CENTRE, WITH CLARE’S FAVOURITE PLACES TO ITS IMMEDIATE SOUTH (OXEY WOOD, HELPSTON HEATH, LANGLEY BUSH, EMMONSALES HEATH); MARKET DEEPING JUST OFF THE MAP TO THE NORTHEAST; MARY JOYCE’S GLINTON TO THE EAST AND NORTHBOROUGH TO THE NORTHEAST, ON THE EDGE OF THE GREAT FEN








  



    

       

    




    
CHAPTER THREE





    HORIZONS




    One summer day when Clare was still a child he started off in the morning to gather rotten sticks from the wood, but he ‘had a feeling to wander about the fields’. The yellow furze of Emmonsales Heath stretched away into the distance. He had often gazed in that direction. Now his curiosity got the better of him and he set off to explore. ‘I had imagined’, he recollected later, ‘that the world’s end was at the edge of the horizon and that a day’s journey was able to find it’.




    He thought that when he reached the brink of the world he would find a large pit. He would look down and see the secrets of the universe, just as when he gazed into a pool of water he could see the heavens. As he put it in ‘Birds Nesting’, written many years later,




    

      

        

          

            

              To the worlds end I thought I’d go




              And o’er the brink just peep adown




              To see the mighty depths below.


            


          


        


      


    




    ‘I eagerly wandered on and rambled among the furze the whole day’, he remembered, ‘till I got out of my knowledge when the very wild flowers and birds seemed to forget me and I imagined they were the inhabitants of new countries.’ On the heath, the sun shone from a different angle and each minute revealed a new world, a new wonder.




    He was so absorbed in the scene that before the morning seemed to be over, it was dusk. A white moth fluttered, while snail, frog and mouse went on their evening journeys as ‘the hedge cricket whisper[ed] the hour of waking spirits’. The boy found the right track by chance, ‘but when I got into my own fields I did not know them—every thing seemed so different’. Not even the church, ‘peeping over the woods’, could stabilise his sense of where he was. When he got home he found his parents in great distress, and half the village looking for him. That day a woodman had been killed by a falling tree and they feared that the boy had suffered the same fate.




    Clare spent many of his happiest days wandering alone on Emmonsales Heath. He grew intimate with the flora and fauna of Helpston and its surrounding parishes. His sense of his own identity was bounded by the horizon of his locality. To leave Helpston was to go out of his knowledge. To return was unsettling: the known and loved place seemed different. In reality, Helpston was the same. It was Clare who was different. Once a native has gone away, he can never fully return.




    Clare’s self and his poetry were shaped as much by environment as by heredity. To understand him, we need to know his native place. Let us begin with the four corners of his known world.




    Helpston is in the center of a square-shaped area known as the Soke of Peterborough, bounded to the south and east by the River Nene, to the north by the River Welland, and to the west by the stretch of the Great North Road that passed from Wansford to Stamford. Wansford, to the southwest of Helpston, was little more than a stag ing-post, famous for an inn called the Haycock where Lord Byron was fond of staying when travelling between London and his home in Nottinghamshire. There was also a mill for the manufacture of cheap paper, a commodity of which Clare was always in need.




    Peterborough, with its ancient cathedral, lies to the southeast of Helpston. It was known for an annual fair and was the meeting place of Northamptonshire, Huntingdonshire and Cambridgeshire. Though the home of two important people in Clare’s story, Dr Skrimshire and Marianne Marsh the Bishop’s wife, he did not go there often.




    Clare’s first journey out of the Soke was eastward across the Cambridgeshire fens to Wisbech. He never visited the city of Cambridge, but was acutely aware of the university. Christ’s College owned land in the village of Helpston and appointed its vicar. A more personal contact was established in 1820 when Clare became friendly with Chauncey Hare Townsend, a student at Trinity Hall.




    To the east and north of Helpston, in the midst of reclaimed fenland, lie the villages of Glinton and Northborough. And to the northeast, just over the border into Lincolnshire, is Market Deeping. This was the nearest sizeable community to Helpston. There were shops and places of public resort—a weekly market, a small theatre and several inns, including the Bull, where packages from London were usually left for Clare to collect. It was in Deeping that Clare bought his first writing-book and made his first attempt to get his poems published.




    When the Clare family moved the three miles from Helpston to Northborough in the early 1830s, their correct postal address became ‘Northborough, Market Deeping, Lincolnshire’. Clare had many reasons to feel displaced by the move. One small part of his alienation was a sense that the Northamptonshire poet was in danger of dropping off the edge of his own county. When writing home from the asylum, he doggedly addressed his letters to ‘Northborough, near Market Deeping, Northamptonshire’. The people of Helpston thought of Northborough as a place on the margins; they had a phrase for slow-witted workers, ‘Send him to Norborrey hedge corner to hear the wooden cuckoo sing’.




    Stamford, also just into Lincolnshire, lay to the northwest of Helpston. This was the cultured market town where Clare bought the book that inspired him to become a poet and made the contact that led to the publication of his first volume. The newspapers that Clare avidly read were published there, as were many books. It boasted musical evenings, both public and private, and a theatre. The Friday market brought in farmers and shoppers from a wide radius within Lincolnshire, Rutland and Northamptonshire.




    The myth of Clare as pure child of nature depends on an image of rural ignorance as well as deprivation. But there is London prejudice at work here. Stamford was no backwater and even Deeping had a theatre. Provincial culture radiated out from the market towns, bringing news and knowledge to the villages, albeit on a weekly rather than a daily basis. Clare’s Stamford publisher explained to his London one that ‘There is no direct communication with Helpstone of any kind. It is a solitary village and all the intercourse it has with the world is the once a week market post’. When Clare became published, his mother, wife or sister would walk to Stamford or Deeping to send and receive post for him.




    Stamford was not only a provincial center: being a staging-post on the Great North Road, it had a direct line of access to London news. Several local tradesmen, notably the grocer and man of letters Octavius Gilchrist, were well connected in London. The Stamford Mercury was one of the country’s leading newspapers, the articulate voice of eastern England. In 1809 John Drakard established a rival paper, the Stamford News. He appointed as editor a radical young journalist called John Scott, who anticipated Clare in treading the path from Stamford to London.




    Scott attracted widespread attention through his championing of the oppressed, his vigorous advocacy of parliamentary reform and his outspoken attacks on the abuses of power. His denunciation of military flogging in an article entitled ‘One Thousand Lashes!’ cost proprietor Drakard an eighteen-month prison sentence. On Drakard’s release in 1813, Scott started a London edition of the paper, which a year later he renamed the Champion. It became one of the leading liberal journals in the turbulent years after Waterloo, in large part due to the editor’s eye for talented young writers. He created regular columns for William Hazlitt, J. H. Reynolds and Charles Lamb. In 1820 they all followed Scott to a new journal, the London Magazine. It in turn became the most exciting literary monthly of the age.




    The question of parliamentary reform was an especially sensitive matter in Stamford, for it was a ‘pocket borough’—that is to say, the two Members of Parliament returned at each election would be those who served the interest of the local grandee, the Marquess of Exeter. In 1812 a candidate stood against the Exeter interest and duly came bottom of the poll. The local gentry and tradesmen who had the privilege of voting knew on which side their bread was buttered: the Marquess owned a large proportion of the town.




    The road from Helpston to Stamford was just under five miles long. It passed through the village of Barnack, where there were stone quarries dating back to Roman times. Charles Kingsley, author of The Water Babies and Alton Locke (the story of a poet from humble circumstances), spent part of his childhood in the vicarage there during Clare’s years as a local celebrity. He always remembered the fenland landscape fondly.




    For the last mile before Stamford the road followed the northern edge of Burghley Park. Though the Soke was bounded by road, river and market town, power resided in two great estates. Burghley was the seat of the Exeters, who dominated Stamford and the western half of the Soke; Milton that of the Fitzwilliams, who dominated Peterborough and the eastern half. They were political opponents: the Exeters sat in the House of Lords as Tories, the Fitzwilliams as Whigs. The Fitzwilliams, known to locals as the Miltons, were among the wealthiest and most venerable families in the land. Milton Hall had been their principal seat until 1769, when they inherited the vast Wentworth estate in Yorkshire. Still, as at Burghley, their house in the Soke boasted a magnificent private art collection and library, while the park housed kennels for the hunt. The Milton hounds had a reputation second to none.




    Helpston was on the cusp of the two interests. The Fitzwilliams were lords of its two manors, but the most substantial public house in the village was the Exeter Arms. After Clare became famous, each family recognised the value of his name. The juggling of rival patrons would be one of the poet’s more delicate tasks, but he was always eager to acknowledge the true nobility of both families. He scribbled a memorandum to this effect in his middle years:




    

      

        

          For so long as the Miltons and the Exeters have been a name in this neighbourhood, there is not one instance that I know of where they have treated success in his willing industry with unkindness in either insulting dependants with oppression or treating poverty with cruelty—not one—and this is a proof to me that nobility is the chief support to industry and that their power is its strongest protection.


        


      


    




    In his autobiographical prose Clare often doffed his cap to ‘industry’, a virtue that all working men were supposed to cultivate. This may have been because he was acutely conscious that poetry was something that could only be cultivated in the opposing state of ‘idleness’. His compulsion to write so much that it frequently made him ill is explained in part by the need to make his vocation a form of industry and not an indulgence.




    Clare’s horizon was set by the parishes surrounding Helpston. These were, counting clockwise from the north, Maxey, Etton (with Glinton just beyond), Ufford and Bainton. Northborough, where he later moved, was to the east of Maxey; Castor, where his mother’s family came from, to the south of Ufford. During his childhood most of these parishes had open fields. In 1799 Bainton was enclosed.




    Ten years later, when Clare was sixteen, a parliamentary act was passed allowing for ‘Inclosing Lands in the Parishes of Maxey with Deepingate, Northborough, Glinton with Peakirk, Etton, and Help-stone in the County of Northampton’. The principal purpose of the act of enclosure was to maximize the profit available from the land:




    

      

        

          And whereas some Parts of the said Arable, Meadow, and Pasture lands are intermixed, and otherwise inconveniently situated for the respective Owners and Occupiers thereof, and the said Commons and Waste Grounds yield but little Profit, and in their present State are incapable of any considerable Improvement, and it would be very advantageous if the said Arable, Meadow, and Pasture Lands, and also the said Commons and Waste Grounds, were divided and inclosed, and in specific Shares thereof allotted to the several Persons interested therein, in proportion and according to their respective Estates, Rights, and Interests; But such Division, Allotment, and Inclosure cannot be effected without the Authority of Parliament.


        


      


    




    The price of ‘Improvement’ was the loss of the ‘Commons and Waste Grounds’. It took until 1820 to bring the enclosure fully into effect. Nearby Castor, meanwhile, remained as one of the country’s longest-surviving open-field parishes, only being enclosed in 1898.




    Under the open-field system, the agricultural land around the village of Helpston was divided into three large fields, Lolham Bridge Field to the north, Heath Field to the west and Woodcroft Field to the east. The fields were divided into ‘furlongs’ and the furlongs into ‘lands’, strips of ground ploughed into ridges. Each landowner or tenant in the village held a number of lands dispersed around the three fields. To the south, there was woodland—Royce Wood and Oxey (or Oxeye) Wood, favourite haunts of young Clare. And a little further south, the horizon for which the boy had set out that summer morning: the common land, available for rough grazing, of Emmonsales (otherwise known as Ailesworth) Heath.




    In Clare’s world, there was an intimate relationship between society and environment. The open-field system fostered a sense of community: you could talk to the man working the next strip, you could see the shared ditches, you could tell the time of day by the movement of the common flock and herd from the village pound out to the heath and back. Once a year everyone would gather to ‘beat the bounds’, that is to say, walk around the perimeter of the parish as a way of marking its boundaries. The fields spread out in a wheel with the village at its hub.




    In a brilliant analysis of Clare’s ‘open-field sense of space’, the critic John Barrell has argued that ‘the topography and organization of an open-field parish was circular, while the landscape of parliamentary enclosure expressed a more linear sense’. The three large open fields formed a circle, with Helpston at its centre, around which crops were rotated annually. Livestock would be moved ‘around the circle of the parish as they grazed in turn the fallows, the commons, the meadows, the stubble, the fallows again’. The countryside of Clare’s childhood was in the most literal sense open, and many of his poems both describe and formally enact motions that are circular. But with the enclosure, the parish was divided into rectangular fields which were further subdivided by their owners. The enclosure award map of 1820 is ruled by a sense of linear—and again in the most literal sense—enclosed space.




    In the years from 1809 to 1820, as Clare grew from adolescence to adulthood, Helpston and its neighbouring parishes were steadily enclosed. New public roads were staked out by 1811, new allotments of land within the next year, minor and private roads the year after that. In 1816 a parish meeting in Helpston drew up new bye-laws in which local rights of way were restricted in accordance with the new disposition of land. The final enclosure, the Award of 1820, enumerated the ownership of every acre, rood and perch, the position of every road, footway and public drain. Fences, gates and No Trespassing signs went up. Trees came down. Streams were stopped in their course so that the line of ditches could be made straight.




    The economic effects of enclosure have been hotly debated in the century since 1911, when the socialist historians J. L. and Barbara Hammond published their classic study, The Village Labourer 1760–1832. According to one view, enclosure was solely for the benefit of the larger landowners. Small owner-occupiers and tenant farmers are supposed to have lost their land, while labourers who were no longer able to benefit from the commons were forced onto poor relief. The counter-argument is that enclosure increased both agricultural productivity and rural employment. Analysis of land-tax assessments and expenditure on parish relief suggest that in the case of Helpston more smallholders and tenant farmers lost their land in the years immediately before the enclosure than in its aftermath, whilst the labouring poor may actually have been marginally better off as a result of enclosure.




    But what matters to individual lives is personal experience, not economic statistics. The family of small farmers best known to Clare were the Turnills. They were forced from their home without compensation at the time of the enclosure; as far as Clare was concerned this was proof that the new regime gave unrestricted power to the large landowners. Equally, Clare loved to spend time with the gypsies who camped on the commons and margins: where were they to go once the ‘waste’ grounds became private property? It was through such eyes as these that he saw enclosure.




    For many villagers, enclosure was experienced as an engine of social more than economic alienation. Use of the commons was technically a right restricted to those who occupied certain properties, but psychologically the unenclosed spaces were perceived as belonging to everyone. Enclosure was therefore symbolic of the destruction of an ancient birthright based on co-operation and common rights. The chance of Clare’s time and place of birth gave him an exceptional insight into this changed world. An unusually high proportion of Helpston villagers held common rights. An unusually large area of the parish consisted of heathland and ‘wastes’ from which the commoners could gather fuel. And the open fields survived until an unusually late date. For all these reasons, the effect of enclosure was felt especially strongly in Helpston and by Clare.




    Particular resentment was caused by the infringement of ancient customs. Festival days and their attendant rituals marked the high points of a labourer’s year. On Whit Sunday, for instance, all the youth of Helpston had, for as many years as anyone could remember, met at Eastwell Fountain to drink sugared water as a good-luck charm. With enclosure, the spring at Eastwell became private property, so the custom was abolished; years later, Clare revisited the deserted spot and wrote an angry poem of loss. Equally, the march towards more intensive production led to the abolition of the annual holiday on Plough Monday. ‘The vulgar tyrants of the soil’, wrote Clare in another verse fragment, ‘Deem them an hinderance of toil.’


    

    For Clare himself, enclosure infringed the right to roam, which had been one of the joys of his youth. It was an offence against not only community and custom, but also the land itself. In some of the most powerful pages ever written on Clare and enclosure, E. P. Thompson grasped the radical significance of this, discerning that ‘Clare may be described, without hindsight, as a poet of ecological protest: he was not writing about man here and nature there, but lamenting a threatened equilibrium in which both were involved’.3 The effect of enclosure on both people and landscape, together with a highly personal sense of loss at the disappearance of the open fields of his youth, became the subject of some of Clare’s most powerful writing:




    

      

        

          By Langley Bush I roam, but the bush hath left its hill;




          On Cowper Hill I stray, ’tis a desert strange and chill;




          And spreading Lea Close Oak, ere decay had penned its will,




          To the axe of the spoiler and self-interest fell a prey;




          And Crossberry Way and old Round Oak’s narrow lane




          With its hollow trees like pulpits, I shall never see again:




          Inclosure like a Bonaparte let not a thing remain,




          It levelled every bush and tree and levelled every hill




          And hung the moles for traitors—though the brook is running still,




          It runs a naked brook, cold and chill.


        


      


    




    Many years after Clare had left it, the village of Helpston and its surroundings were described by G. J. De Wilde, a newspaper editor who became interested in the poet during his asylum years:




    

      

        

          A not unpicturesque country lies about it, though its beauty is somewhat of the Dutch character—far-stretching distances, level meadows, intersected with grey willows and sedgy dikes, frequent spires, substantial watermills, and farm houses of white stone, and cottages of white stone also. Southward, a belt of wood, with a gentle rise beyond, redeems it from absolute flatness. Entering the town from the east you come to a cross, standing in the midst of four ways . . . Before you, and to the left, stretches the town, consisting of wide streets or roadways, with irregular buildings on either side, interspersed with gardens now lovely with profuse blooms of laburnum and lilac . . . The cottage in which John Clare was born is in the main street running south.


        


      


    




    It sounds as if De Wilde went there on a fine summer day. Frederick Martin, in accordance with his desire to emphasise Clare’s poverty and exclusion, characterised the village rather differently, drawing attention to ‘the old Roman road now full of English mud’ and ‘the low huts of the farm labourers’.




    It was a country of great houses and tiny villages. The gap between rich and poor was almost immeasurable. A two-roomed cottage could be rented for two pounds a year and a man could reasonably hope to support a family—without any kind of luxury—on thirty pounds a year, twenty of which would go on food. But in years of poor harvest and consequent high grain prices, he would struggle. And throughout the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, prices were exceptionally high.




    A casual labourer such as Parker Clare would have earned about a shilling a day—for which he could buy one large loaf of bread.4 The availability of work fluctuated with the seasonal and economic cycles, so Parker’s annual wage might sometimes have been little more than ten pounds—which is why he needed to set his son to work as soon as the boy had sufficient strength. A major landowner, by contrast, could expect an annual income of over two thousand pounds from rents alone. The Earl of Fitzwilliam spent over ten thousand pounds in connection with the enclosure of Helpston and Maxey, for which, thanks to increased rents, he gained a thirty per cent return on his outlay.




    During Clare’s childhood, the county of Northampton introduced the so-called Speenhamland system of poor relief, whereby wages were supplemented from parish funds up to a minimum figure. This was a mixed blessing, since it allowed farmers to keep wages low. The spectre of the poorhouse was ever present, and the Clares became acutely conscious of it when Parker’s rheumatism took a turn for the worse and his son had to become the breadwinner. Charitable benefits were available in the village—coal for widows, a clothing club—but malnutrition and disease were commonplace.




    There were houses for about sixty families. The population at the beginning of the nineteenth century was three hundred. Almost everyone was employed in agriculture, though there was some lime-work available. Clare always struggled to obtain paper and was mocked by his fellow-villagers for his attempts at writing. It is a mild irony that shortly before his death employment prospects in Helpston were greatly improved by the establishment in the village of a high-quality paper works.




    One of the purposes of the Speenhamland system was to discourage the movement of paupers from parish to parish—the benefit was only available where you had a settlement. There was, however, seasonal movement of migrant labour. In one of his earliest surviving prose sketches, written in his twenty-first year and never published, Clare describes an encounter with ‘a Company of miserable Hibernians’ (i.e. Irish). ‘Weary, fainting and poverty struck’, these ‘pitiful Emigrants’ passed through Helpston on their return from working in the fens—having found little reward, ‘it being a very bad Harvest’. One of them, named Parbrick, was muttering to himself:




    

      

        

          ‘By Jesu, though I’ve got neither money Victuals nor Clothing without shoes and stockings—and scarce a bit of Breeks left to cover my A—s and I don’t care for that for I think I have got something in my head that will better all this Presently—Why to be sure I have—I’m certain on’t so thou need not doubt on’t . . .’ this he repeated at least 20 times, bursting out now and then into a loud laugh.


        


      


    




    What he had in his head was a plan to beg a penny off each person he met. A penny per person is a trifle, but ‘ “now let me see,” continued he, “suppose there’s 20,000 men in England Rich and Poor” ’—wouldn’t twenty thousand men mean twenty thousand pence, an enormous sum of money? Clare regarded the man as a ‘scheming fellow’ who did no service to the reputation of his fellow-countrymen, but the encounter seems to have stuck in his own head. Irish immigrants feature in a number of his poems. And his description of Par-brick—‘With nothing to eat but a mouldy crust (and that but a very small one) with not a Farthing in his Pocket without a Friend in a strange Country Unknown and Unsupported’—prefigures his description of himself over twenty years later, beside the road to the north on his journey home from the Essex asylum.




    A vivid passage in Clare’s Shepherd’s Calendar evokes the Scottish drovers who travelled the Great North Road with their small but sturdy highland cattle, their ‘petticoats of banded plad’, ‘blankets o’er their shoulders slung’, blue caps on their heads with scarlet tassels and thistle patterns. His own Scottish blood stirred by the sight of men in kilts, Clare wrote of their ‘honest faces frank and free / That breath of mountain liberty’.




    The migrants who most fascinated him were the gypsies. Their favoured local camp was at Langley or Langdyke Bush, an old whitethorn tree that became one of the most important landmarks in Clare’s poetry. Dating back to Saxon times, it was renowned as the meeting-place of the ‘hundred court’ of Nassaburgh—that is to say, as the symbolic site of the common law rights of the local people:




    

      

        

          O Langley Bush! the shepherd’s sacred shade,




          Thy hollow trunk oft gain’d a look from me;




          Full many a journey o’er the heath I’ve made,




          For such-like curious things I love to see.




          What truth the story of the swain allows,




          That tells of honours which thy young days knew,




          Of ‘Langley Court’ being kept beneath thy boughs




          I cannot tell—thus much I know is true,




          That thou art reverenc’d: even the rude clan




          Of lawless gipsies, driven from stage to stage,




          Pilfering the hedges of the husbandman,




          Spare thee, as sacred, in thy withering age.




          Both swains and gipsies seem to love thy name,




          Thy spot’s a favourite with the sooty crew.


        


      


    




    Langley Bush was on King Street, the Roman road (a branch of Ermine Street) which ran in a straight north-south line through the parish to the west of the village. Between the road and the village there was an old Roman quarry called Swordy Well, where Clare tended sheep and cows as a boy, played ‘roly poly’ on the gentle rise, and botanised when he grew up. On the far side of the road lay Cauper Green. ‘I hope [that] is not spelt right, it is so ugly a word. Should it not be Cooper or Cowper?’ asked his publisher. Clare preferred its rough grass to a trim lawn and relished both its wild flowers and its remnants of antiquity—old coins, even a skull and bones. He was fascinated by the relics of ancient times. They inspired him to meditate on time, on mortality and endurance. He was fully aware that Remains was a word used not only for archaeological ruins, but also for the posthumously published works of writers.




    The gypsies were also associated with an isolated farmstead two miles from the village. ‘Disinhabited and in ruins’, it was known as the ‘heath house’. His mother told him a local legend—at once grisly and funny—about its murderous history, which he turned into a poem. And he wrote evocatively of it in an autobiographical fragment:




    

      

        

          I remember with what fearful steps I used to go up the old tottering stairs when I was a boy in the dinner hours at harvest with other companions to examine the haunted ruins—the walls were riddled all over with names and dates of shepherds and herdsmen in their idle hours when they crept under its shelter from showers in summer and storms in winter and there were mysterious stainings on the old rotting floors which were said to be the blood of the murdered inhabitants—it was also the haunt of Gipseys and others who pulled up every thing of wood to burn till they left nothing but the walls—the wild cat used to hide and raise its kittens in the old roof, an animal that used to be common in our woods though rather scarce lately—and the owls used to get from the sun in its chimney and at the fall of evening used to make a horrid hissing noise that was often taken for the waking noise of the haunting spirits that made it a spot shunned desolate and degected.


        


      


    




    Degected is one of Clare’s many felicitous nonce-spellings, seeming to combine neglected with dejected. (As for the wild cat—now confined to the Highlands of Scotland—it is a reminder that Clare was surrounded by a more diverse variety of undomesticated animals than we are.)




    The principal landmark to the east of the village, into the parish of Etton, was Woodcroft Castle, a mediaeval manor house with a moat and a circular tower. Clare held down a ploughing job there for a month while he was a teenager. ‘It is a curious old place’, he wrote,




    

      

        

          and was made rather famous in the rebellion of Oliver Cromwell—some years back there was a curious old bow found in one of the chimneys and the vulgar notion was that it was the identical bow that belonged to Robin Hood so readily does that name associate itself in the imagination with such things and places. I had a coin of Cromwell’s brought me last year by a neighbour, picked up in the neighbouring field, as large as a crown piece.


        


      


    




    Clare told the story of Woodcroft Castle’s Cromwellian fame in a ‘tale’ inserted within his long poem ‘The Village Minstrel’ (though excluded from the published text). During the Civil War, the house was occupied and defended by a royalist company under the captaincy of Michael Hudson, the King’s chaplain. A parliamentary force set out from Stamford, passed through Helpston (‘ah Helpstone I ween / Thou ne’er knew a rebel before’), and attacked the stronghold. According to Clare’s account, Hudson’s men, outnumbered three to one, fought bravely to the last, but ended up being herded to the top of the tower and thrown into the moat. Hudson clung to the parapet, only to have his hand ‘slashed off on the tower as he hung / and his body fell bleeding below’.




    The locality had other Civil War associations: there had been a skirmish between parliamentary and royalist forces at Cauper Field, while Cromwell’s widow was buried in Northborough churchyard (as Clare’s widow would be). Clare’s respect for nobility meant that he had no time for Cromwell and the regicides: he always wrote of the Civil War as a ‘rebellion’, the term used by those who opposed the parliamentary side.




    He was equally indignant about the killing of the French king in the year of his birth. His autobiographical ‘Sketches’ end with a strong affirmation of his anti-revolutionary political creed:




    

      

        

          I believe the reading a small pamphlet on the Murder of the French King many years ago with other inhuman butcheries cured me very early from thinking favourably of radicalism—the words ‘revolution and reform’ so much in fashion with sneering arch infidels thrills me with terror when ever I see them—there was a Robspiere, or something like that name, a most indefatigable butcher in the cause of the French levellers, and if the account of him be true, hell has never reeked juster revenge on a villain since it was first opened for their torture—may the foes of my country ever find their hopes blasted by disappointments and the silent prayers of the honest man to a power that governs with justice for their destruction meet always with success. That’s the creed of my conscience—and I care for nobody else’s.


        


      


    




    It might be thought that Clare is asserting his political orthodoxy here in order to reassure his publisher that his work will always be safely free from sedition, but we should be wary of ascribing such an ulterior motive to him. He invariably made a point of saying what he meant, straight from the heart. Indeed, his bluntness sometimes got him into trouble. He said to people’s faces the same that he would say behind their backs. ‘I was in earnest always or I was nothing . . . if I tried to dissemble my real opinion my innocence would break through and betray me, so I spoke as I thought.’




    Should we therefore take him at his word when he says ‘with the old dish that was served to my forefathers I am content’? He wrote a poem in praise of his native England, which began with a quotation of some patriotic lines from William Cowper:




    

      

        

          

            England, with all thy faults, I love thee still—




            My country! and while yet a nook is left,




            Where English minds and manners may be found,




            Shall be constrain’d to love thee.


          


        


      


    




    On copying out his poem for his publisher, Clare joked, ‘I think I shall stand a chance for the Laureat Vacancy next time it turns out!!!!’ He had the instinctive conservatism and patriotism of the countryman.




    His suspicion of the kind of innovation represented by Cromwell in the seventeenth century and the French Revolutionaries in his own time did not, however, mean that he was incapable of political indignation. But his political horizon had the same limits as his physical one. He raged at the injustices of local life. As we will see, he angered at least one of his patrons by publishing poetic lines about ‘accursed wealth’; he accused enclosing landlords of tyranny; he spoke for the rights of the common people, the gypsies and even of the common itself (and of trees and badgers and birds). His recollection of Woodcroft Castle combines anti-Cromwellian sentiment with a warm-hearted allusion to Robin Hood. The point about Robin Hood is that he is a hero of the folk tradition. He outwits the Sheriff of Nottingham’s ‘lawless law’ (Clare’s term for enclosure). He robs from the rich to give to the poor. He inhabits the greenwood, which Clare always associates with freedom. And all along he is innately noble, an aristocrat in disguise. Anti-Cromwell but pro-Robin, Clare combined allegiance to the ancient rights of the English commoner with distaste for ‘revolution and reform’. Among the political commentators of his age, his position was much closer to that of William Cobbett, conservative-radical countryman, than that of William Hazlitt, liberal metropolitan apologist for both Cromwell and the French Revolution.




    The historian E. P. Thompson has written of the paradox whereby the popular culture of the eighteenth century was simultaneously rebellious and traditional: ‘The conservative culture of the plebs as often as not resists, in the name of custom, those economic rationalizations and innovations (such as enclosure, work-discipline, unregulated “free” markets in grain) which rulers, dealers or employers seek to impose.’ Clare conforms to this model. That is why he was deferential to the local grandees—with their sense of noblesse oblige—but bitterly satirical towards the newly prosperous, socially aspirant farmers who benefited from the enclosure at the expense of the rights and customs of his own class.




    As may be seen from Clare’s use of the term infidels with respect to reformers, politics was intimately bound up with religion. And here too, Clare regarded himself as a traditionalist. The parish church of St Botolph and the octagonal fourteenth-century cross on the green were the symbolic centres of village life. There was an ‘Independent’ Non-conformist chapel in Helpston, though Primitive and United Methodist chapels were only built around the time of Clare’s death. His brief flirtation with radical religion will be examined later, but his ‘Sketches in the Life’ includes a strong statement of religious orthodoxy: ‘I reverence the church and do from my soul as much as any one curse the hand that’s lifted to undermine its constitution—I never did like the runnings and racings after novelty in any thing . . . The “free will” of Ranters, “new light” of Methodists, and “Election Lottery” of Calvinism I always heard with disgust and considered their enthusiastic ravings little more intelligible or sensible than the bellowings of Bedlam.’




    The tall spire of Glinton Church, visible for miles across the flat landscape, is glimpsed in many of Clare’s poems. It was an important landmark for him not because it pointed to Heaven, but because it pinpointed the location of fond recollections—of schooldays and Richard Turnill and Mary Joyce. Though he professed himself an Anglican, Clare’s attendance at church was most irregular. His deepest feelings of a religious kind were reserved for his experience of nature and his memories of childhood innocence and joy.




    The spatial horizon of the young Clare was fixed by the boundaries of the Soke of Peterborough. His temporal horizon was determined by the rhythms of the working day and the agricultural year. His fondest memories were of the freedom of Sundays, for the other six days were filled with work in schoolroom, barn or field. Save on holidays: ‘When I was a boy a week scarcely came without promise of some fresh delight,’ he recollected, ‘Hopes were always awake with expectations [and] the year was crowned with holidays.’ Hard labour meant that holidays were the year’s greatest treat for the villagers.




    Christmas was like a week containing two Sundays. Evergreens were placed in the windows and the children fetched ivy branches from the woods. Parker and Ann coloured them with whitening and laundry blue, then stuck the branches behind the pictures on their wall. The morris dancers would perform a mummers’ play, for which the actors playing the King of Egypt and Prince George wore wooden swords and hats decorated with carpenter’s shavings and cut paper, while the Buffoon had a hunchback, a bell between his legs and a tail trailing behind. A fight, a mock death, the Doctor to make all well, then a song and a dance. Later in life, Clare got old John Billings, one of the regular actors, to recite the text of the play so that he could write it down.




    February brought Valentine’s Day. Clare saw himself as an eager lover even when he was still a child: ‘though young we was not without loves—we had our favourites in the village and we listened the expected noise of creeping feet and the tinkling latch as eagerly as upgrown loves—whether they came or not it made no matter.’ The disappointment did not matter: it was the pleasure of anticipation that made the day.




    April Fool’s was a special favourite, which the children would talk about weeks in advance. They boasted ‘how we would make April fools of others and take care not to be catched our selves’, but when the day came they were duly tricked into ‘such April fool errands’ as being sent to fetch pigeon’s milk or to find a needle with a glass eye.




    At Easter the village cross down the road from the Clares’ cottage was ‘thronged round with stalls of toys and sweets—horses on wheels with their flowing manes and lambs with their red necklaces, and box cuckoos’. The children had to resist the temptation to steal them before Easter morning, when the boxes of sweets were opened up and, at a penny a time, there was barley sugar, candied lemon and peppermint, coloured sugar plums, tins of lollipops, gingerbread in the shapes of coaches and milkmaids.




    On St Mark’s Eve (24 April) it was a custom for young maids, and sometimes men, to bake a ‘dumb cake’. A party—never to exceed three in number—would meet in silence and make a cake. At midnight they would eat it, still in silence. If anyone spoke, the spell would be broken. Then they would walk up to bed backwards ‘and those that are to [be] married see the likeness of their sweethearts hurrying after them as if they wanted to catch them before they get into bed, but the maids being apprised of this beforehand take care nearly to undress themselves before they start [and] are ready to slip into bed before they are caught’. On the same night, ‘the more stouthearted’ would lay a branch in the church-porch and return at midnight, when those who were to marry or die in the coming year would see a vision of a wedding or a funeral. An ‘odd character’ called Ben Barr watched the porch every year and thus claimed to know the fate of all the villagers, which he would divulge in return for a small fee.




    Clare considered it part of his vocation as a poet to preserve old customs such as this, as he sensed they were in decline with the march of ‘progress’. Many of his poems are linked to particular occasions such as Valentine’s Day, April Fool’s Day and St Mark’s Eve. Sometimes they seem to combine village traditions with personal recollections: ‘The Dumb Cake Pastoral’ features two girls at the Rose and Crown Inn, Oundle, where he lodged during his time in the militia.




    On May Day, the first cow that was turned out into the pasture was given a garland on its head, the last a branch of thorn on its tail. This game was turned into a courtship ritual, as Clare explained in a letter on village customs that he sent in 1825 to a magazine that specialised in the documentation of folk traditions, Hone’s Every-Day Book:




    

      

        

          The young men who wish to claim the favour of their favourites wait on the green till a [late] hour and then drive out the cows of the maiden [whom] the[y] love, who of course wins the garland and in the ev[ening] she is considered the Queen of the May and the man, whether her favourite or not, claims her as his partner for the dance at night, a custom that she dare not refuse to comply with as she would lose her reputation and sweetheart into the bargain and grow into a byword for a shrew and be shunned accordingly.


        


      


    




    The sheep-shearing feast—as celebrated in Shakespeare’s Winter’s Tale—came in late June. The youngsters hung around the clipping pens and the old shepherds gave them frumenty, a dish of hulled wheat boiled in milk and seasoned with sugar and plums. Then in September it was the harvest home. In The Shepherd’s Calendar Clare paints the village boys thronging round the wagons decked with light blue ribbons and garlands of flowers for the homecoming of the last of the harvest:




    

      

        

          

            Anon the fields are nearly clear




            And happy sounds oft meet the ear




            Of boys who halloo ‘There they come!’




            And run to meet the Harvest Home,




            Stuck thick with boughs and thronged with boys




            Who mingle loud a merry noise,




            Glad that the harvest’s end is nigh




            And weary labour nearly by,




            Where when they meet the stack-thronged yard




            Cross buns or pence their shouts reward.


          


        


      


    




    The reward for everyone was the knowledge that the harvest was safely gathered in, the seasonal cycle complete.




    The next year’s Christmas season would be heralded by St Thomas’s Eve (20 December), when, as Clare noted, it was ‘a common custom for the young girls to lay a red peeled onion under their pillows to dream of their sweethearts’. Once the twelve days of Christmas passed, the first day back at work was known as Plough Monday. Hone’s Every-Day Book had given an idealistic account of village traditions on this day. Clare responded with what he called ‘a dirty reality’: where the magazine had pleased its predominantly urban readers with images of ploughboys dressed in white shirts and ribbons, Clare told of how the Helpston boys met at the blacksmith’s, blackened their faces with a mixture of soot and grease, attached themselves to a skeletal plough and went round and round the village, tanking themselves up with beer, pulling up shoescrapers outside cottage doors, winding ropes round each other, and finding the dirtiest corners of the farmyards in which to tumble and scrap. Labourers, meanwhile, blacked up their faces and went round the village grotesquely cross-dressed as ‘plough witches’. Though Clare always looked back with longing upon his childhood, once he grew in confidence as a writer he refused to poeticise the life of the village. He reinvented the pastoral tradition of poetry in a mode of dirty realism.




    The pace of work was slower in the winter, the landscape stiller. Many of Clare’s most poised poems are winter scenes. Winter gave him more time for writing, since less employment was available on the farms. In the cold and dark of the year, the milk-boy who had sauntered idly to the pasture in summer would complete his morning work in haste, while ‘the shepherd cuts his journeys short and now only visits his flock on necessity—Croodling with his hands in his pockets and his crook under his arm he tramples the frosty plain with dithering haste, glad and eager to return to the warm corner of his cottage fire’.




    The only worker, says Clare, who ‘sees the beauties and horrors of winter mingled together through the short day’ is the woodman. He returned to this figure again and again in his writings. In late 1819 he composed both a prose sketch called ‘The Woodman or the Beauties of a Winter Forest’ and a poem called ‘The Woodman’. To Clare’s disappointment, his publisher excluded the beautifully observed prose piece from the collection The Village Minstrel, but the poem was included. It gives a vivid sense of the woodman’s working day in winter.




    He wakes as the bell of the snow-covered village church strikes four o’clock. Shrugging as he sees the frost on the window, he gets up—the rest of the family can lie in till eight, but he must go and earn his wage (the wish to linger in bed recurs several times in Clare’s poems). He breakfasts on water-porridge and puts a barley crust into his bag for lunch. It is a long walk from his cottage to the wood where he is working. ‘The cemented ground’ is ‘hard as iron’. The woodman’s nailed boots bounce off it and the echo of his tread sounds across the frozen pool. He chops wood through the short day, in the solitary company of a robin, to which he throws crumbs. The sun sinks, ‘Round as a football’ (as often, Clare takes his simile from village games rather than poetic tradition), and the woodman fills his bag with billet-wood for his cottage fire. He walks home as the frost begins to ‘crizzle’ (freeze) pond and brook. At home, his family are waiting for him, supper stewing on the hook over the fire. He keeps his leather leggings on as he tells his children about the day. Smoking in his corner chair by the fire, he feels so good he might as well be king of England. He checks the sky for the next day’s weather, says his prayers and retires to bed.




    The poem and the prose-sketch cover very much the same ground, but the differenc es between them reveal some of the difficulties Clare faced in looking beyond his locality to the world of print. The poem is often derivative in diction (it was indeed written in conscious imitation of the ballad form of Burns’s ‘The Cotter’s Saturday Night’), whereas the prose is written more in Clare’s own distinctive voice. Its principal difference from the poem is its greater degree of botanical exactitude: ‘jagged leaves of Lungwort’ and, more intricately, ‘His eye also catches the straggling privet and the twining brier who (though not evergreens) is still discernible from their leafless neighbours by a few shattered leaves tinged with the decaying colours of russet and purple’. Clare had not yet found a way of making poetry out of the fragile minutiae that animated his love for the richly textured world encircled within the horizon of his knowledge.








  



    

       

    




    
CHAPTER FOUR





    GARDENER, SOLDIER, LIME-BURNER




    A letter that Clare wrote to his son in 1849 gives a poignant sense of how he was once at the heart of a close-knit working community. Nearly all his peers remained in Helpston throughout their lives, several with large families. Henry Snow, labourer, and his wife Martha were typical—they had four girls and two boys. Clare’s letter mentions at least twenty-eight families, almost half the total number in the village:




    

      

        

          There is William and John Close—do they live at Helpstone yet and how are they—how is John Cobbler of Helpstone—I worked with him when a single Man and Tom Clare—we used to sit in the Fields over a Bottle of Beer and they used to Sing capital Songs and we were all merry together—how is John and Mary Brown and their Daughter Lucy and John Woodward and his Wife and Daughter—William Bradford and his Wife—Sally Frisby and James Bain and old Otter the Fiddler and Charles Otter and John and Jim Crowson—most of us Boys and Girls together—there is also John and James Billings and Will Bloodworth and Tom and Sam Ward and John Fell and his Wife and John King and Mr and Miss Large and Mr and Miss Bellars on the Hill and Mr Bull and all enquiring Friends and Mrs Crowson—many are dead and some forgotten—and John and Mrs Bullimore the Village Schoolmistress and Robin Oliver and his wife and Will Dolby and his Wife and Henry Snow and his Wife and Frank Jackson and his Wife—Richard Royce and his Wife and Daughter and Jonothan Burbidge and his Wife and Daughter and all I have forgotten remember me kindly to—for I have been a long while in Hell—how is Ben Price and Will Dolby—for I liked Helpstone well—and all that lived in it and about it for it was my Native Place.


        


      


    




    William Bradford kept the Blue Bell; old Mrs Crowson was the village baker; John Fell and the elder Crowson brother were stonemasons, Ben Price a thatcher, Jonathan Burbidge a carpenter, John Close a gardener. There were the farmers such as Mr Large, Mrs Bellars and Mr Bull. But most of the boys with whom Clare grew up struggled to support their families through casual agricultural labour. Some, such as the Jacksons and Tom Clare and his wife Ann, eventually became paupers.




    ‘Hell is other people’, says a character in a play by Jean-Paul Sartre. For Clare it was the opposite: he is ‘a long while in Hell’ because he has been removed from the other people of his native place. Only in death was he restored to their company. Some of the names in this letter can be matched to those on the graves near Clare’s in the churchyard beneath the octagonal tower of St Botolph’s. Richard Royce, for instance, ‘departed this life September 11 1866 in the 95th year of his age’—sometime weaver and village shopkeeper, he was born before Clare and died after him. He rests with Elizabeth Royce, his wife, who lived a mere seventy-five years. The Helpston churchyard is also a reminder that the village was inhabited by prosperous farmers as well as impoverished labourers: the stonemason could have charged handsomely for the elaborate grave of Clare’s contemporary, John Vine Chapman, who died in 1866 in his seventy-third year.




    There was a possibility that Clare himself might, like Thomas Hardy’s fictional Jude, have become a writer on gravestones rather than paper: ‘My scholarship was to extend no farther than to qualify me for the business of a shoemaker or Stone Mason, so I learned cross multiplication for the one and bills of account for the other.’ When he left school at the age of about twelve, there was a feeling that his constitution would be too weak for full-time work as a thresher with his father.




    Two possible apprenticeships became available, one in Glinton and the other with a Helpston cobbler called Will Farrow, ‘a little deformed fellow’ who, as a kindness to Parker Clare, proposed to take the boy on for a nominal sum. But Parker did not have the money and John himself ‘did not much relish the confinement of apprenticeship’. Farrow was known as a particular character in the village: ‘famous for a joke and a droll story’, with a knack for thinking up nicknames that stuck.




    Farrow’s brother Tom was a sailor. He kept a journal and, on returning from sea, got Clare to copy out part of it. Only one passage stuck in Clare’s memory: an account of a traveller who once sailed on a ship on which Farrow served, ‘an odd young man lame of one foot on which he wore a cloth shoe—who was of a resolute temper, fond of bathing in the sea and going ashore to see ruins in a rough sea when it required six hands to manage the boat’. He was so demanding that ‘his name became a bye word in the ship for unnecessary trouble’. The name—and this was the first time that Clare heard it—was Byron.




    The ship in question was probably the Salsette, which Byron and his friend Hobhouse boarded in the spring of 1810, bound for Constantinople. As the frigate waited at anchor for permission to enter the Dardanelles, a violent storm blew up. The rough weather, which exhilarated Byron, lasted for two weeks, during which there were excursions ashore to inspect the ruins that were believed to be the site of Troy. A few days after this, Byron achieved his legendary feat of swimming the Hellespont. Clare only once saw the sea and never left his native land. Byron was everything that he himself was not, and yet Clare, in time, would feel strangely close to him. It is fitting that the first encounter between the peasant poet and the lordly one should have been by way of a common seaman.




    When the offer came of an apprenticeship with shoemaker Farrow, Clare seems to have been in an early teenager’s phase of sullenness. He didn’t know what he wanted to do with his life. He dreaded leaving the home where he had been ‘coddled up so tenderly and so long’. He was by his own admission a ‘silly shanny boy’. He also turned down the chance of being apprenticed to George Shelton the stonemason, shying off on the grounds that he was afraid of heights (‘though I had clumb trees in raptures after the nests of Kites and magpies’).




    ‘I felt timid and fearful of undertaking the first trial in every thing’: he would not commit himself and his parents would not force him against his will. So he stayed at home and picked up casual work as it came along—weeding wheat-fields in the spring, haymaking and bale-stacking in summer. When he was out of work, he collected dried cow-dung and rotten sticks for the cottage fire. He hung around with sheep-tenders and herd-boys, but grew ashamed that he was not able to ‘meet manhood’ as he would wish.




    He dreamed of great things. He wanted to do something that would make him stand out from his peers. There was his love of books, and Turnill was helping him with his studies in the evenings. He worked hard on his handwriting, hoping it might better his prospects.




    It was at this point that he was ‘sent for to drive plough at Wood-croft Castle of Oliver Cromwell memory’. Mrs Bellars, the mistress of the house, was good to him and he always remembered her fondly. In the summer of 1825 she came to see his garden and he went with his daughter Anna to see hers. He was still asking after her in his letters from the asylum. But in typical teenager fashion he set himself against the job from the start: it meant getting up far too early in the morning and getting his feet far too wet when the moat overflowed onto the causeway that led into the house. After a month he went home to see his parents on a Sunday and did not return to work the next day.




    His parents didn’t know what to do with him. They ‘fancied that I should make nothing but a soldier’. Then an uncle came to the rescue.




    Morris Stimson was footman to a counsellor-at-law in Wisbech, some forty miles across the fens to the east. On visiting his sister in Helpston, he mentioned that there was a vacancy in his master’s office. Parker and Ann thought that this would be the perfect solution for their clerkish son. John doubted his own abilities, but was willing to give it a try. At least there would be the excitement of seeing a new place.




    When Clare reached the turnpike road at Glinton, he looked back at the familiar landmark of the church spire. It was as if he were going into another country: ‘Wisbeach was a foreign land to me for I had never been above 8 miles from home in my life and I could not fancy England much larger than the part I knew.’ He walked to Peterborough, where he boarded the horse-drawn barge that went weekly to Wisbech along the River Nene. He paid his eighteen pence and spent the journey rehearsing the answers he would give when interviewed by the lawyer. He later remembered how his heart burned with hopes of success; he could scarcely contain himself from laughter at the thought of ‘the figure I should make afterwards when I went home to see my friends, dressed up as a writer in a lawyer’s office’.




    His mother had kitted him out in his Sunday best: a white neckcloth and a pair of gloves to hide the hands that were coarse from labour. But she could not afford a new coat. He felt self-conscious in his old one, which was far too small—the sleeves extended barely below his elbows. When the boat landed at Wisbech Bridge, he was so wrought up with his mental preparation for the interview that he almost forgot how he was supposed to find the right address. Wisbech was a prosperous port and trading centre, intimidating with its grand townhouses along the quayside.
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    ‘Vivid and gripping . . . This biography is a marvellous achievement’ John Carey, Sunday Times





    ‘One of the challenges for [Clare’s] biographer is to establish a living sense of the diverse realms he inhabited . . . Another is to trace the development of Clare’s crystalline poetic vision . . . Jonathan Bate’s biography the first full-scale life to appear since 1932, succeeds splendidly on both counts . . . It is time for John Clare to be set free from the stereotypes of “peasant poet” and “mad poet”, to be seen as the unquestionably major author he is’ TLS





    ‘Jonathan Bate enables us to see for the first time the complex development of the poet’s relationships . . . This biography will be central to our appreciation of the poet for many years to come’ Independent





    ‘Jonathan Bate, as surefooted a biographer as he is sympathetic, rejects the myth of Clare as victim of poverty-grinding land-enclosers, interfering editors and ignorant doctors . . . [this biography] makes the reader wish to have met Clare and to read his poetry’ Tablet





    ‘Packed with detailed biographical finding, splendidly lively and readable’ Daily Telegraph





    ‘John Clare’s biography by Jonathan Bate is glorious’ Andrew Marr, Sunday Herald ‘Books of the Year’





    ‘Fascinating . . . I could hardly put it down’ Trevor McDonald, The Times ‘Books of the Year’





    A heart-breaking account of the life of the great English poet whose place has been almost as hard to locate as that of the corncrake’ Paul Muldoon, Times Literary Supplement ‘Books of the Year’





    ‘Bate brings a vary rare mixture of tenderness and scholarship to a subtle, thought-provoking reconstruction of lost landscapes, lost childhood, lost love and finally lost identity’ Richard Holmes, Guardian ‘Books of the Year’





    An impressive tribute to a neglected poet’ Tom Paulin, Guardian ‘Books of the Year’
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