THE LITERARY QUALITIES OF HENRY
WILLIAMSON’S WRITINGS SET IN NORFOLK

J.W. Blench

The following articie is based upon a talk which I gave to the Henry
Williamson Society on 16 May 1981 at Blakeney. I have revised it from
the spoken to the written style and have incorporated some new points
which have arisen from subsequent reading, reflection and discussion.

... the great noveligt needs a variety of parts,
not only creativeness, but quickness of perception
an attentive eye,the power to profit by experience
and above all an absorbing interest <in human
nature ...
K. Somerset Maugham: Ten Novels and
their Authors (1954).

Since every novelist who amounts to anything has
a philosophy ... any novel of importance has a
purpose. If only the 'purpcse' be large encugh,
and not at outs with the perscnal inspiration.

D.H. Lawrence: 'The Novel', Reflections
on the Death of a Porcupine (1925).

The ‘'spirit of place' is very strong in Henry Williamson's writings;
North Devon, North Norfolk, Bedfordshire in and around Aspley Guise,
Lewisham and North-west Kent, the Ypres Salient and the Somme battlefields
of the first World War, all provide the settings for some of his most
notabie passages. In this article I shall examine his writings set in
Norfolk in chronological order of publication, and attempt to show that
they contain within them much that is characteristic in the nature and
development of his mind and art. 1 shall seek to demonstrate that the
growth in complexity and power which we find in them is part of the

organic development not only of Williamson's artistic qualities, but also
of his.moral and political concerns.

Williamson first used Norfolk as a major setting for his writing in
some brief newspaper articles which appeared in the late 1930s, shortly
after he had come to farm at 0ld Hall Farm, Stiffkey. The prime guality
of these pieces, is, I would suggest, that which is the hall-mark of all
his writings; great vividness and clarity in the presentation of scene,
human action and feeling. Williamson admired the sight and hearing of
Richard Jefferies, a major influence upon him throughout his career, and
he realized the importance of sensuous vividness in all good writers. In
the Introduction to his Selections from Jefferies's work he declares:

All writing of the first class comes from ezceptional
sight and hearing: and insight arises from stored
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physical impressicns of sight and sound. Those who
observe quickly and vividly hold us with their detail,
which i8 fresh and vivid; the spirit of life is
quick behind the detail; and the writing holds our
attention, because, being quick and vivid, ,the pages
have a flow, which carries the readsr.

Furthermore, Williamson recognized that ... the rare first class
writer has, in addition to keen sight and hearing (itzmy be because of
them) feelings or emotions which are equally keen ... Throughout his
own writings Williamson makes us see and hear the scenes he presents, he
involves us deeply in his emotions and ideas, and in those of his
fictional characters, Without this attractive power writing is dead;
Williamson's possession of it in abundance is, I believe, the secret of
the 'magic' which makes his work so memorable. Two of his newspaper
articles about the farm will, I think, illustrate well this aspect of
Williamson's art. The first is One Mar begins a new Adventure, which
appeared in The Daily Express on 8 November 1937. In this article
Williamson skilfully blends description of the farm itself with his
feelings of apprehension at undertaking a new and challenging venture:

It i8 a beautiful farm - it has everything to delight
a yeoman's heart. There 18 a chalk trout stream
(though half polluted alas, by a young and 3ealous
drainage board which regards it only as a drain)
where until a year or two age two and three poundsrs
were common.

There are woods where wild pheasants live, ocsier
beds for duck, arable for partridges, leafy groves
where the woodcock flape in the autwm twilight,
fields where the wild goose flights.

«.. I hurried across my first stubble field, a thieck
mat of weeds enough to discourage any man. I felt
Jjust like a soldier before zero hour.

Williamson describes vividly the poor state into which the farm has
fallen, while keeping its fine potentialities firmly in view. He shows
also a flash of his characteristic humour. Told by his bailiff that he
'can't farm light land wi'out a live flock' as the sheep manure the ground
while fattening themselves, he wonders what kind of sheep he should get:

Someone in the pub had said, "You oughter buy crones™.
Before this, I had thought that an old crome was a
gort of witch who lived in woods; but apparently it
was a sheep with so many teeth, an old ewe, in fact,
whose milk might not be sufficient for feeding her
lamb. "What you want i8 live hoggets"”, said someone
else. I nodded, wondering bleakly what was the
difference between a hog and a hogget.
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There is no farmhouse; the cottage he bought to convert to a farmhouse is
occupied by an old man and his wife, who refuse to leave. The
difficulties are however, he reflects, nothing to those he experienced
during the War, and after all 'it's the land that matters ... England‘.
Although this is only a short journmalistic piece, not only does it involve
the reader deeply in Williamson's fears and hopes but also it makes its
propaganda point about the need for the restoration of England's farms
with considerable persuasiveness.

The second article which one may consider is 'All these Things are
Mine' which appeared in The Daily FExpress on 13 August 1938. It is a
delightfully Tively and humorous piece which describes a family picnic on
a small triangle of grass in front of the big corn barn. The children and
their parents are surrounded by some hens, two kittens, four small pigs, a
turkey gobbler and a cart-horse foal. Only the foal is indifferent to the
foed; the other creatures all want some. Williamson describes the ensuing
events with great verve and a fine sense of fun:

: Baby Richard, eating a sandwich, has it suddenly
stolen from his small fat fists. He lets out a growl,
his eyes harden, he rises for revenge. Meawwhile a
dozen hens are chasing the first thief. The kittens
run with them. The little pigs grunt and stand still.
Before the smell gets to their round snouts three
hens have got and lost the main fragment.

A diminishing chase continues under the trees where
two swings are hanging, while Baby Richard,uttering a
mixture of Devon and Norfolk words, throws a dock
stalk at the turkey. The turkey reddens, struts,
spits. ‘"Damfool you be", ecries Baby Richard. He
returns for cake.

The hens return and snatch five-year-old Robert's banana and date
sandwich, whereupon 'a general strafe begins'.

However peace is soon restored, and Willjamson returns to his tractor to
plough Hilly Piece watching 'with satisfaction thistle-roots and bindweed
r1pped up by the shares to wither in the sun' The final comment - a
serxous and hopeful one - comes from the farm- hand old Jimmy: '"Next year
if you're lived and spared there should be a barley crop on here"'. As
in the previous piece Williamson ends with a well-made propaganda point.

It may well be that some readers will have noticed that these two short
pieces were incorporated, ,with considerable revision, into The Story
of a Norfolk Farm (1941)° which arose out of such pieces and out of the
diaries which Williamson seems to have kept throughout most of his life.
This is for me the finest and richest of his autobiographical books.

When it first appeared it did not get a very good review in John
O'London's Weekly (7 March 1941) from H.E, Bates, who characterized it as
‘energetic but slipshod ... racy but lazy, readable but skippable'. This
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implies that it is carelessly and loosely constructed; put together with
little attempt at ccherence and unity. [t seems to me that this is quite
wrong. True, its manner is informal, but I think that not only is it
compelling reading, but alsoc that it has its own kind of unity. The main
story is clearly told and runs as an easily discernible thread throughout
the whole. The titles of the major sections well describe their contents
and the narrative builds up in a satisfying way to a hopeful conclusion.
Part 1, ‘'depiration’ tells of Williamson's initial viewing of the farm,
the difficulties of decision about purchase, the resolution to go ahead
with it and the reguesting of help in the venture from 'Sam', Loetitia's
brother. Part II, ’dnticipation’ deals with the period between purchase
and the actual taking of possession, Williamson, Loetitia and Windles
visit the farm, explore it and encounter the aged countryman Napolean and
his eccentric wife who drive them away from a cottage which the
Williamson's have in fact purchased. Sam arrives in England and he and
Williamson go to the farm to camp out and begin to get things in order.
In due course Sam leaves for a job in the Midlands, but in the meantime,
Ann, Williamson's secretary has arrived to lend her help. Part II
'Preparation’ begins with Williamson's taking possession of the farm on
01d Michaelmas Day 1937 and his engaging of farm hands. The family
arrive from Devon in time for Christmas of that year and live in the
granary as the cottages are not ready to receive them. Ploughing and
sowing in the new year are described, but the coming war throws its shadow
before it when 1in summer work begins on the construction of an
anti-aircraft camp by the sea. Part IV 'Realization' describes the
harvest of 1938; Williamson's first harvest on the farm from his own
sowing; his concern at the money loss on the year, which nevertheless does
not prevent the holding of a celebratory party in the granary, nor the
enjoyment of shooting in the autumn. The new year, 1939, brings heavy
snow, but in May of that year Williamson is able to take a little holiday
in Devon. The cottages are now in fine condition, and he feels able to
discuss the practicalities of farming with old friends in the familiar
Devon pub in a way impossible before. There follows a brief and hopeful
epilogue. Williamson has now broken even financially and although a
battle rages in France he believes that the war has in fact brought better
days for British farming. The movement of the main story is then clear -
from apprehension, through difficulties to positive achievement; it is
easy to follow and reaches a satisfying conclusion.

Such a bare summary does not of course do justice to the liveliness
and vividness of the scenes presented. In The Story of a Norfolk Farm
there are several notable 'high-lights' which I am sure that the reader
finds extremely impressive, which remain in the memory and tempt to
re-reading. For example, there is the episode of the inauspicious
encounter between Williamson, Loetitia, Windles and Napolean's wife when
they first visit what is planned to be the new farmhouse. They notice
with pleasure the roses and hollyhocks against the flint walls, the bush
of rosemary underneath, and as they approach they are delighted to see a
swallow flying into its nest above the lintel. It seems to be an idyllic
place:
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How lovely, said Loetitia, and I felt again as I
had felt before our marriage, in the happy,
careless days of nesting and following the
otter-hounds along the river valleys of North
Devon. dren't you glad we bought the farm T
was saying for the twentieth time. when the door
opened and a gruff votce cried 'Be off!  Cheeky
devils!' and there, waving a stick stood an old
woman. 'Go away!' she repeated in a loud mutter,
ag though to herself. 'Napolean, drive them off!
My father owns all this property. You've no
right here! I'm Lady WNorwich. Be off !t !
(Chapter 9, p. 105)

It proves to be impossible to explain that he is the new owner, but after
the old lady has gone in and slammed the door, they attempt to take a
further look:

A moment later the latticed window opened with a
rattle, and the rusty barrel of a gun was thrust
out. Instantly Windles was running up the path,
through the gate and round he cormer. We
fellowed with what insoustance we could pretend
to. (p.106).

The contrast between peaceful anticipation and boisterous fulfilment is
presented with wonderful verve and humour.

Then again, in a different mood, there is the description of the joy
which attends the sowing of the first barley. Williamson is helped not
anly by Bob, his bajliff, but in due course by Loetitia and then by Ann.
It is a shared experience of achievement. The whole chapter (number 30)
is a superb rendering of scene and emotion. One paragraph must suffice to
illustrate its quality:

All the morming we went aecross the field, sowing
our barley. The sun shone, the South wind blew.
I saw the first wheatear standing on the dark
earth, pausing before flitting on twenty yards,
to pause again, as though unable to believe that
it was home again on its native soil, after the
long migrating flight across the sea. The field
was steaming slightly, the sunshine pouring doum
to wake the wintry sleep of earth ... Everything
was going well on my farm, and for the moment I
could relaxr, dream myself into the spring, the
warmth and blessing of the sum, loll on the iron
geat with elosed eyes, and forget the hundreds
of mental pilctures of work half-finished, the
mistakes, the endless striving, the ceaseless
urge to improve and do better and build-up. For
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a while now I could breathe deeply of the blue-
statned atr of youth, and share the thoughtless
life of the wheatear. (pp. 255-6).

The description of the farmhouse party in chapter 44 might well be adduced
as another 'high-light'. We seem to be present at it not just as readers
but as fellow guests of the family, sharing their happiness and receiving
some of the reflected glory from the presence of Robert Donat, who on his
Jjourney back home has to learn some of his lines for the film Goodbye Mr.
Chips. The end of the episode shows once more Williamson's sense of
humour. When night falls, he hears ‘'noises of crunching, gnawing and
husky swallowing'. The farm cats are having their party on the left-
overs. In the morning only scattered bones are Teft. 'The rats had had
their party also, and when they were gone, the mice had finished what was
left'.

Finally in yet another mood there is the marvellous description in
chapter 49 of the coming of snow, which falls heavily as Williamson and
his son walk home from the 'coastal town four miles away' (Wells-next-the-
Sea) where they have been to buy Christmas presents. It is an exhausting
journey, but when they reach the village {of Stiffkey) the snow has
stopped and the wind has fallen. Then comes what is for me a master-
stroke; they hear the exhilarating scund of the wild geese flying inland
from the sea:

I wanted to take the silence, and the rare
peacefulness, to myself, and leaned against a
flint wall to think back into the past;and hark!
up there in the sky,cronkle-honkle honk-cronkle,
not harsh or strident, but soft, meditative,
Jjingle-cronkle honkle cronkle, marvellous sound!
star-talk of the wild geese flying inland to
their feeding fields. (p. 388).

The life of Nature triumphs over bad weather and goes majestically on.

A notable feature of The Story of a Norfolk Farm which may have
contributed to what I beljeve to be H.E. Bates's erroneous opinion that it
is a slip-shod book is the occasional use of the 'flash-back' technique.
A scene or episode in the main narrative allows Williamson to remember the
more remote past. This I think not only provides an added richness and
resonance to the book, but also it exhibits Williamson's artistic contrecl
of his material, because he manages to effect the transition from main
story to reminiscence with great skill. For example, -in Chapter 2 his
motor journey to Norfolk allows him to recall a bicycle trip which he made
there when a boy in. August 1912. The countryside is not entirely
unfamiliar, but some sad change is visible. An old mill, still working in
1912 is now closed and derelict. Or again, a walk towards the sea with
Loetitia and Windles in chapter 9 makes him relive something of the joy of
his boyhood before the War. They sit down on the grass, and he continues:
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This was the sun I remembered from boyhood days,
the ancient harvest sunshine of that perished
time when the earth was fresh and swmmer seemed
an illimitable shining that would never end, the
reaperg moving round the fields and setting up
the stooks of golden corm. And sitting there, it
was as though the past and present were one
again, and I had entered upon my heritage of
happiness. (p.107).

The most striking use of reminiscence is of course the description in
chapter 26 of the Christmas Truce of 1914 on the Western Front. The
transition from the calm appreciation of the peaceful Christmas Eve of
1937 on the farm to the excited reliving through the extraordinary,
unexpected cessation of fighting on the first Christmas Eve of the War is
deftly made. The description of the truce is justly famous, but I do not
think that it has been noticed how Williamson uses it to express his faith
in the ultimate triumph of love and reconciliation. In 1914, 'hope sank
into the mud again', with the resumption of hostilities, but 'it did not
die, despite a withering anew as each poor human unit fell in machine-gun
mort-blast and colossal reverberating rendering of the shells of those
four years' (p.225). Now in 1937 the war-clouds are gathering again, but
Williamson implies his belief in a future and final reign of love: 'The
wild geese cry as they pass high under the moon, flying for the clover
fields, my little children stir in their sleep, the morning star of Hope
is rising 'once again'.

Further richness is given to The Story of a Norfolk Farm by the moral
and political comments which run throughout the narrative., Willjamson
went to MNorfolk for three reasons: first, to get new material for his
writing, feeling that he had exhausted, for the time being at least, the
potentialities of Devon; secondly as a personal therapy, and thirdly
because he believed that it was vital to the national interest,that
British farming, then in a depressed condition, should be revived. In
spite of gloomy warnings that farming would not then pay, .and the sad
example of the failure of farming relatives in Bedfordshire, = he felt it
to be a patriotic duty to try to reclaim a farm which had fallen into
dereliction. In this he was influenced not only by instinct and family
tradition, but also by political idealism. There is no doubt that cne of
the things which attracted him to Hitler at this time was the German
leader's enthusiasm for and help given to farming, although he does not
refer to it in The Story of a WNorfolk Farm, probably for prudential
reasons, as the book appeared during the second World War, However, 1n
Goodbye West Country (1937) he stated that he turned from enthusiasm for
Lenin's point of view to that of Hitler because: 'Hitler's was an improved
model, based on every man owning in a trustee-to-nation sense, his own bit
of land, and fulfilling himself living a natural life' (p. 228). It seems
probable that prudence also prevented him from quoting passages from Sir
Oswald Mosley's writings which deal with farming although indeed in an
article in The Radio Times for 17 August 1972 he told Robert Lacy: 'the
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spirit of the farm and what I was trying to do there was the spirit of
Oswald Mosley. It was all part of the same battle' (p. 9). He did of
course reveal under very thin disguise how he joined British Union in 1937
at the instigation of 'Lady Sunne' (Dorothy Lady Downe) and spoke for the
movement. He could certainly find support for his convictions about the
importance of farming in Mosley's major books. In the second edition
(1934) of The Greater Britain, Mosley has a persuasive passage on
Agriculture and Autarchy' (pp. 126-31) and in Tomorrew We Live (1938) he
expresses ideas which would confirm those of Williamson about farming:

By present conditions a conflict has been
created between towm and country, 1in which the
countryside has always been worsted since the
Conservative Party ceased to be the party of
the land, and became instead the party of high
finance. (5th edn., April 1939, p.47).

Britigh Union knows that no pecple can live
that is uprooted from the soil, and that the
untversal urbanization of a population spells a
doom inevitable and historic. British Union
knows too that men, who carried British genius
and the glory of our name and achievement to
the far cormers of the earth, had roots deep in
the 801l of our native land. The little men and
the little parties, in the service of an alien
finance, have tried to sever the roots of the
oak. We who come from the soil of Britain say
that the oak shall stand. (lbid. p.50).

There was a farming column written by Jorian Jenks in detion, Mosley's
weekly newspaper, and Jenks wrote a notable article 'Politics and the
Land' in The British Union Quarterly (vol.II, no.2, June 1938) as well as
the official pamphlet The Land and the People: the British Union Policy
for Agriculture (1938). MWilliamson's authorial comments about farming in
The Story of a Norfolk Farm are very much in line with the views of Mosley
and Jenks, but I think that they are all the more telling because, like
his reminiscences they arise naturally out of the narrative. For example
in chapter 41 the episode of the visit of the representative of the Ratin
Company, called in after the local rat-killer proved to be ineffective,
allows him to reflect on the sad condition of the countryside.

Rats, weeds, swamps, depressed markets, labourers
on the dole, rotten cottages, polluted streams,
political parties and class divisions econtrolled
by the money-power, wealthy banking and insurance
houses getting rid of their land-mortgages and
investing their millions abroad (but not in the
Empire), this was the real England of the period
of this story of a Norfolk Farm. (p.331).
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Or again in the epilogue, it is the success which has attended his efforts
which makes him express his hopes for the future, even in the difficult
days of June 1940 'while once again the ruined cornfields of the Somme lie
under the smoke of bombardment':

One day the sewage of the cities will cease to
be poured into the rivers, and will be returned
to the land, to grow fine food for the pecple.

One day salmon will leap again in the clear
waters of London river, and human work will be
creative and joyful.

One day the soul of man, shut in upon itself
during the long centuries of economic struggle,
will arise in the light of the sum of truth.

{p. 403).

This vision is all the more compelling because Willijamson has conquered
not only the difficulties of the bad state of the farm when he took over,
but also has overcome, to some degree at least, the limited and prejudiced
ideas of his farm-workers.

Although Williamson's enthusiasm for a yeoman family farm was much
influenced by his political convictions, his poetic feelings for the land
and its grand potentialities, together with his vision of a regenerated
future, have a religious tinge about them. It is worth recalling, I
think, that in Europe the family farm is part of a venerable Christian
tradition. In our own century Pope Pius XII, a man of the highest
intelligence and holiness, wrote and spcke very powerfully on this theme.
In his magnificent 'Allocution to the Italian Farmers' Federation'
delivered on 15 November 1946, he recognized not only the spiritual
healthiness of a farming Tife, but also its stimulation to action for a
better society:

More than others, you live in permanent contact
with nature: in material contact, by the fact
that your life is passed in places as yet far
removed from the excesses of an artificial
civilization, and i3 wholly directed towards
producing from the soil, under the beneficient
rays of Our Heavenly Father's sun, the abundant
riches that his loving hand has hidden therein;
in contact that ie profoundly social also,
because your families are not only communities
of consumers, but, more especially, communities
of producers.
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From the fact that your life-work is so pro-
foundly and at the same time so generally and
eompletely based upon the family and therefore
so fully in conformity with the order of nature,
arises the economic strength, and, in critical
times, the capacity for resistance, with which
you are endowed, and alsc your oft-demonstrated
importance in the development of justice and
order, public as well as private, throughout
the whole people. (Quoted in the Revd Denis
Fahey, C.S.Sp., The Chureh and Farming, Cork
1953, p.22).

Williamson's The Story of a Norfolk Farm, I would suggest, soars above and
beyond the British Nationalism of its period. 1 believe it to be a
genuine unity of story, reminiscence, comment and spiritual vision.

To conclude my analysis I should like to suggest that the individual
qualities of The Story of a Norfolk Farm can be further defined by two
comparisons. The first is with John Middleton Murry's Commnity Farm
(1952). Murry had a similar aim to Williamson in his resolution to
reclaim a derelict farm, and he had a similar feeling for the importance
of agriculture to the national well-being - without of course any
connection with British Union. His narrative is clear and gripping, but
it lacks the peculiar vividness of Williamson's (after all Williamson is
able to make even routine farming operations fascinating); and Murry does
not use reminiscence in the same enriching way. His difficulties are not
with traditional farm-workers, but with members of his pacifist community.
Nevertheless, like Williamson, he does win through to a genuine success.
The second comparison is with Alison Uttley's books about her life as a
child at Castle Top Farm, Cromford, Derbyshire, especially The Country
Child (1931) and The Farm on the Hill (1941) where she appears as 'Susan
Garland' and Ambush of Young Days (1937) where she writes in propria
pergona. Like Williamson, she is a delightfully vivid writer, both in
description and in the rendering of scene and emotion. What is, I think,
particularly interesting about her work to readers of Williamson is that
the farm life of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries which
she portrays must be very like that which was lived at that time by
Williamson's farming relatives in Bedfordshire. It is not easy to make
money but Alison's father has great feeling for his land, and he is helped
by kindly and efficient farm-hands, unaffected by the demoralization
caused by the more serious depression which was to follow in the 1920s and
1930s. Alisen's mother is a deeply religious woman, and the pieties of
traditional Christian culture play an important part in the life of the
household. Williamson admired Alison Uttley's work; he included a chapter
from The Country Child in his anthology My Favourite Country Stories
(1966) referring to her in his Introduction as ‘one of a small select
band' ({(p. 10). Of course the sensibilities of the two writers are
individual, but I think that they can be read in conjunction with each
other with great pleasure and profit. Each illuminates the other.
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Williamson continued his narrative about the Norfolk farm in a series
of fugitive pieces which are part of the sequel which he wrote during the
Second World War, A Chronicle Writ in Darkness, but which he never
published in toto. Most of these. pieces were Jlater integrated into 4
Chronicle of Ancient Sunlight, and do not demand critical comment here
- they are similar in manner to The Story of a Norfolk Farm. However I
should like to draw attention to one short piece published after the war,
for the light which it throws on Williamson the man. This is one of the
series called 'Quest' which he published in Woman's Illustrated and Eve's
Oum in the spring and summer of 1946. The one I find of unusual interest
appeared on 11 May 1946. It deals with the period after the harvest of
1945, The 'eldest boy' (Windles) had stayed with his father to see the
corn in. He 1is nineteen now and Williamson reflects upon the error he
made when he tock him away from school when only thirteen at the beginning
of the war. He thought he was right then:

My boy would be a farmer. I had the land; I was
putting it in order from a delicate state; the
war wag atarted. Let the sun and the living air
over the fields teach him;let him forgo algebra
and Latin and learn instead how to build a corn
stack, plough a straight furrow, grow a sugar-
beet and prune an apple tree. That was the
dream. (p.13).

However it did not work out that way; the boy had too much put upon him
too early; the atmosphere of the village was not good, many were out of
work and the land had been let go. Then when the bomber stations were
being built labour was scarce and boys of fourteen 'could earn £6-£7 a
week there'. In a deeply moving passage, Williamson having confessed his
mistake, pays warm-hearted tribute to the wonderful work which Windles did
under excessively trying conditions:

But my boy was a good boy; he stuck to the job
of ploughing seven days a week, without pay -
for the bank account was overdrawn and to keep
doum the overdraft we regarded the farm as a
family wunit - and Llooked forward to the time
when, with his other pals <in the village he
would be joining the R.A.F. He was an A.T.C.
cadet. Many a time he finished work on the
farm a few minutes before Sunday  dinner,
hurried home, washed and changed, swallowed
some food, and dashed off on his bicycle to a
?aradei while I went back to the tractor.
Ibid.

The theme of the difficult relationship between fathers and sons is an
important one throughout Williamson's writings, and I think that this
clear recognition of his eldest son's sterling worth is deeply moving.
Williamson's ability to reach a profounder insight is illustrated further
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in this article by his realization that he had attempted far too much in
the Norfolk farm venture; he had been told that they 'did in six jears
what was half a lifetime's work: twenty years', and sadly he has to admit
that 'one has to pay for such overwork'. The cost as we know was trigic,
but nevertheless while he faces this he can see 'that a greater crisis had
probably been averted when my wife had left on that June day. For it had
forced me to give up the task of trying to make a hilly awkward farm -
which had brokenm many a farmer in the past - into something which by its
very nature, it could never be.' In this article he shows 'the power to
profit by experience' which Somerset Maughan, (in the first epigraph which
I quote) believes to be essential to a great novelist. Williamson can now
return with a maturer wisdom to his true vocation as a creative artist.

In The Phasian Bird (1948) Williamson brings his creative powers to
bear on the Norfolk farm experience. This is a strange and haunting book
which I have come to value more highly than when I first read 1t.
Initially I agreed with John Middleton Murry and Colin Wilson that the
strength of the book lies in the lyrical beauty of the descriptions of
Nature and wild-1ife 'which we find abundantly in it, while its weakness
Ties in the human story- of Wilbo and his sad fate which exudes a self-pity
on the part of the author rather like that which can be detected in
Williamson's ,portrayal of the death of Willie Maddiscn and Manfred
Cloudesley. My present view is that while [ still respond to the
elegiac descriptions of Nature and the sensitive renderings of the life of
the birds, I consider that the human story is much more successfully a
part of a satisfying artistic whole. The natural descriptions-are not only
vivid in Williamson's characteristic way, they are shot through with 2
tone of regret at the decline of the countryside. We see this in the very
first words of the book which sound a note which runs rather 1ike a ground
bass throughout the novel:

At the westerm end of the meadow there was d
wood called the Carr. It was a narrow plantation
of larch, pine, willow, elm and sycamore, with
wildling bushes of white and black thorn
striving to grow under the canopy of the taller
trees. Originally the Carr had been planted as
a covert for game birds, when the meadow was
reclaimed from sea marsh in a past centwry, tin
the time when the power and strength of England
was in the land, before the cities and the fact-
ories and absorbed both and taken control and so
had begun the slow decadence of the land and of
the people sprung from the land. (p.11).

The mixture of beauty, often a -partially ruined beauty, and 2 sad
nostalgia for a happier past which we find in such passages is not only
appealing, but also implies the need for a revival of a sound agriculture
and rural order. Williamson gives names to the birds in the story, in the
manner of Tarka the Otter, and Chee-kai the exotic pheasant, Pertris and
Pertrisel]l the partridges, Koch Karr the old cock pheasant, Harra the
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Denchman (a hoody crow) Gallinule the moor cock, Dufa the ring-dove, Crex
the corncrake and Jago the gamecock all have an individuality which is not
anthropomorphic but rather a product of Williamson's wise realization
that animals jand birds, although different are not totally alien
to mankind. So far then I agree with Murry and Wilson, but I now
think that one can defend Williamson's presentation of the story of Wilbo,
and regarded it as an artistic success if one realizes that it is part of
a stylized moral fable and not of a novel in the realistic mode. The
whole book is controlled by its moral and political purpose - to show the
tragedy and folly of the destruction of the traditional rural order in
England at the hands of crass invaders and the sordid minjons of what Sir
Oswald Mosley called 'the Money Power'. Thus Williamson foreshadows
Wilbo's death by that of his predecessor as farmer, who is driven to
suicide by the deterjoration of his financial affairs to the point when he
is 'confronted by an ultimatum from his bank manager' (p. 87). His
feeling for his land, his tenderness for the wild-life on it, his faithful
adherence to the old farming values and his human kindness cannot save him
from ruin in the agricultural situation prevailing in the 1930s. Wilbo is
both a fine painter and a political idealist who has a noble conception of
a new order in the countryside. Not only does he have sound practical
ideas - he wants roads renewed, cottages reconditioned, his woodland yard
rebuilt, his cowhouse redesigned and his stables repaired - but also he
has an aesthetic vision of compelling power:

In <imagination arose the beauty of new plant-
ations of spruce and larch, lined with silver
birch, new orchards of apple and pear trees, and
a press for making cider and perry; the trout
stream set with elm boards at intervals aslant
the bed of the stream and half-way across its
width, to quicken the ocurrent and swirl the
water about, and so to scour the filth over-
laying 1its bed of chalk and gravel, and to
ereate hides for trout and spawnming beds for
their eggs. He dreamed of a new village of
skilled and happy people, of dances and harvest
suppers, of laughter and the strength of harmon-
ious Living, of a true balance between country
and town. {pp.145-6).

However he is not allowed to fulfil his intentions, his membership of a
political movement which he believes will lead to national regeneration
(obviously British Union although never so named) causes him to be
imprisoned for four years without trial, under what are clearly the 18B
regulations of 1940. He tells the plain-clothes policemen who come to
arrest him: 'l wanted to help create a Greater Britain' (p.225). At the
time of his arrest he is painting a picture of Chee-kai, the magnificent
long tailed pheasant which lives on his farm (the dominant strain in which
appears to be that of a Reeves's pheasant), who has become for him a
symbol of the regeneration he longs for and is striving to attain. After
his release he is for a time in despair, the farm is taken aver by the War
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Agricultural Committee as it has sunk below the then permitted level, but
nevertheless he revives and he is able to resume painting. In this he is
aided by the re-appearance of Chee-kai and the arrival of an American
airman-poet, rescued from the sea, with whom he feels a close affinity of
spirit.

Set against Wilbo and his farm-hands (together with his predecessor)
all of whom love the countryside and try to serve it faithfully, is a
shooting syndicate whose members are connected with business and finance,
and the sinister Flockmaster, a countryman who has betrayed his order by
his association with the syndicate, having become an agent for one of them
in the collection of gold sovereigns. At one level the ending of the book
is tragic: the American airman-poet is killed in a spectacularly described
plane crash; Wilbo is shot accidentally while trying to save Chee-kai from
two stupid and insensitive American soldiers 'of emigrant Eastern stock,
probably Levantine', and Chee-kai who has valiantly fought and killed the
Flockmaster's game-cock Jago, maliciously set upon him, falls victim to
the quns of the syndicate. W.J. Keith considers this ending to be
'ambitious but unconvincing',9 but if one remembers that the book is a
stylized moral fable I think that one can accept it as being within the
conventions of that literary 'kind'. Furthermore, Williamson's ending, is
not depressing; he shows the triumph of the human spirit over adversity in
that Wilbo forgives his killers and tries to take the blame for his death
away from them as he lies dying. He lives up to his appreciation of the
glorious music of Bach's Mass in B Minor (pp.279-81) in that he under-
stands one of the key attitudes of the Christian religion of which Mass is
the chief and most significant act of public worship. Of course one can
readily admit that Wilbo, like Willie Maddison, Manfred Cloudesley and
Phillip Maddison is to a considerable extent a fictional ‘'mask' for
Williamson, but the interesting thing about Wilbo is that in him
Williamson is, I would suggest, presenting what might have but did not
happen to him during the Second World War. In a sense he is paying
tribute to those members of British Union whose lives were blighted by
lengthy imprisonment. In a way 1 believe that in the fate of Wilbo he
intuited the future deaths as comparatively young by deeply disappointed
men of such as Neil Francis-Hawkins Director-General of British Union and
Alexander Raven Thomson, the philosopher of the movement and author of
several notable books on his political ideas. If The Phasian Bird were a
realistic novel, then I think perhaps one could charge Williamson with
self-pity in his portrayal of Wilbo, but as it is a moral fable, I would
suggest that the charge is misconceived. Then again, at the very end we
are left with the consolation of the continuing life of Nature; as in The
Story of a Norfolk Farm the flight of wild geese provide the symbol:

In the sky wild geese were passing, [flying for
the Great Barrier Sand where they rested by day,
flying with slow flaps of wings one beside and
above the other, crying their music of ice-pack
and midnight sun, of seas where the great
whales blew, of summer upon the flowery coast
of far Spitabergen. (p. 341).

23



The Norfolk years reappear in fiction in Williamson's masterpiece, 4
Chronicle of Ancient Sunlight (1951-69), in even greater vividness and
richness; autobiography is here transmuted into truly great fiction. In
the short space of a magazine article it is impossible even to begin to
deal adequately with that part of The Phoenix Generation (1965) set in
Norfolk, with 4 Solitary War (1966) and Lucifer before Sunrise (1967). I
shall confine myself to making three critical points which will relate
Williamson's achievement in these novels to my general thesis that the
Norfolk writings show a progress from a vivid simplicity to a rich
complexity which never lgses its vividness. First, the 'spirit of place'
is even more vividly rendered than in the previous writings which we have
discussed. Secondly, these 'Norfolk' novels like the Chronicle as a whole
are in the manner of a realistic fiction which shows profound insight into
human character and behaviour. Thirdly, Williamson has in them a moral
and political aim which is not incompatible with their human objectivity.
Let me expand these points.

First, after reading these books we have clear inner imaginative
picture of the features of the farm while the details of the agricultural
activities pursued there allow us to participate imaginatively in the work
performed. One might point for example to chapter 13 of The Phoenix
Generation, 'The Wheat was Orient' and to chapters 2, 5 and 21 of Lucifer
before Sunrise, 'Seed Beds', 'Sweet Meadow Hay' and 'Clearing the Home

Hil1', It is noteworthy also that Willjamson prevents the reader from
feeling a sense of restriction in place by describing Phillip's visits
elsewhere - to London10 just before and during the war, to

Bedfordshire and to Devon.

Secondly, in his presentation of character and personal
relationships Williamson tries to put into practice his artistic ideal of
seeing the past 'in ancient sunlight', that is with objective yet
benevolent and compassionate memory. He does, I believe, succeed very
well in this aim, clearly formulated as early as 1932 in the Preface to
the American edition of The Labouring Life, and conveniently quoted in As
the Sun Shines (1941):

as a man and writer I would like to be as
the sun, which divines the true or inner nature
of living things ... The sun is entirely truth-
ful; the sun sees no shadows.

It ig possible by a sun-like understanding,
to discover among the crotchety and cantank-
erous, among the 8o ealled eruel and vieious,
the same person as oneself: the human being
which has grown from a child to its present
shape, and which in <its heart still has the
solar innocence of the child. To be like the sun
is to see all thinge plain, and to draw all life
to oneself. (p.101).
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The Chronicle, like the Flax of Dream is in essence a Bildungsroman, and
in the Norfolk section we see Phillip attaining greater self-knowledge,
until at the end of Lucifer before Sunrise he realizes that his true
vocation to which he must always in future be Tloyal, is that of the
creative writer. His earlier farming experience on the family estate at
Fawley in Wiltshire, portrayed in The Power of the Dead, had indicated
this to him, but it is only after the Norfolk years that he is utterly and
finally convinced about it. He has now seen himself as the sun does,
without shadows.

Phillip's relationships with his wife and children during the Norfolk
years are depicted with great power and insight. Two of these relation-
ships approach tragedy. Phillip's almost manic passion for order and
tidiness leads to tension with Lucy, who although loving and loyal and
highly sympathetic to us as readers, nevertheless is sometimes careless
both in the house and on the farm. In a distressing but excellently
presented scene Phillip hits her after he has killed two kittens because
they have fouled the larder as kittens used to do in Lucy's old home in
Devon. He feels suicidal afterwards, apologizes to Lucy and realizes that
he must put his obsessions about the war out of his mind lest he go mad
Lucifer before Sunrise, chapter 16). This prepares us for Lucy's
conviction at the end of the war that she must leave Phillip; she cannot
help him further, and he must nave his freedom (Ibid., chapter 33). Then
again, Phillip exploits Billy and drives him too hard, so that we are not
surprised when, after severe provocation, he hits his father (Ibid.,
chapter 24). However, after he has begun to go on bombing operations with
the R.A.F., father and son develop a new loving relationship. In a deeply
moving scene, rendered with fine delicacy, Billy comes to his father and
silently lays his face on Phillip's shoulder seeking and finding refuge
from the terrible experiences he has undergone during the notorious raid
on Dresden in February 1945 (Ibid., chapter 32). Billy's death cuts short
this finely blossoming relationship with Phillip, but the fact that it has
begun is a consolation both to Phillip and to the reader. Phillip's
relationships with his other children are happier; the children themselves
are well portrayed in their differing personalities, and in the individual
relationships which they have with their parents and with each other.
These are rendered with a fine inwardness, and at times with a refreshing
humour.

A similar 'clarity' is seen in Williamson's presentation of Phillip's
relationships with the many characters in these books outside the
immediate family. His efforts to educate his farm workers in a more
enlightened agricultural practice and his predictably partial success are
described with understanding and often with a sense of the ridiculous.
His difficult and at times tortured relationships with women other than
Lucy - Felicity, Melissa and Laura Wissilcraft -are portrayed with frank-
ness and compassion. A new richness is given to the story of the farm by
the arrivals and departures of helpers or would-be helpers to it - Lucy's
brother Ernest; Bill Kidd an old comrade of first World War days, boastful
yet brave and kindly, surely one of the most delightful characters in the
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