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"HENRY WILLIAMSON AND HTS ﬁHITINGS - A PERSONAL VIEW

Colin Wilson

In 1960 I wrote an essay on Henry Williamson for the
Aylesford Heview in which I expressed the hape that the
completion of what eventually became his fifteen-volume
novel 4 Chronicle of Ancient Sunlight would finally bring
him the wide recognition he deserved. It was. whistling in
the dark, and I knew it was. The Chroniecle, s1like Dorothy
"Richardson' s:Pilgrimage, is somehow too personal, too sub-
Jective, to find a place in the ranks of great novels.

Yet there was always that slim chance that some twist of
fate might meke Henry 'fashionable'. 4nd it seemed to me
tragic:that-a writer of Williamson's stature would, in
fact, probably die 'unrecognised'. There is something
very sad in the spectacle of a man driven by an ambition

- to succeed, when you can see perfecctly well that his

“chances are a thousand to one. To tell him so would be

brutal and tactless; you can only nake encouraging noises,
“ and hope that fate will change its policy towards him.

Yet Henry's own peculiar pcrsonailty nade 1t reasonably
certain that it never would.

The truth is that he WaSﬁagmthﬁmﬁﬂgtkad_selfnconfi—
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.ence. Ana this was something that dawned on you only
fter gettlnﬂ to know him moderately well. Iirst impres-
nions were excellent, as Ruth Tomalin points out in the
pening essay of the memorial symposium: "A memory of
lenry Williamson in a Hampstead cafe in 1967; with the
striking looks of his later years, silwver hair, dark sea~
an, brilliant hazel eyes becoming deer szet. He was talk-
ing very quietly about dieldrin and what it was doing to
he peregrine falcons...®

But -the words “talking guietly" make him sound gelf-
[ossessed, like Owen Wister's Virginian; and Henry, even
in his seventies, was about as self-possessed ag a charac-
ter out of Dostoevsky. He was always too tense, too ner-
~vous, too emotional, thin-skinned to the point of pParancia.
-~ oan recall & scene that scems to me more typical. UHenry
turned up at our house one afterncon in the sixtics with
an attractive girl whom he introduced as his secretarys;
shey were on their way to somewhere or other, and I think
ve offered to put them up.. My brother was 4isu gtaying
“ith us; and, since he loves music, we spent most of hig
visit playing gramophone records. Henry was also o music
lover, and requested = . plece of wagner - I think it wae
the Tristan prvludb,' A8 thé music filled the rToom, my
brother made some remark to me across the room. Instantly
Henry +turned on him and snarled: "Shut up!" Fortunately,
the music was so loud that my brother was oblivious. It
was Just as wells he also has a temper, and might easily
have knockecd Henry down. But that was typical. He was in
somebody else's house, drinking his wine and about to eat
hig foodz-you‘rlght have zxpected him to make an effort
not to be offensive. But he 81hply had no control of his
encticons., -

_ Readers of Tarks the Otter or Salar the Selmon would
find it difficult to believe that the author was a thin-
skinned monomaniac; yet the clues are theré if you look
for them. There is, to begin with, the tendency to over-
write, to use 'poetic' languasge where concrete expressions
would do a better job - this gives away the clement of
show-cff in his -charscter. Then there is the over-all
~trend of the books < the poor, hunted creature degtroyed
by man's lack of feeling for nature; and to anyone who
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knew Williamson, this gives away the self-pity that is so
apparent in, the 'human' novels. ‘I can even imagine it in
his discourse sbout the effect of dieldrin (whatever that
is) on falcons: that is to say, what seemed to .be a plea

for wild birds would really be Henry's attempt to impress
you with his concern for nature, and:to somehow emphasise-

that the world - as he knew only tco well - is.a nasty and .

unjust place...

This may sound as if I have secret cause to dislike
Williemson: nothing could be further from the truth. We
always got on well together because I took care to tread
carefully around his self-esteem. At the same time, I
fat an immense sympathy and pity for him. He was an 'out-
sider' if ever there was one. Like so many of those mis-
fits of the 19th century - Melville, Pce, Baudelaire - he
lad a deep conviction of hig own uniqueness without being .
quite convinced of his genius. So he seemd doomed to re-
nein on a kind of treadmill, dlways working away frantic-
ally at some vast novel that would finally:bring him
recognition, yet scmehow prevented from achieving success
by something in his own temperament.

I met Williamson under rather amusing circumstances

-in 1957. TI'was staying with the writer Negley Farson, who
lived a couple-of mileg away from Henry, on the coast of
North Devon. -I'd heard all about Henry from Negley's son’
Dan, and from Kenneth Allsop, whose novel adventure Lit
Their Star had been deeply influenced by Williamson's
nature writing. - I had read Tarks the Otter in my teens
and been -enormously impressed; I was not critical enough
to feel it was overwritten, and saw it only as a magnifi-
cently objective protrait of the wild moorland country and
its inhabitaents: So I was.surprised to hear that Henry
was not much: liked in the Georgehan. area of North Devon,
and that most of his friends were sooner or later alien-
ated by his neurotic egotism. Negley and hig wife Eve

had quarreled with Henry long agos so if Uan. wanted to. see
'the hermit of OX'S Cross', he had to keep his intentions
a secret,':Anq;.one afternoon, -Dan and I and ny glrlfriend:
Joy set out,:ostensibly for:a stroll along. the beach - in
fact, towvisit Henry. : -

Like everyone else,; I was ‘struck by his good locks
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and his military bearing; he looked and sounded like a
retired colonel. Joy, predictably, thought he was stun-
ningly attractive. Henry's wife, a pretty girl who had
been a teacher of gymnastics, gave us tea, and Henry
produced his latest manuscript and read us a dozen pages
or so. 1 expected it to be about animals - or possibly
about the first world war (he had just written The Golden
Virgin). In fact, it was a defenceiof his attitude to
'fascism', specifically to Sir Oswald Mosley's Union
Movement., I had met Mosley, and found him brilliant and
enormously likeable; so this was a matter on which we
imuediately established a bond of sympathy. Henry road
on for what scemed hours, with the consequence that it
was dusk when we left. Dan asked me what I thought about
~ him, and I said T'd found him impressive, but perhaps
rather too talkstive. Dan smiled ironically. "He intend-
“ed to be." "Intended?! 'That's typical Henry. He knows

~we're not supposed to see him, so he w@nts us..to be late

_ for dlnnul, Just. to stir things up...

Henry's frlends made a joke of the fact that he al-
‘waysr.carried & wad of manuscript in his inside’ pocket, and
would read it at the drop of a hat. It 'must have been
shortly thereafter that I ’alked into the Savage Club -
in the days when we had been forced to meve. to cramped
quarters in Covent Garden - and found Henry sitting at the
bar with Hugh Ross Williamson and.Wee Georgie Wood. I
made the mistake of asking Henry how the new book was
"going, and Ross Williamson gave a grimace of alarm. ‘But
it was. too late; Henry. rqukﬂxlnto hig ingide pocket, sa
ings ”Ocdly enmough, I just happen to have the latest few
pages with me...", and treated. us to a readlng that went
on until the bar became too full ta hudf what he said.

But 1dtpr that day, I had the chancarto observe the
other-aspect of his character: the pride that gave him
genuine dignity. We had spent the afternoon together and
then gone to a party. He had to catch the night train
back to 'Exeter.. 4s I was about to leave him, he asked if
I could lend him ten shillings for the taxi. T said: "For
heaven's sake, take fivée-pounds - you might need it." "No,
ten shillings is exactly what I need." He said it flrnly,
without taking offense, but I found “yself feellng embar-
rassed. . He was, relatively speaking, a poor manj he
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needed the ten shillings to get to his train on time, Bh%'_'
to offer him more implied charity. 4nd, in spite of his
self-pity, he was not the sort of person you wanted to in=
gult with charity. A ccuple of days later, a ten °h1111ng
note arrived from him in the post.

In order to write the long essay about him, I settled
down to reading a pile of his books. One of the most re-
vealing is an early ‘novel' called The Sun in the Sands.

It begins by describing how, after being demobbed from the
first world war, he climbed on his motor cycle and roared
off to North Devon, where he intended to live. His father
had thrown him out of the house; he consoled himself by
telling himself that Shelley and Francis ‘Thompson had both
had the same éxperience. The description of his rainy

ride to North Devon has stuck in my mind ever eince; and
when I tock the book off the shelf to renew its acquaint-
ance the other day, I found myself reading on and on. The
descriptien-oft his-early days in Skirr Cottage, where he
wrote Tarka the Otter, is excellent. But when a friend -

a Swinburnian poet named Julien -~ comes to live with him,
something begins to go wrong with the book.. Henry and
Julian got on badly; when Henry became tutor to a girl
named Barleybrighf, Julian remarked perceptively: "Barley-
bright will learn a lot from old Harry. But only about old
Harry." & niggling, perscnal tone creeps into the book,

and it continues as we are told how he was forced to re-
sign from the local tennis club beccause of his "unconven-
tional reputation".. There is a definite note of masochism,
which brings to mind the Dostoeveky of Noteg from Under-
ground and The Dternal Husband: the man who cannot resist
scratching his.sores. And when he goes on to describe an
abortive love affeir with & girl called annabelle, .the
reader begins to sense that he has decided that the effort
of being honest is too muchj; the book begins to drift into- .
fiction. . Later, when we are told that Annabelle has now
fallen in love with Williamson, but that he no longer cares
sbout her, it seems a little too much like wish-fulfilment.
At the end of the book, the girl Barleybright falls in love
with the Byronic and misanthropic writer, but dies in an
accident. You get the feeling that Williamson is sayings:
"So you see, fate deprived me of my only chance of ar disin- .
terested love and devotion..." The self-pity and wish-
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rulfilment are reminiscent of the episcode where Tom Sawyer
3ttendé his own funeral. It.reminds us of a remark by a
literary hostess that he quotes near the beginning of the
books: that he is suffering from a delayed ¢ 2dolescence.
#illiamson's trouble was that he suffered from a delayed
wdolescgnce until the day he died.

. tht ‘caused it? He is inclined to blame his father,
who th rlSO; he tells us, felt "disprised...when he was
but & gmall boy". He also blames the first world war,
vhlch used up five years of his life; from the age of 19 to
23. - Yet the war probably turned him into a writer. The
experience of the 'test to destruction' (a title he uses |
for one of the war novels), affected Williamson as it aff-
ected. Hemingways it aroused .o latent sense of the drama of .
cxistence, and deepened his mystical feeling for nature -~
a feeling that had developed through the reading of Richard
Jefferies. ~As a child Williamson loved Jefferies's nature
books; but it was. during.the war that he read The Story of
My Heart, and decided he  wanted to become a nature writer.

flis first novel, The Beautiful Years, had been accept-
ed before he left London. It ig an account of his own
¢hildhood, owing much to Jefferies. It is’ an idyllic
novel, ‘and Villiamson later admitted that it was almost
pure escaplsn - his aﬁtemﬁt to put the great war behind
hime " It came out when he was in Devon, ‘in 1921; critics
were’ respectful hut unbnthuslabtlc. In the recently pub-
lished symp sosium, “David Hoyle points out that the cycle of
four novels, beglnnlng with The Beautiful Years, derives
from Wordsworth's. Erelude, with its notion that "the child
is father to the man"; Hoyle goes.on: "It is a. pleasant.
enough book, ‘but it is essentially a children's novel, an
extended reverie..." Williaméon went on to write'the néxt
twd novels of the serics - Dandelion Days and The Dresm' of
EE&; Women - straight after ihe Besutiful Years, and they
alsc appeared in the early twenties. Understandably, they '
ma&e little impact. Unlike Hemingway, Williamson seems to
have no strong sense of reality. Williamson wanted to save
éivilisqti@n with a gospel of nature mysticism; but he him-
gelf was not a genuine poet or ‘nature mystic. What he
really wanted was fame, recognition, to be acknowledged ag
& prophét. The wystlolbm is all a blt teo lltbrary and
gelf-congcicus.
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S Fortunatcly, wllilaISOn haa: also concelved the idesa
for a book about. an otter, and he settled down to work on

this after flnl&hlng The Dream of. Fai wonen.‘In a.later
introduction to his collected animal StO”lC s, he describes
how he wrote Tarka under congiderable difficulties.;: His
wife was-suffering agonleq ﬁrom cystitis, and . the ,uby had
some complaint that made it cry all night. Williagmson .
deSCflbes how he wrote by lamplight, with the buby on one
‘arm, in théir tiny cottage. He had told the saue story to

Kenneth Allscp, whese early novel chut a bird is at least
as good as Tarka.. Allsop, of course,.was a Vevv succesgfial
journalist, who later became o television pcrqanallty, But
he -once-told me how much he gnvied 1171ﬂmson those early
vears in Devon, Whan he %puu+ his days walking over the
noors and his rlﬂhts writing by lmplloﬂtv Allsop had be-
come a successful Journgll 13 he said that it would be im-
possible to go back to the days when he had no money, and
write more of the books he re :ally wanted to write. He had
become too accustomed to driving & sports car and having s
bottle of whisky in the cupboard. A g

‘Williamson remained all his life at the other exire
Tarka the Otter, which appeared in 1927, brought him the
Hawthornden Prize; it brought him reooonltﬂon, bkt
fame. (Teaching in America in the 19605, I was surprised
to discover that my students had never heard of Williamson
- not even the animal booksu) After Tarka, he wrote the
last of the Flax of Dream novels, The Pathway - obvicusly
hoping thet his new-found rccogniticn would carry it to
success. But it fared no better than thé other three
volumes. #hat people now wanted from him was 'animal
books'!'. He gave them another in 1935 - Salar thﬂ Salmon,
which did as well as Tarka. But, to Williamson s disgust,
the public seemed o have no desire to read his 'human' -
novels.

Where the critics were concerned, Willismscn made his
fatal misteke in 1936, when the four volumes of The Flax
cof Dream appeared in a one volume edition; the Foreword
contains the sentence: "I salute the great man across the
Ehine whose life symbol is the happy child". " In retxrow
spect, . this sounds much worse than it did at the time,
when Hitler was simply an interesting new Buropean leader
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who was dragging Germany out of the slump. But in the
fol;owing year the Spanish Civil Yar ‘had begun; as far as
European intellectuals were concerned, the battle lines
were now drawn - and “Willlamson wag on, the wrong side.

For years, he had felt that his career as a writer was
sliding downhill; a novel called The Gold “Falcon was
actually published Lnonvrously in 1933 - presumably because
he thought the critics had got it in for him,. and wanted
to see how a book without hls name would fare. The answer
was: as badly as ever. In 1933 appeared a book by which
hé,set.enormous stores The Star Born, a :kind of mystical
allegory written in an overblown, poetic prose. ~ This was
the boock that Willie Maddiscn - the hero of Flax of Dresm
- was supposed to have written,and which he is forced to
burn (at the end of The Pathway) to attract attention to
his danger when trapped by the rising tide. (He fails, of
course, and is drowned.) This was alsa attacked, . So.in
the mid-thirties, Williamson decided to give up Wlelnhg
and to become a farmer in Norfolk. His account of that
venture, in The Story of a Forfolk Farm (l9ﬁ1)3'vevefls
what his nature books make clear: that he was not really a
countryman at all, but a 'selfish, tormentéd, neurotic
writer who didn't care much for his fellow hunan beingg or |
for ndture in the raw. As hig fcllov iuman beings in thiz
wase were his.farm hands, the venture wag understancably a
failure. - Moreover, when the war came, he Wasfiﬂternod'
briefly under Regulstion 18B; and when released.
regardedvwith deep susplcion by his neighbours..
gson's wersion c¢f hig life during the war appeared in 1948
as The Phasisan Bird.  Its hero is interned as & 8Dy,
returns to live on his farm among hogtile nel“h*uu”b end
wabches 1h slowly turn to waste.  #énd then, pleally., he
is: shot trying tc to save the life of a go WGLn rheasant:
The emdbtional machinery is all a littlé tod self-evident:
Williamsorn, the misunderstood idealist and nature lovexn,
killed when doing a good deed.,olhe gelf-pity emerges
repeat euly in the way he kills off hitheroes.

Stlll he felt he had something important to say, and
nobody had yet taken Gny notice. Vhat exactly wasg it?¥
Well, he wanted to talk about the horroi of the! wair, and
his feelings — which seems to have dated from -the Chris*-
ag” truce of 1914 - that all men ars brothers.

i) RN
me Ylren thore
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wag the Wordsworthian nature mysticism, with its heavy
debt to Richard Jefferies. - Williamson was a passionate
adnirer of Jefferies's After London, a book about some
future date when London has been destroyed. and nature
tekes over again. It is a dangerous kind of book to
‘aem1r6 because it is pure romantic nostalgl* - thferlbs 8
revenge on civilisation., Williamson's animal books are
all pervaded with the spirit of ..After. London, his feeling
that. cities are a pollution. on the face of the earth.

It all sounds vague'enoﬁgh; and’ indeed, it is.
'Nature'! is not really an answer to the cruelties and in-
justices of the world, as Williamson the f&rmer discovered
Nevertheless, he felt he-had failed to make his point, and
decided to begn all over agin. The result was A Chronicle
of incient Sunlight, the nowvel which hogexr Morfimore
suggests is "the one,Enbllsh.novel to er&l,TolatoyUa

Undoubtedly, the carly wvolumés contain-his finest
work. "Williamson had & real feeling for the ‘late Viectorin
sge, and he c¢reates it with Dickensian nostalgia and a fine
eye for concreté detail. The firet volume, -The Dark
Lantern; is devoted to Richard Maddison, tht father-of the
hero, a countryman who is-foérced t6 work in’' Londoni' One
of the crucéial passages’ in thenowl describes how, waiting
for his wife to have-a baby,; he- reads a journsl left by
his owr father; it denounces modern materialism, and the
life of the cities, particularly the c¢ity of Londdm.”
Richard wonders fearfully: "How could the city be wrong?

The city was like - the Royal Family..." Williamson has
gown the seed of both the mystical and the pclltloql ddeas
‘of the novel. The second volumé, Donkey BOy, covering

Phillip Maddison's childhood, is in every 1oy a better
book “than the parallel volume about Phillip's Qousln“i:
Willie, The Beautiful Years, more concrete and alivé: Un-
like The ¥lax of Dream, this is not escapism. #nd Will-
ismson has made a real attempt at sympathetic undcrotandlqg
"of his own father - of’ hls disappointmenss, and why he
was uneble to offer his son the love he needed. Admitted-
ly, the pace is very slow; each volume is four hundred
pages long and covers pnly a few years of Phillip's life.
But Williamson is so much in charge of his. material that
there is no sense of long-windedness. The trouble is that
he has still not succeeded in eliminating the over-personal
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note, the self-plty, the tendency to ba t hls breost and
over-react. In the first two volunes, you feel he is
hanging on to the self-pity with a tremendous self-
restraint; but in Young Phillip Maddison, he begins to

let go. Phillip is in somée ways a most irritating charac-
ter: as Hugh Cecil remarks in the symposium, "unstable,
wild, self-hating, hypersensitive, imaginative, provocative
and given to foeolish and irritating prank:*'. 1In the fourth
volume, How Dear I¢ Life, Phillip goes to war, and in the
fifth, A Fox -Under My Gloak, he is being ragged by the
officers in & territorial unit for being ‘an upstart -
typically, he-listens outside a door as scomeone pullg his
character to pieces. Once more, we are baeck with the fam-

iliar old wllll mson with his neurotic craving for self~ v

esteen.

Publication of The Golden Virgin in 1961 marked Will-
iamson's closest approach to being = best-seller. As a
battle piece it i remarkable, and Kenneth Allsop praised
it as one of tﬁe great war bocks. Dut even here there is
a false not¢; Williasmson involves Phillip with Lily Gorh-
ford, a kind "of idealised 'girl next door! who worships
hims shc is arbitrarily killed off in:a Zeppelin raid at
the end of the book. Again, Williamson seems to.be
announcing to the world that death has snatchcd from him
his only hope of ideal happiness; somehow it produces the
impression that he is trying to.build himself up irito sce-
thing rather bigger aAnd more important . .than he is.

It seems to me that the mnovel begins to go downhill
after the sixth volume, although the next two, Love and
. the Loveless and 4 Test to Degtruction, show only minimal
deterioratien. : The trouble is that Williamson is getting
to the part of the story that he tells in The Sun in the
Sands ~ the ecarly days as a writer - and He féels that
- self-justification is required. What Willismson intends
to tell now ig . the story of -how Phillip wrote an autobio-
graphical novel -'the tetralogy has beccme a trilogy -
and a successful nowel about an ottcr, how he lecame an
admirer of Hitler and Sir Hereward Birkin (Sir Oswald
Mosley), how he moves to Devon, and his ideal first wife,
Barley, dies in childbirth. (Williamson seems to have
this obgessive need to insist that he lost the love of
his life through the cruelty of fate; in fact, the majority
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of his close relationships with women seem to have been
broken up because he was an intolerable husband or: 1over9
selfish, bad-tempered and neurotic - "Marka the Rotter' s as
Negley F arson liked to call him.) I shall not attempt to
summarise the remaining seven novels in the series because
I have been unable to read them in toto, with the single -
~exception of the.final volume, The Gale of The World. This
I found shocking because it reveals how far he has lost
control of his material. Itlrambles on, with a mixture of
autobiography, fantasy and wish-fulfilment, leaving Phillip
in the arms of ‘the aristocratic Melissa Wilby. Phillip’
tells her:i=“Yqu have brought love to me, love that dis-
solves arrogance and hatred." But you feel that nothing .
will ever dissolve Williamson's arrogance and hatred. The
climax of the Liook, the Lynmouth flood, seens arbitrarily
chosen to-provide a suitably Wagnerian ending. But the book
is, quite simply, too personal; he is again scratching old
sores and regurgitating old venom. There is an acidic
portrait of Negley Farson as the American writer. Osgood
Nilson, of whom he writes primly: "Self-knowledge, in re- .
lation to the defects .of othe ers, was denied himg 5o.hc_re-“'
mained a second-rate or superficial writer.' . Williamson
could be describing himself. If Williamson had simply
portrayed Farson's alcoholism and capacity for virulent
abuse, he would have been perfectly fairs bul he shows
Nilson involved in acts of calculated meanness; and what-
ever Farson's faults, he wag never mean. Unfortnnatelyg
w1111anson was; and it is because this can be sensed in
the later volumesthet A Chronicle of “incient Sunlight ends
on & level that is so far below its beginnings

My hope that the completion 'of the Chronicle would
bring Williamson recognition was not realised. He was
‘seventy-=three when its last volume appeared, and he lived:
‘on to be eighty-one. I saw him fér the last time in 1973.
"His last novel, The Scandaroon, had appeared ﬁn.l972, and
I interviewed him on Westward Television. Iy producer, -~
John Bartlett, was worried sbout having Henry on the pro-
gramme, having, apparently, experienced difficulties with
him before. But Henry was mellow and good-humoureds; and
as we sat in the Westward canteen drlnklng coffee- and
later, wine - there was a definite feeling of affection
between us. We had known one another for sixteen years,
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nd he knew that I regarded his lack of recognition as
seandal., At seventy-seven he was as uhright‘ and as
nandsome ag ever, and the make-up girl thought he wa.s
'sexy'.’ Watching him' as he chattered amiably with an-
nouncers and cameramen in the bar, I thought again how
sad 1t was that he-was such an explosive mlxture of
Jekyll and-Hyde. -Without the Hyde, he would have been
one of the greatest knglish writers of his generation.

a,

It may seem that.I have dipped my own pen in acid to
write about himy But theny after reading the symposium,
I felt it was time someone tried to tell''the precise’
ruth about him. I do nct mean that the writers are dis-
lonest: most of them hint pretty plainly at his faults.
ut the main aim of the book. is literary assesgsment; and
cn this level it achieves its purpose admirable. It is an
sxcellent and comprehensive guide to Williamson's books,
and a mine of information for some future biographer. The
Lhreb‘women_mho provide personal portreits - Ruth: Tomalin,
. “erstin Hegarty and alexandra Burgess - remind me that
women found him fascinating, and felt that ‘this personal
fascination more than made up for his -less pleasing qual-
ities. -Alexandra Burgess, a tall and pretty girl who
turned up on Williamgon's doorstep to tell him how much
she admired his books, and who later became: his secretary,
yaz "There were times when:he was ah extremély difficult
an to work for; but he was also compelling, delightful,
5raut fun, w1th a wicked sense of humour, and invariably
kind and generpus." He was basically kind and génerous;
and only the unsatisfied craving for self-estéem’ - and the
esteen of others - triggered off his worst qualities. But
I still- think that Negley Farson's descriptien of him:
"That elfin son of a bitch", comes closest to pinning down
the best and WOrst of him. ;
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