REMEMBERING HENRY WILLIAMSON

Guy Priest

I FIRST SAW HENRY WILLIAMSON in Georgeham in the summer of 1933,
at the King's Arms Inn - the 'Lower House', as he named it in The
Village Book. | had come to Morth Devon for one week of my summer holi-
days, hoping to find for myself the locations and scenes described in
his books, which | had bought and read during previous years.

Faving identified 'Ham' as Georgeham, and studied the map forming
the end-paper to The Labouring Life, | had written to 'Albert Gammon',
landlord of the 'Higher House', asking if he could offer me accommo-
dation. In reply, | received a letter from Albert Jeffrey, headed 'The
Rock House, Georgeham', Tn which he stated that he did not take visitors
at the inn, but that his married daughter would be glad to provide me
with bread and board. So‘'now | was staying at Kennelfield and spending
my days exploring the village and surrounding countryside.

My journey from London by motorcycle had been most pleasant, fol-
lowing the broad highway to the West Country. Finally my approach to
Georgeham was by a sunken lane,-a turning off the Barnstaple-|lfracombe
high road just beyond 'the largest village in England', Braunton. The
lane ascended steeply in a winding course between banks topped with
furze and thorns, then presently levelled out on the high ground above.
Here, through a gap by a field gate, | caught a glimpse of a bfoad
panorama away and below of rolling fields and downland, sloping to a
wide expanse of sands and the sea. | stopped my machine and leaned for
a while on the gate, taking in the scene: the Braunton Great Field,
Saunton Burrows and the estuary of the Tor arid the Torridge, the 'Two
Rivers', an enchanted land. Presently, my mind filled with thoughts of
Willie Maddison and Mary Ogilvie, | remounted. my machine and continued
my journey to the village.

During succeeding days | climbed the church tower; inspected Skirr
Cottage; talked to villagers at the two inns over pints of yellow
scrumpy cider, and followed field-path and sunken lane to Putsborough
Sands and Baggy Point. | also followed the road north of the village
as it wound its way up to Oxford - or 'Windwhistle' - Cross, there to
discover the field and the writing hut which has featured so promin-
ently.in the author's life for almost half a century. (The padlocked
gates indicated his-absence, and | found my way over the hedge-bank
for a sneak view.)

Later, in'a conversation with Charlie Ovey, proprietor and publi-
can of the Lower House, | had learned that HW was expected to call at
the inn for supper that evening, my last in the village. So here |
now was, courtesy of Charlie, waiting in the bar after closing time,
hoping for a glimpse of the writer whose work | had come to admire more
than that of any other. 'prose stylist in contemporary English letters'®
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Presently there came a knock at the outer door, which the landlord
opened to admit two men and a woman. After an exchange of greeting, the
newcomers made their way along the passage towards the parlour where Mrs
Ovey was preparing supper. As they passed the open doorway to the bar,
the second man, tall and dark with a small moustache, brown eyes and
very white, regular teeth, caught my eye and smiled; and | recognised
the likeness from the photograph hanging on the wall behind the bar coun-
ter, near the two badger masks sparling in death, and the churchwarden
pipe. Neither of us spoke, but | fancied there was a look of acknowledg-
ment, even of recognition, in his glance. MNext moment he had followed

his companions and disappeared. | heard the sound of jovial voices and
laughter from the parlour. Then a door closed, and the moment passed.
Once again | was alone. After a pause, ! let myself out into the street

and walked away in the starry darkness, to be thrilled by the sight of a
white owl fanning silently above the summer grasses of the gTebe field.

Thereafter, for me 1ife took on a new reality. | had actually seen
the author of Tarka, and like many another young writer before and since,
| felt an increased awareness and affinity with him through his work.

When 1 returned to London | wrote a long article entitled Ham St
George and the Williamson Country, deseribing my recent pilgrimage and
identifying people and places from the novels and village books. This |
posted of f to Shallowford, Filleigh, where 1 had learned KW was then
living, with a covering letter expressing my enthusiasm and admiration
for his writings; after which, hopefully, | awaited a reply.

In due course it came, typewritten, undated, without a heading;
nevertheless it was a personal contact. HW had recognised me. | was no
longer alone!

In this, the first of many letters | was to receive from him over
the years, Henry wrote:

Thank you for letting me see the enclosed. I regret this must be
short, as I have about 98 letters to answer also, and no secre-
tary. I think you should try and see things with your own eyes.
I fear I am not interesting enough to the general public for your
Ham article to be acceptable. I cant even get mine accepted. If
I were Hardy and had just died, then you might sell a similar
reminisence (sic) article; not otherwise. But dond abandon hope;
see things for yourself and write of them; and then prepare to
cross the literary Sahara with only a doubtful mirage to reward
you.

| showed this to my father, a journalist in Cambridge, who expressed
the thought that Henry was politely telling me not to crib from his
works. But | read the letter as friendly encouragement, as | believe it
was intended. Particularly that concluding sentence, which was incised
on my mind, to be repeated many times in subsequent years almost as a
catechism of faith when my unsolicited writings were repeatedly rejected
by editor after editor.
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At this time | was working in London and travelling to my home in
Cambridge at weekends. Most of my spare time, when not working on my
motor-cycle, was spent walking in the meadows and woods around Grant-
chester, reached by a field-path from our house in the suburb of
Hewnham. These walks, many of them solitary, but some in company with a
naturalist friend, provided material for nature articles and poems
which | hoped would one day be published. My writing was much influ-
enced by the work of several writers in addition to H.W. These included
Richard Jefferies, W.H. Hudson and Edward Thomas, all of whom | admired.
At the time | was paying fees to a literary agency in London (curiously
named the Cambridge Literary Agency) to submit my work to editors in the
belief that they enjoyed special inside contacts which would ensure my
success. In fact, they didn't sell a single manuscript of mine but
continued to pocket the fees.

One'Saturday | was surprised and delighted when my father informed
me that an old journalist friend of his, whom he had chanced to meet
recently, had told him that he knew Henry Williamson from years ago in
Fleet Street. When my father told his friend, Mr 'Bim' Hodder, of my
literary aspirations and contact with H.W., Mr Hodder offered to write
a letter of introduction to his old colleague for me to take to
Devon, where | again planned to spend my summer holiday. So when | set
off for Geargeham a few weeks later | carried with me this personal note
to H.W. Prior to this, in the spring, | had sent him some poems and
other material, hoping for comment, and menticned my father's friend.
On June 8th Henry wrote:

Thank you very much for your letter and manuscripts. I have not
replied before, but I have only just returned from America.
I have read the poems and the Phantasy you have been kind

enough to send me, and realise that you appear to have exactly
‘the same emotions and feelings that I had when I was beginning
to write. Almost all my thoughts and feelings were centred
around Jefferies. This was perhaps a natural thing in the circum-
stances of strain and isolation through which I was living after
the war. But from the point of view of.writing, what I did then
was only 'prentice work. Time hrought a maturity, when I began
to see things beyond, as it were, the awakening that the writer
Jefferies had given me. MWriters who have gone through the
prentice stage know that composition is damned-hard work, and
done in spite of enormous difficulties and with hopes to God
that the stuff will be all right, i.e. will put out a hook and
hold the reader to the end.

I hope this is not an incoherent letter, but its purpose is to
Indicate to you that you have the feelings and sensibilities of a
writer: the way is open to you, and it is strewn, or will be
strewn with discards; each phase of which brings one to that
bedrock of self whence comes .original writing.

With best wishes,

Henry Williamson.

P.5. Do remember me to the Hodders, whom T hope I shall see again
tefore very long. Terribly busy now at the moment.
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