ONE MAN’S WILLIAMSON
Bryan Wake

ON A DAY OF RARE AUGUST SUNSHINE in 1979 I returned from a visit to
Georgeham churchyard to sit in the garden of my sister-in-law's hcuse, a
short half-mile below Ox's Cross.

Rabbits moved cautiously in and out of the hedge tangle across the
shallow valley. A family of three buzzards circled widely overhead,
their calling strange to my East Anglian ear. It would have been easy to
relax into a confortable dream of Tarka, of Chakchek and of my old fav-
ourite, Nog. But I had more urgent ideas in mind, impelled by thoughts
of the extraordinary chain of coincidences which through thirty-seven
years had brought me to this place. For me, the place. The irony of
arriving too late to meet the man in person, the regret for several
missed opportunities, had combined with the spirit of the place to break
at last the feeling of inadequacy which had always held me back. I had
now determined to write an appraisal of Henry Williamson as a writer of
our time.

I was not hopeful of success. I had preached his worth to friends -
at school, to fellow students at university, to colleagues in a variety
of workplaces. I could remember no one who knew of him other than as a
‘nature writer'. I knew many who considered themselves cultivated in a
literary sense, well versed in the wry convulate humour of Waugh, the
soprano intellectuality of Angus Wilson, the labyrinthine politicking of
Snow and the elegant triviality of Anthony Powell, but who has not even
heard of the Chronicle. 1 seemed alone in my enthusiasm, which had grown
in me from childhood through to middle-age, and unlike so many enthusi-
asma of youth had been fed by a mature, sometimes aggressive strength by
my own experience of life. I was, of course, professionally neither
writer nor academic, and utterly unknown. XNo matter, it was what I had
to do. So I sat down that day to put a few words on paper as an outline
for future work.

Our Devon holiday passed. We returned home to a daughter's wedding
and to daily work. Every so often there was time to add something to my
brief notes, and for intensive re-reading.

There must be many others in our Society who, like me, thought them-
selves alone in their appreciation of Henry, and had come to regard him
as peculiarly theirs. They will understand me when I say that it was
with profound shock, almost distress, that I learned of the intention to
form a 'Henry Williamson Society!'

To go to Barnstaple in that May of 1980 was imperative. But I drove
the 330 miles, following much of Henry's route from Norfolk, with mixed
feelings. If there was a nucleus of people sufficiently motivated to
form a society then there must, after all, be others besides myself who
valued him very highly. But would their evaluation of his achievement
tally with mine? Would a society do more harm than good to what I felt
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