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It is an article of faith with me that a place consists of everything that has happened there; it is a reservoir of memories; and understanding those memories is not a trap but a liberation.

–Adam Nicolson, Sissinghurst

In a book which tried to tell the story of a life it would be necessary to use not the two-dimensional psychology which we normally use but a quite different sort of three-dimensional psychology… since memory by itself, when it introduces the past, unmodified, into the present – the past just as it was at the moment when it was itself the present – suppresses the mighty dimension of Time which is the dimension in which life is lived.

–Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time

Memory: the past rewritten in the direction of feeling.

–David Shields, Reality Hunger
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CHAPTER 1

The Village and the Historian

I am inspired by loyalty to place; loyalty to the narrow streets of Canterbury, the Christ Church Gate and the great Cathedral itself, standing in the green lawns of the Precincts. Above all I’m inspired by gratitude and love for having been born a Man of Kent.

Michael Powell *1



The late summer of 1943 and a film camera is trundling along The Parade tracking a young actress through the bomb racked quarter of the city. The September sun climbs through the morning haze, setting fire to the tiny globules of dew hanging delicately from the purple spikes of rosebay willow–herb, that flower of mystery scarce known in southern England for three hundred years but now brought back from the ashes courtesy of Adolf Hitler.*2 She is walking purposefully in jodhpurs and jumper through a film set that could not be perfected even at Denham – a twilight territory twixt town and country, where shoes strike pavements of urban urbanity while through the picket fence alongside stretch sunlit fields of fading summer flowers broken only by the archaeology of wartime destruction, the painful exposure of ancient cellars and what was once domestic privacy to the prurient public gaze.

On a corner she finds her bearings in the wasteland that was once Rose Lane, that haven of the medieval pilgrim where feet could be soaked and rested before crossing the final road to their destination at St Thomas’ shrine. The camera turns and pans the opposite side of St George’s Street to take in the southern aspect of the cathedral itself, another sight unseen by human eye for perhaps eight centuries, now that the ancient Longmarket and all the little crooked houses that once surrounded it lie wasted too in this sad field of general dereliction. The phalanx of mighty buttresses that bolster the south wall crouch alert on one knee in the morning sun, like a row of archers drawn up in readiness to launch destruction on the next wave of enemy to appear unheralded out of the clear, still, barrage–ballooned sky. The film company, now quietly revolutionising the English cinema, has its toxophilite associations too – they have called themselves The Archers. The camera zooms in on the tower of Bell Harry standing in protective watch over this shattered remnant of the city, a symbol, like St Paul’s, of the unshakeable power of collective faith that, unlike mere bricks and mortar, cannot be torn that easily to the ground. The cathedral now on camera waits to dispense its blessings upon a new set of modern–day celluloid pilgrims – the American soldier seeking news of his lost fiancée, the young materialist who longs to play a cathedral organ, and the hapless land–girl (the figure now walking the bombsites) mourning her lover posted missing.

Michael Powell, chauffeured in that morning from his nightly retreat in the George and Dragon at Fordwich where from his hermit cell above the bar he plans the next day’s labour, is putting the final miraculous touches to his strange masterpiece, the Canterbury Tale to end all Canterbury tales. It has been an awkward film to direct, interleaving mystical themes expressed in atmospheric pictures – the eternal spiritual values of the nation evoked through the subtle glories of the Kent countryside; the nostalgic and civilising power of the past – with a trivial, near ludicrous, detective plot that Emeric has generously served up on him. Mercifully that contorted plot with its “Glueman” has finally spent itself, thus opening the last three reels to a purity of picture and message unparalleled in English cinema. Who better than the surrealist Powell to make a film that mixes real Chaucerian pilgrims with their modern–day counterparts, a medieval working falcon swooping the sky with a spitfire looping the loop, the Pilgrim’s Way with the Canterbury– Ashford railway line, the auncient and fabricated village of Chillingbourne with the only too real Wingham and Fordwich, Chilham and Wickhambreaux?

Who better to straddle this chasm between pastoral past and pastoral present than a man born in Bekesbourne parish one hundred years ago, in a farmhouse just a quiet apple orchard walk down to the Nailbourne, that mysterious stream that runs when it chooses through the village and valley that will lie at the heart of this book? Who better to explain to us in pictures steeped in mystical inference the enchantment of these gentle hills and narrow streams, the dancing fields of yellow corn, counterpoint to the sallow darkness of ancient woodlands where neither plough nor sheep has dared to penetrate? For the beauty of the pastures and the fear in the woods have resided here through two thousand years and more of settled habitation, their mystery unbroken by the ceaseless advance of technology, yet kept alive by a handful of writers (whether on paper or celluloid) who have brought to this first corner of England two priceless gifts – their knowledge and their love.

For Powell this project is something of an indulgence, a sentimental return to the haunts of his Edwardian childhood, selecting all the villages and hamlets that share their natural beauty with family associations. “I was creating a story in the county I was born in, the ‘garden of England’, a chalky country of bare downs and shallow valleys, of chestnut woods and little chuckling streams, of slowly turning water- and windmills, and white capped oast houses with the bittersweet smell of hops drying in the kiln.”*3 There has been some indulgence too in the time already expended. The crew has just spent the greater part of July filming the Chaucerian pilgrims up on St Martha’s Hill on the Surrey downs (the relic of a Powellite bicycle ride in 1918), an ambitious scene that has now been cut to little over a minute.*4

Michael Powell was in Canterbury on 16 August to grace the local premiere of Colonel Blimp at The Friars, and has been touring the countryside ever since selecting with scrupulous care the numerous villages that will give a share of themselves to “Chillingbourne”. He has been scrupulous, and daring too, in his casting, once Roger Livesey and Deborah Kerr, the veterans of Blimp, had refused their offered parts, the one wary of the Glueman plot, the other tied by a contractual obligation that even a proposal of marriage from Powell himself could not expunge.*5 Eric Portman has taken Livesey’s role, and the rest are new to film – a young Dennis Price invalided out of the army, Sheila Sim, an ex-land girl (appropriately enough) recently discovered on the London stage, and Sergeant John Sweet of the American army, who isn’t really an actor at all. Powell himself has spent many hours in the last few weeks pleading with Dean and Chapter to allow filming in the cathedral, but has been bluntly told there is no place for secular activities, albeit aesthetic, within the confines of a consecrated building.*6 It is an opportunity lost to the cathedral authorities given the future celebrity of this iconic film; the scene-builders at Denham are now busy putting them to shame.

Filming in a wartime Canterbury beset by D–Day preparations is no picnic: from time to time the air–raid warning sounds and cast and crew run for cover. Pace is retarded too by the perfectionism of the director of photography, Erwin Hillier, who will wait hours for just the right light or cloud formation.*7 But it is worth it. Today he has been experimenting with a night filter to shoot the bomb sites, producing a strangely dramatic effect around these poignant images of a young girl returning to old haunts only to find them all destroyed.

A few more minutes safely in the can, the director calls a halt to filming for the day, and crew and actors stand down. Or rather sit, the younger ones, on the edge of the broken houses and gardens for swig of beer and bite of sandwich. Then wearily, but cheerily, make their way back to lodgings in the town or outlying villages. The stars head for the special comfort of the County Hotel; the rest make do with the lesser splendour of the Fleur–de–Lis, next door in White Horse Lane. Had the English soldier of the film, Sergeant Peter Gibbs, been a real soldier out of Jocelyn Brooke, he might well have retraced his steps up the narrow bustling high street to the old West Station to take a train, not west to Chillingbourne, but south east in the direction of the director’s birthplace, looping out of the town, through the South Station and past the empty cricket ground, puffing through the deep cuttings that traverse the peaceful orchards and on into the elegant environs of Bourne Park which served in wartime as a military camp. Here, to protect the sensibilities (and the views) of those in the Big House, the train makes a mole-like dive underground through the shortest of tunnels, eventually emerging to brake in the open air and crawl slowly in to the station. The soldier has arrived at the village.*8



It was not a village really, but more of a hamlet stretching between two landed estates – Bourne Park to the north and Charlton Park the south. They compressed it from either side, thus mercifully forestalling the modern expansion which otherwise would have bound to come.*9 Just a handful of houses, then – 15 in Hasted’s day – which gave it at that time the diminished title of Bourne–street. It lay at the heart of the rolling wooded Barham Downs, mid way between the old Dover road (Watling Street in its formal title) and the Elham Valley railway, once the most beautiful small line in the country. Even Hasted, never one inclined to the ecstatic, was moved to remark that the church and village “with the high hills behind them, topped with woods, form a most pleasing and luxuriant prospect indeed”.*10

When the railway arrived in the late 1880s, the old Nailbourne Valley, called after the little stream, the so–called “woe–waters”, which rose irregularly every few years and whose rising was supposed to herald disaster, became overnight the Elham Valley, after the pretty downland village further south towards Folkestone, a name that has stuck ever since.*11 Thus the old peasant nomenclature, superstitiously clung to though foreboding evil, was forced by the invasion of the new transport technology to take on a lighter, prettier connotation more in keeping with the demands of tourism and modernity. But in 1939 the Elham Valley railway had been handed over to the military, so it is only in imagination that our soldier from Canterbury in 1943 can alight at the little sunken station (where Churchill had visited two years before to inspect the massive rail–mounted howitzer secreted in Bourne tunnel to give the Germans a fright),*12 climb the path to the road, and then descend the long winding hill to pass on his right the ancient rectory where nearly four hundred years earlier a judiciously literary clergyman had sat at his open study window, gazing out over his newly planted yew hedge, as he fought for the precise mellifluous word to add to the latest chapter of his great work aimed at sweetening with honeyed allurements the recalcitrant drones who opposed the new Anglican dispensation.

As he passes the church over the road from the rectory, he can just make out through the trees on the same side the neatly symmetrical Georgian house called “Oswalds”, once the dower house to the Bourne estate, where twenty years before another writer, in exile from his Polish homeland and from literary London, held court to friends and admirers as he tussled with the last frugal offerings to his ever widening band of readers. Then at the fork in the lane, where the signpost stands on its small grass island, he swings round to his right into the main village street – a dozen small cottages down the right hand side of the lane from which they look out over mostly open fields on the other side, where few buildings stand save the forge and the small village hall, with the deep parched course of the ill–fated Nailbourne running along behind them. A moment later he passes the gently sloping dormered end of Ivy Cottage whose occupant, loving this valley even more than the film director, will soon return from the Italian wars to exchange a life of action for a life of writing. From here it is no more than a further fifty thirsty yards to the Mermaid Inn and its encircling houses that mark the village end.*13

And the history of this place? That has been written by countless generations of anonymous men of Kent, the little people who have tilled the land, felled the trees, trodden the pastures, built the landscape but left no other personal mark to posterity. In fact, like many villages in England, this is largely forgotten ground. Except when a national event has thrust it fleetingly onto the historical record: as on 17 November 1415 when Henry V on his triumphant return from Agincourt received representatives of the Cinque Ports on Barham Down to present him with a golden nef; or when on 25 May 1660 Charles II, on the day of his return to England as lawful King, reviewed troops of horse of the gentry and nobility, together with the Kentish levies on foot, again all drawn up on the Down.*14 Citizens of our village were proudly present there, at the centre of the world for a fleeting second, but then all goes quiet again. George IV used to stay here at Charlton Park when visiting his last mistress Lady Conyngham whose family home was at nearby Bifrons, but that was much lower profile.*15

Going back further, there seem always to have been people wandering this beautiful valley, as the numerous grave finds have shown. When Caesar made his second invasion in July of 54 B.C., he spent the first night marching from his bridgehead at Deal to a river crossing which some have taken to be the Nailbourne in the area of Charlton Park. There the British were routed and fled into the woods where they fought a fierce rearguard action from a heavily fortified encampment, but ultimately succumbed to the weight of numbers and superior tactics of the Roman army. The only supposed relic of that distant episode is the dip of ground in Bourne Park beside the Dover Road, known as “Old England’s Hole”, where local legend has it that the Britons dug in to make this last ditch stand.*16 When the final invasion came a hundred years later and the Romans established themselves in the country, Canterbury grew into a thriving market town, key to the south east’s defences, and significant signs emerge of Roman settlement here.*17

At this time, however, the history of the little valley is still shrouded in uncertainty. We know more of how it fitted in to the patterns of settlement as the Dark Ages turned towards the light thanks to the work of a singular historian who, like Michael Powell, knew and loved the Kent countryside and pursued its past with an unfailing zeal. Kenneth Witney was someone university lecturers might be tempted to call an amateur historian, for his working career lay elsewhere and he lacked, as a result, the traditional support system enjoyed by the professional academic, rubbing shoulders day by day with other scholars and using them as helpful sounding boards for new ideas. Instead, his intimate knowledge of the Kent countryside, the course of its rivers and trackways, its geology and vegetation, its changing agrarian economy, its ancient administrative boundaries, yielded remarkable insights that more than compensated for this apparent disadvantage. It gave him his reputation as one of the twentieth century’s most distinguished historians of medieval Kent. Writers in recent years, whether professional historian or popular author, have found him indispensable to any discussion of the county at this period.*18

Witney was born in south India in 1916 to missionary parents – his father a Congregationalist minister, his mother a medical doctor.*19 Sent back to England at the age of eight to board at Eltham College, he took every opportunity in the school holidays to explore the Kent countryside, and from here his interest was first fired in the county’s complex past. In the mid 1930s he went up to Oxford to read history and there encountered Jolliffe who had just produced his seminal work on the Jutish settlement of Kent.*20 On graduating he joined the Home Office where for almost forty years he was to bring his sharp mind, acerbic wit and gentle bearing to the domestic political issues of the day.

Life was hard for a young Principal in the 1950s bringing up two children on a subsistence wage with very slow prospects of promotion. But he had another string to his bow. On his marriage in 1948 he moved to Tonbridge, a strategic centre for the exploration of the county. About three years later, he started on the research for his major work, The Jutish Forest, which was 25 years in the making, and finally published on his retirement from the Department in 1976. Though in scope a history of the Weald from the fifth to the fourteenth centuries, its heart lies in the Kingdom of Kent and its Jutish infrastructure, putting flesh on the distinguished bones that Jolliffe, who died in 1964, had left behind him.*21

When the Jutish warrior Hengest arrived in Kent around 455, it was as an auxiliary and mercenary of the British king, Vortigern. By the time he was succeeded by his son Aesc, the British had been routed and the Jutish Kingdom of Kent founded on a solid base under the dynasty of the Eskings; it was to survive as an independent nation for almost four hundred years.*22 The small kingdom was divided into provinces – lathes as they were called – which provided the administrative, judicial and agrarian infrastructure of the new state. Each lathe had a royal vill at which the king stopped on his perambulation to dispense justice, receive services from his tenants, sort out administrative problems. In each lathe was a tripartite division of the land – first the royal demesne worked by paid servants or slaves, then the inland owned by the king but let to tenants, and finally the outland, land parcelled out to the first warrior followers of the king in recognition of their services. This latter created a distinctive, and almost revolutionary, feature of the Kentish scene – the free holding and disposal of land, giving to the country a core population of free men with a tradition of social and political independence.

The other feature which distinguished the Jutish kingdom from its Anglo–Saxon neighbours was adherence to gavelkind – the laws of partible inheritance by which an estate was bequeathed on death equally among the siblings of a family. In the face of such inheritance laws, which would otherwise lead to the splintering of estates, families had to stick together in systems of joint cultivation if they were to maintain viable holdings of land. Out of these essentially family settlements there thus grew up the tiny hamlets – the standard unit of economic life – that are a marked feature of the Kent countryside, contrasting strongly with the large nucleated villages of Anglo–Saxon England.

Each lathe was self–sufficient in agriculture, but this was ultimately achieved only by ingenious contrivance. Though all had a sufficiency of arable, the lands first settled by the invaders, in north and east Kent, were generally ill-provided with pasture-land for sheep and with forests for feeding the large herds of swine with acorns and beechmast during the autumn pannage season. For pasture-land, both the king and the free ceorls in the outland had to look mainly to Romney Marsh, and for pannage to the Wealden forest. Thus, under the system of collective cooperation that prevailed, most of the lathes had allotted to them areas of the marsh and of commons (later divided into dens) in the forest to which the flocks and herds would be driven at the appropriate season of the year.

When, following the ninth century union with Wessex and the later Norman invasion of Kent, the manorial system gradually took over the lathes (though retaining nearly all their ancient administrative features), the manors clung on to the dens in the forest that had once belonged to the original lathe. It was Jolliffe who first suggested that by study of an accumulation of manorial surveys and pre-Conquest charters, it would be possible to reconstitute the whole system under which the forests were parcelled out among the lathes, and by implication develop also a more accurate understanding of the original structure of the lathes themselves.*23

It was this formidable task that Witney shouldered in the early 1950s. By careful examination of the mass of medieval charters, which start early in Kent, and by judicious use of the complex discipline of place-name studies, he was able to verify or correct Jolliffe’s preliminary conclusions on the structure of the lathes and the Wealden dens that belonged to each of them. But it was not just a matter of the study of dusty manuscripts in cathedral archives, museums and record offices. For the seven weeks of the autumn pannage season, great herds of pigs would be driven up to thirty miles over the drove roads and tracks that linked a particular lathe to its own part of the Wealden forest. Thus weekends and holidays would find Kenneth Witney, map and notebook in hand, striding through sunken pathways unused for centuries, attempting to retrace the ancient drove roads that would confirm on the ground the link between lathe and den that had already been posited on paper.



May the bounds I tread, by minnis, strand and stone Restore that realm, articulate and one *24



It is this intimate knowledge of the terrain, built up over so many years, which gives to Witney’s work its incomparable strength.

The eleven lathes described by Jolliffe in his work were expanded by Witney’s meticulous study into twelve, many with revised boundaries. Our village of Bishopsbourne in the Nailbourne valley falls within one of Witney’s “new” lathes, and it is through Witney that we can locate it accurately within the socio-political framework of the Jutish Kingdom of Kent. By the eighth century, the area was clearly integrated in Borowart lathe (the lathe of the Canterbury men) but there are strong indications that Kingston, which means “the king’s farm”, now a small village between Bishopsbourne and Barham, was at an earlier date a royal vill, the capital of a small, compact “Kingston” lathe.*25 It is not just the name that suggests it, but also the presence on nearby Kingston Down of a number of pagan burial sites, rich in jewellery, which are to be found at other royal vills. Most celebrated of the jewellery finds is the Kingston brooch, dug up by a local curate in 1771 and one of the finest examples of the sophisticated Jutish style of the reign of Aethelberht when Jutish Kent reached its pinnacle of power, holding sway over most of Anglo–Saxon England.*26 So although a Kingston lathe is still historical conjecture, it fits neatly into the lathe structure of north east Kent, and it somehow feels right. The area of the Nailbourne, sometimes called the Little Stour, is topographically distinct and it does not take much to imagine it a little kingdom of its own, visited for a few days a year by King Aesc or King Aethelberht, sitting in his primitive hall to receive services from, and dispense justice among, the freemen of Bishopsbourne just a mile up the track.

The place is also distinct in standing apart from the system of Wealden dens and drove roads that Witney so painstakingly pieced together. For it is an area of Kent whose later manors mostly had no rights in the Weald, in part because of its distance from the great forest, but mainly because close at hand lay a forest of its own – the forest of Haradun, which bordered on Barham and has left its name today to the villages of Lower and Upper Hardres.*27 It was to this forest then that the men of Bishopsbourne would herd their pigs through the October mists to feed them up for the traditional slaughter at Martinmas, and it is this forest that has left us more than just a corrupted name. On either side of the river valley, the hills are scattered with woods both large and small, the tangled remnants of the mantle that was once this ancient forest – woods for a holy man to wander in at the close of the Elizabethan age, for an old novelist to look up to from his secluded garden, for a small boy to lose himself in at the beginning of the twentieth century. For in the gnarled writhings of the trees and the twisting paths to unknown fears, the forest still lives on.

By Domesday this country had little changed, but its political structure had. With the coming of St Augustine and the christianisation of Kent, under the developing manorial system the King, for the good of his soul, gave away some of his manors to the Church. The manor of Bishopsbourne, however, evaded this process until very late in the day. In the early 11th century, though farmed by Archbishop Stigand, it remained in the ownership of Edward the Confessor; and only with the Conquest was it finally awarded to the archbishop as part of his extensive holdings in Kent.*28

In the Domesday survey of 1086, the Archbishop is now firmly in charge of the manor of “Burnes” and it is his ownership which later brings to the village its grander title of Bishopsbourne. Here as elsewhere the survey gives us a detailed breakdown of the population of the village (some 117 souls) and its productive resources, including two watermills driven by the Nailbourne.




Bishopsbourne is held by the Archbishop in lordship. It answers for 6 sulungs (1200 acres). Land for 50 ploughs. In lordship 5 ploughs. 64 villagers (villani) with 53 smallholders (bordarii – lesser landowners) have 30½ ploughs. A church; 2 mills at 8s 6d; meadow, 20 acres; woodland, 15 pigs; from grazing, 27d. Total value before 1066 and after £20; now £30.*29



Kenneth Witney wrote in the 1980s an account of Domesday Kent which still awaits its editor and publisher. In 1989 he started work on a translation from the Latin of the 13th century survey of Archbishop Pecham’s Kentish manors, using a 15th century copy in Canterbury Cathedral library which he had studied for his earlier books and articles. When this laborious work was almost complete, misfortune struck. In 1994 he was caught up in a tragic road accident which killed his wife and left him disabled. For the next five years and with some difficulty, he corrected the text and completed the introduction and editorial notes. He died aged 83 in 1999 and the work was published posthumously the following year.

It is a fitting tribute to his tenacity and skill as an historian and will serve well future generations of his Kentish peers. The eighty page introduction is a tour de force, a minutely detailed summary of social structure and agrarian practice in medieval Kent in a mature hand, clear and compelling, confidently building on fifty years of writing and study.*30 The survey gives us too a succinct picture of the social structure of the small manor in the Nailbourne valley, where the archbishop held over 500 acres in demesne, the gavelmen (descendants of the free ceorls) 1300 acres and the cottars (poor tenants) just over 50.*31 The archbishop now had two dens in the Weald and his two watermills from Domesday had been translated into one windmill, an indication of the unreliable nature of the spasmodic flow of the Nailbourne. Most of the traditional services of the gavelmen had been commuted into money payments, but together they still had to plough, sow and reap 20 acres of the demesne. This, however, was a mild imposition compared with the 50 acres the small number of cottars had to reap, under detailed regulation as befitted their lowly status.



Each cotland must reap and bind 4 acres of the lord’s corn without receiving food; and keep watch over the bound corn at night, guarding it from evening until the rising of the sun, receiving one meal for this service. They must also lift the corn onto carts and stack it, receiving food three times a day.*32



In addition were numerous tasks of fetching and carrying, driving the lord’s animals between manors, building cattle stalls, clearing out barns, making malt, all for the lord’s benefit. But proportionally these serf–like conditions applied to a small number of villagers only.

This lively picture from the mid 1280s is our last glimpse of the village in its tightly controlled medieval structure. The text was preserved by a clerk in the cathedral around the 1490s when his medieval world was vanishing fast. A hundred years later, when the Church had radically changed but the fields and woods remained much the same, a new rector was appointed to the village who was to change its anonymous existence for good.


CHAPTER 2

An Orchidaceous Pyrotechnician

I know from my own experience that a man’s work is nothing but a long journey to find again, by all the detours of art, the two or three powerful images on which his whole being opened for the first time.

Albert Camus *1



With a creaking of brakes like some arthritic aunt, the number five bus in its scarlet and cream livery drew to a halt beside All Saints church and opposite the Monument pub – the last full pick-up before our arrival in town. This combination of church and pub in close proximity gave notice that here was an ancient settlement – the village of Northwood (the northernmost edge of the Jutish forest of Blean) – which formed a substantial manor of the Archbishop of Canterbury at the time of Domesday but then, quite unaccountably, disappeared completely off the radar. This was the church town, the original Whitstable, until superseded by the straggling thread of habitations that ran along the seashore at the foot of the hill. That was known quite fittingly as Whitstable-street until it grew to become a town in its own right.*2 In time the new town lost its attribution of “street” which passed to the older settlement, relegated now simply to Church Street. Thus do the mighty fall, unheard, unsung, without even a mark on the history books.

Oblivious to this historical demotion, with a groan and a chuckle the last few old ladies hauled their shopping trolleys aboard, and we were off, round the corner and down the hill to the old railway bridge which straddled the road at such an acute angle that nothing could be seen of the approach from the other side. The architects clearly had taken no note of the line of the road beneath but since this was the first railway bridge in the world, built in 1830, they could perhaps be forgiven this error in prototype. In those days the early railways took precedence over everything; now the roads take the same precedence, even over people, and the bridge despite its provenance has been quietly dismantled. I would wait with breathless anticipation for the driver to sound his compulsory horn to give him right of way, an echoing blast trumpeting through the great arch which seemed to me the rightful paean to this historic structure. Then on past the railway station and the gasworks, turning finally under the modern railway bridge into Oxford Street where the town proper began, and we alighted. Our ritual progress down the main shopping street took normally two or more hours, calling at fixed points in regulation order along the way, to perform at each the appropriate ceremonial function, the first of which began here at the library across the road from the bus stop.

The library to me was an awesome building, as much from its general demeanour as the intimidating army of books that it housed. Built in 1797 as a private dwelling, Oxford House had in the twentieth century become the main offices for the local district council. In 1935 the administrators moved out to more expansive rooms in the Castle, bequeathing the old house to the library service. By 1950 this interesting change of use – private house to public library – was well established. The building itself was tall in rather forbidding gloomy brick, the façade filled by three large windows and a round-arched doorway with a flight of stone steps leading up to it. The roof was slightly pyramidal in shape with a large dormer window jutting out from the attic front.*3

Inside was the aura of a house empty for many years but just been put on the market. No carpets or furniture – just bare floors and walls, cracking paint, and a pervading smell of dust and library cards. Entering down a long corridor, past the stairs on the right, we would turn into a miraculous brightly lit room stretching the length of the building and filled with bookstands on every wall and in rows across its breadth. Down one side ran a wooden counter, about as tall as myself, where members made their borrowings and returns. Moving up and down behind it were three or four young women (these were the days when public services were staffed) in square-shouldered blouses or bursting sweaters, burrowing like squirrels on a winter picnic among the trays of cards and pockets, with their russet hair rolled back from the forehead and tailing off in another roll at the nape of the neck. Reaching up on tiptoe to watch, I was fascinated by the complex technology as they riffled at great speed through several rows until they finally matched member’s card with borrowed book, chattering lightly as they went – pretty creatures with an authority that made their seeming middle-aged beauty even more entrancing.

At last our books passed through the formal return procedure and, armed with my tickets, I was released to seek out the children’s library while my mother browsed among the shelves downstairs. For the children’s library was located in what must once have been the front bedroom, looking out over the busy street, another room of bare floorboards, with no furniture other than the makeshift bookshelves that covered every wall. Through clouds of dust I would mount the stairs, my head almost touching the step above, always in a fervour of expectation – would I have the room to myself, would there be a new discovery, would the book I saw last week still be there? I would always make for the corner by the front window where stood the fiction – the old faithfuls like Sam Pig, Just William, Dr Dolittle, or the more exotic Moomintroll books I had only just discovered.

This day there was no competition, I had the room to myself. No obvious choices stood out from the little dark corner by the window; what remained of the old faithfuls there I had already read, so I had to browse diligently like the adults downstairs. At last I alighted on a new book with a romantic title, The Wonderful Summer, and intriguing, amusing pictures which invited a further look. The adventure seemed to feature the search for a rare flower, a plot quite out of the ordinary and perhaps therefore a promising choice. Just then my mother appeared at the top of the stairs and came in to see if I had chosen yet; for once she had beaten me to it. When I was undecided, her knowledge of current books was often the catalyst. She took up the book in instant recognition: “Oh! Jocelyn Brooke. He’s the man who’s mad about orchids and fireworks. I never knew he wrote children’s books, but if it’s him it’s bound to be good”.

That the author had written for grown-ups and my mother had read him and liked him, this proved the decisive factor. There was always an exasperating gulf between what she read and what I read, which made the world of children’s books seem not real reading somehow. In this case that gulf had been bridged, and I returned home on the bus proudly clutching, if not my first adult book, at least the next best thing – a children’s book written by an adult author.

The writing of a children’s book was as much a surprise, perhaps, to Brooke as it was to my mother. He was then in the middle of his post-war productive phase, a veritable frenzy of writing in which he published fifteen works in the space of eight years. This one he wrote during his second stint in the army, in charge of the “theatre” at the Royal Herbert Hospital in Woolwich, where he groaned internally as he pounded out each chapter. If it were a difficult book to write, I found it equally difficult to read. It took me a couple of weeks, mainly because of the long words and more complex sentences than I had previously encountered. The line in children’s books between extending the reader’s vocabulary and leaving him completely behind is a very fine one, and Brooke may have been struggling to find it.

The story is simple enough. An eleven year old boy and his younger sister, awaiting their family removal to Edinburgh, are sent to stay for the summer term and holidays with their bachelor uncle. They are joined by their cousin Vincent, a rather wicked self-portrait of Brooke himself as a child – clever, studious, precocious, arrogant, articulate – execrated by the others alternatively as “a beastly little swot” or that “frightful twerp”.*4 They share the predictable children’s adventures, falling in the Thames, dressing up as ghosts, looping the loop in an aeroplane, catching chicken-pox and burglars. But like much of Brooke’s writing, there is a great deal here that is autobiographical. Uncle Ted is a covert replica of the jolly, balding, middle-aged men that appear in many of the books; and he is looked after by the family’s childhood nanny, like Brooke himself. The children are taken to an Italian restaurant and introduced to Brooke’s favourite food; they take tea with a young Oxford don and are shown the swans on the lake at Worcester, Brooke’s old college.

But most significant of all, and most intriguing for his childhood audience, he introduces his two major life obsessions. When Uncle Ted, who “wasn’t really like a grown-up person at all”,*5 last visited the children he had bought chemicals from the local chemist and built some magnificent fireworks, the principal interest of his life. He puts on another fine display this time. And when cousin Vincent makes his first entrance, he proudly announces his discovery of ophrys aranifera, the rare spider orchid, a specimen of which he then proceeds to display on every conceivable occasion. The other children, put off as much by his Latin as his pretentious boasting, ridicule this miserable “weed” that he has found, but they are soon won over by the search for the even rarer Epipogon, which proves to be the unifying adventure of the book. As with The Military Orchid, it is eventually found, but not found – the plant discovered turns out to be a common foreign impostor.

So great is the Brooke enthusiasm for the dual themes of orchids and fireworks that he rather lets them run away with him, abandoning the strict disciplines of the children’s author. Instead of a gentle exit as the wonderful summer draws to its close, he devotes two tightly argued pages to an adult explanation of where the deceiving Colonel obtained the questionable foreign plant and how he disguised it as a native, a discussion that might thrill your expert botanist, but not too many children. And he devotes the whole of an earlier chapter to detailed instructions on how to make a range of complicated fireworks, complete with pictures and lists of ingredients – over the head of most children and a major source of anxiety for all parents. But these, of course, were the more expansive days of chemistry sets on the open market, when children, and even parents, were allowed a measure of political incorrectness in flouting what few health and safety rules then lay on the statute book.

The book was intriguing because of these themes, but not otherwise a notable read. The most interesting aspect of any book to me was the issue of place: where it was set or where it was written. Somehow that grounded the creative inspiration in a material context which, far from making it mundane, opened out all sorts of mysterious possibilities, the excitement of names and locations on maps that had yet to be traversed. But the locations of this book were at best neutral. The children’s original home was Blackheath, where Brooke’s own parents lived and where he was temporarily living when the book was written. And Uncle Ted had a house by the river at Goring-on-Thames, an unknown location to me but one which permitted the author a nostalgic return to his abbreviated student days in Oxford. Whatever hints had been dropped in Brooke’s recently published “orchid” trilogy, hints that my mother seemingly had not spotted, there was nothing in this child’s book to indicate, what would indeed have brought it to technicolor life for me, that its author was now living and writing only ten miles away from where I was reading it, in a little village just the other side of Canterbury.



As befitting a writer with a highly developed Proustian sense of place and time, Jocelyn Brooke spent most of his life in the village, though in the early years time there was fragmented. This was because Forge Cottage in the main street was a holiday home, and as a child he would arrive there at Easter in time for the spring flowers and stay, at least in the years before school, until the end of the summer. Little wonder then that his recollections of the village in childhood, so potent a part of his writing, were idyllic. Until an adult, he never ever stayed there in winter.

Home of the settled variety was in a house perched on the undercliff at Sandgate, the polite suburb of Folkestone where H G Wells spent his early married life. It was there on 30 November 1908 that Bernard Jocelyn Brooke was born, a delicate, sensitive child who from an early age looked out on the world with a penetrating writer’s eye. His father, Henry Brooke, had qualified as a solicitor but quickly abandoned the law to run the well-established family wine business in Folkestone, whose bank-like headquarters (all polished wood and cathedral silence) was known to the family as The Office, and to Brooke himself as “the gin palace”.*6 With such a background, wine slipped easily into his portfolio of other passions – music, flowers and fireworks. With his sister Evelyn and brother Cecil both much older than himself, he occupied the role of baby of the family and much enjoyed living up to it. He was brought up in Folkestone mainly by his nanny, a strict Baptist, who by some childish metathesis was always known as “Ninnie”. Emily Fagg (her true name), the daughter of a local baker in Dover and aged 27 when Brooke was born, was to turn out the perfect surrogate mother whom he loved passionately and was always terrified of crossing. She continued in that role for the whole of her life, unchanged by her marriage, a constant correspondent when he was away from home, and his faithful housekeeper in later life at Ivy Cottage, the little house perched on the end of Forge Cottage.

Like many writers he spent much of his childhood alone, creating intimately personal worlds out of a vibrant imagination, worlds which in Brooke’s case were linked specifically to place, to his beloved wild flowers, and to a sense of nostalgia that could be summoned up out of even the most recent past. Walking through the network of little paths and tamarisk trees that made up the undercliff at Sandgate, he created a make-believe wood peopled with “wild soldiers” and strange animals to impart solid substance to his routine night fears.*7 Though he grew up balanced on a cliff just a stone’s drop from the beach, the sea never pursued him as a writer, perhaps because, unlike writers such as Joseph Conrad, he was never at home on the sea. His home was the country. As a nominal town child, the undercliff, this semi-wild, semi-domesticated tract of land, intersected by gravel walks, where he could freely botanise among a strictly limited flora, was his substitute for the country. The real country lay elsewhere, up beyond Caesar’s Camp on the downs above the town, reachable by a twenty minute walk.

The barrows and earthworks on the top of Caesar’s Camp formed a kind of promised land for the child who, looking up to the hills, longed for the day he could go out and explore them. But even more enticing was the territory that lay beyond.



The hills behind the town, romantic enough in themselves, engaged my imagination for another reason: for their steep, chalky flanks formed an effectual – and, so it used to seem, an almost impassable – barrier between the familiar, semi-urban world which I inhabited and the vast unknown region which my family were accustomed to refer to, with a comprehensive vagueness, as ‘The Country’. Unknown, that is to say, but for the small and strictly delimited area which surrounded the cottage, at the further end of the Elham Valley, where we spent the summer holidays, and which, though indubitably in the country, formed a kind of civilized outpost amid the unexplored and probably dangerous territories of the hinterland.*8



Right from his earliest years, then, Brooke conceived a picture of the village in which he was to live and write as a familiar oasis of beauty and calm in the midst of a “wild, mysterious kingdom”*9 little different from the deserts and jungles of the adventure stories he read at home, and virtually as unattainable. The image projects right through his most familiar autobiographical writings, and with even more penetrating effect through his less well known Kafka-esque novels where the village itself in one case, as well as the surrounding country, turns into a nightmare of threatening violence. For those steeped in the books, the peace of the village even today seems fragile in face of the silent menace that lurks in the woods all around.

It was in the roaring hot summer of 1911, that harbinger of the great myth of the perfect Edwardian summer, that the Brooke family first rented the cottage that was to become their regular holiday haunt and Jocelyn’s spiritual, and indeed material, home. In the following years, the family would make their accustomed trek to the village, at Easter or in July, driving by car from Folkestone. The routine was for Brooke and Ninnie to go on ahead with the bulk of the summer’s luggage, taking the train from Shorncliffe station up the Elham Valley line. Outside the carriage, the journey was never so exciting as he expected it to be, his creative eye transfixed by the minutiae of the internal furniture of the train: the pendulous chain of the communication chord with the rubber bulb at the end which reminded him of having his photograph taken; and the cryptic injunction to French tourists on the little enamel plate beneath the window “Ne pas se pencher au dehors”, which he conceived as a spell to make the train go.*10

At long last, the engine would pass under the road bridge and pull up at the village station where Brooke plus nanny would alight, amidst the familiar and ear-splitting sound of belching steam, to be greeted by the local stationmaster as if they were royalty. No matter how familiar the arrival, here was once again an altogether fresh world with its ever-potent sights and sounds.



We had arrived; and when the train, after a good deal of belching and spitting, had at last puffed away down the chalky cutting towards Canterbury, we would be enfolded in the sudden country silence: that silence which, it seemed to me, differed profoundly not only in degree but qualitatively, in its very essence, from the silence, say, of the undercliff (haunted always, on the stillest day, by the murmur of the sea), or, even, from the brooding quietude of the Folkestone hills. If it were April, the sudden stillness would be emphasized, rather than broken, by the calling of a cuckoo somewhere among the trees of Bourne Park; and I would sniff, with an acute, never-failing delight, the unique and delicious country smell – composed (if this were a spring visit) of the scent of violets and the fainter, slightly vinous aroma of primroses, combined with the pervasive exhalations of wet earth and wood-smoke and the lingering, steamy, slightly sulphurous odour of the train itself.



By the age of eight, Brooke had started school and the best-remembered annual arrival was now the beginning of the summer holidays when the singular atmosphere of sounds and smells was somehow deeper and richer.



Later in the year – in June or July – we would be greeted by a richer, more complex texture of sensory impressions: the silence now would seem, if not less profound, in a curious way more positive – a dense, palpable element, viscous and fragrant as a honeycomb, composed of the low, perpetual bourdon of innumerable insects, and of the hypnotic cooing of wood-pigeons. No less manifold and closely compacted were the summer odours which assaulted our nostrils: scents of mignonette and sweet-peas from the station garden; of dust, cow- dung, human sweat and new-mown hay; or, if the season were yet later, the pungent tang of hops from the hop- gardens opposite the station – an odour associated, for me, with yet another seasonal ingredient of that country silence: the distant hum – low, monotonous and, after a time, becoming so much a part of the silence as to be scarcely perceptible – of a threshing machine, far away at Langham Park, or at some farm remoter still, beyond Kingston or the wide park-lands of Bourne.



From the platform a narrow path ascended through trees and bushes past the little station house up to the level of the brick-built road bridge, where it opened out through railway picket fences on to the quiet lane that led down to the village. The walk over the last quarter mile of the journey was a crucial ingredient of the whole enterprise, giving time and space to the two pilgrims to register the fact of their physical arrival.



As we emerged from the station the silence was suddenly intensified, and our sense of having arrived, at last, in the country became more immediate and actual. In June the grassy banks opposite the station entrance would be covered with ox-eye daisies and scarlet poppies; the first wild-flowers to greet us, they possessed for me a specialized and symbolic significance, holding forth, as they did, the promise of innumerable other, more interesting and rarer flowers to be sought for during the long succession of summer days that lay ahead. We would walk down the hill to the village, followed at a discreet interval by the porter, carrying our luggage on a trolley; if it were late summer, the hop-garden bordering the road would be crowded with pickers – an alien, ferocious tribe whom I had learnt to place in the same forbidden social category as soldiers, tramps, miners (from the local collieries) and bank-holiday trippers. Earlier in the year, however, the hop-gardens presented only their long, receding and unpeopled vistas of odorous and embowered green; and earlier still, when we had come to the cottage for the Easter holidays, the gardens would be all but leafless – a prospect of innumerable naked poles, with the young tendrils showing only a foot or two above ground. It is these Easter visits which I remember with a particular vividness, for they marked our return to the village after a winter-long absence and seemed, indeed, an integral part of the seasonal process itself – natural and inevitable as the budding of the hedges or the first emergence of primrose or celandine. Turning the corner at the bottom of the hill, I would spare a glance for the two big chestnut trees by the church, for I was fascinated by those fat, sticky buds which, if Easter did not fall too early, would by now be bursting open to reveal the bright green fingers of the unfolding leaves.*11



Brooke rarely writes about his father, whose world was quite removed from his own, but he does so movingly in a poem that gives an even more emotional twist to the roadside bank opposite the railway station, nodding with poppies in the June sun and the train moving out.



My father made ladies

Of the scarlet poppies

From the bank by the country-station –

Tying back the silken flower

With a grass-blade for girdle,

And frilling out the petals

To make a crinoline

For the dark and Southern lady;

Sprung from my father’s hands:

An extraordinary birth

From those stiff and awkward fingers;

So I watched, astounded,

The long grey face,

As the fingers fashioned those dark

And dangerous ladies:

And the train, pulling out of the station,

Left the silence suddenly deeper

And the sunlight burning with

An intenser heat on the roadside

Where the ox-eye daisies

And the scarlet poppies

Like blood and snow contended

In the June morning.*12



From the corner at the bottom of the hill, they would catch their first sight of Forge Cottage, a hybrid house consisting of the small brick and tile cottage with its two low-slung dormer windows (backing on to Ivy Cottage) plus the taller, rectangular addition with its three storeys and tiled mansard roof. This quaint amalgam of buildings was surrounded by a little picket fence giving on to the main street. Here was his spiritual, his real home.



Another hundred yards and we were at the cottage: unchanged after our long absence, and seemingly unchangeable; a ‘home’ which, by contrast with our house at Sandgate, seemed infinitely more homely, with its smaller, more manageable proportions and its air of being rooted and autochthonous, like the apple- tree in the garden, or the dense canopies of ivy which covered the walls and overhung the windows of the cottage itself. Already a blue pillar of smoke rose from the chimney – for one of the maids had been sent ahead on the previous day to light fires and air the beds; in a moment Edna or Minnie, whichever it happened to be, would open the door to us, and I would sniff, once again, with the excitement of some exile returned home after long banishment, the never-to-be-forgotten cottage smell: a subtle, elusive and wholly characteristic odour compounded of paraffin, drying linen, moth-balls and freshly-scrubbed floors, mingled inextricably with that musty taint of dampness which, in this low-lying valley, with its pervasive mists and seeping subterranean woe-waters, could never, even in the hottest summer, be entirely dispersed.*13



The tone is elegiac. This is Brooke writing in the 1950s of this particular lost domain at the time that I was just beginning to discover it for myself – a very present reality. But the truth is that, as the writer himself admitted, the same passages could have been written by the small boy of forty years before who had, even at that time, a highly developed sense of nostalgic loss, aware that present joys were evanescent and that the power of place lay less in them than in the recollection of past action and feeling.



The rapturous release that the village atmosphere conferred on this schoolboy was made doubly joyous by the very absence of school. For schooldays were troublous to a solitary, sensitive boy with a very idiosyncratic imagination, which tended to cut him off from social sympathy and open him up, like the fictional Vincent, to teasing and worse. It was in 1916, at the age of seven, that he first went to school. “It was the beginning of a process which was to last nearly twelve years, during which I certainly suffered more acutely than I ever have since. The best thing one can say, I suppose, for the (bourgeois) English educational system is that it immunizes one to a great extent against subsequent horrors.”*14

He started gently enough with morning sessions at a local kindergarten attached to a flourishing girls school where the worst horror he seems to have faced was the cringing embarrassment of kiss-in-the-ring, with Brooke roundly refusing to be kissed.*15 A proper day school in Folkestone followed – The Grange, Shorncliffe Road – which he wrote up amusingly in The Goose Cathedral; in later life he was to share the dreadful memories of regimented life there with a pupil from the previous generation, Harold Nicolson.*16 Then at the age of eleven he was sent away to a preparatory boarding school, St Michael’s at Uckfield in Sussex, run by the eccentric Anglican clergyman, Harold Hockey and his Christian Scientist wife. Special provision was made for the children of Christian Scientists like Brooke’s parents, and like the mother of Denton Welch who followed Brooke there a few years later.*17 Here the horrors of cricket and scouting seem to have been adequately counterbalanced by his intellectual ability and the proclivities of some of the teaching staff for botany, a subject on which he could teach them a thing or two.*18 His ultimate conclusion was that the school “was never quite so bad as one expected it to be”.*19

Then followed his first foray into the public school system when at age 13 he was packed off to the King’s School, Canterbury. Five years earlier, Michael Powell had had a splendid time there, lording it over the dormitory with his brash manner and sophisticated tales; but for Brooke it was quite another story. The traditional bullying handed out to all “new bugs”, the ragging in the dorm at nights, was a thousand times worse for this particularly sensitive child. It was the first real test in his carefully protected life, and at the end of the first week he and his close friend from St Michael’s decided to run away. They walked out of the gates for the normal half-day holiday and then continued on the four miles to Bishopsbourne. Much to the surprise of their unsuspecting hosts, they parked themselves on family friends in the village – the Huggetts, who in the fiction become “the Iggulsdens”*20 – who lived in Nutgrove, the house on the corner where the main street met the beech lined avenue down from the Dover Road. It was not until after the two boys had devoured a substantial tea that it became clear they were running away from school. The Huggetts made a hurried telephone call to Sandgate, and the boys were put on the next train to Folkestone where an irate father arranged for them both to be sent back to King’s that same night.*21

Standing on Bishopsbourne-Bridge station that grim October evening, waiting for the 7.30 to Folkestone, marked a turning point in Brooke’s relation to the village. He had expected to be rescued by his village friends but instead had been dutifully handed over to authority. For the first time, the idyllic spell had been broken; even the familiar objects in which he rejoiced now took on a disconcerting aura.



Mrs Iggulsden, aware of her responsibilities, accompanied us to the station. In the darkness the place had an unfamiliar and unfriendly air: I had scarcely ever seen it except in the daytime. As we bought our tickets I came nearer to tears than at any time that day: the posters of Ramsgate and Margate (“It’s ripping!”), the enormous weighing-machine, the text of the Explosives Act, 1875, pasted on the wall, filled me with an intolerable nostalgia, linked as they were, inseparably, with our arrival, for the spring or summer holidays, in this village where the happiest times of my life had been spent. I knew – as we waited beneath the dim oil-lamps on the little platform – that after tonight the station would never seem quite the same again, for the familiar objects had become infected by my misery, and would no longer hold for me, as in the past, the promise of an unalloyed and innocent happiness.*22



It was the first entry of the threatening “real” world into his secret idyll, the invasion of that evil he was to present so powerfully in the darker of his novels.

He was sent back to school to face the event both he and his friend had been dreading – the New Bugs Concert. Discreetly out of sight of masters and prefects, the new boys were hustled into a large classroom where before a baying mob they were forced to stand on a table and do a turn, sing a song, recite a poem, tell a story, in the middle of which (no matter what its quality) they were drowned out by the mob and pelted with rolled up magazines, the force of which knocked them to the ground. They were then made to run an obstacle race under and over the desks, while the mob rained down further blows upon them.*23 While perhaps not quite so appalling as the prep school trials of Hugh Walpole, an earlier and enthusiastic student of the King’s School (he was made to stand naked on a bench while his tormentors prodded the more delicate parts of his anatomy with pins and pen-nibs),*24 it was as much the anticipation of these events as their actuality that formed the mind-breaking torture. Brooke had reached the end of his tether and ran away a second time with his friend.

There was a new inquisition at Sandgate, but this time his father proved more malleable and it was agreed that he should not return to Canterbury. He was free! But it was a freedom paid at a heavy price. His friend was forced by a more uncompromising father to return and this, as with survivors of an accident, filled Brooke with a punishing burden of guilt. The episode had a far-reaching impact on his personality – he had been put to the test and had run away.

At one level it strengthened him, confirming his instinctive view of the world – he was an artist, not a bureaucrat.



My experiences, I suppose, were quite usual: the ferocious initiation ceremonies, the petty cruelties and indecencies, the perpetual sense of injustice and irrational guilt… my fortnight at a public school, if it immunized me successfully against any possible horrors which the future might hold in store, bred in me also an intolerance of tradition, a hatred of all authority and a deep-seated distrust of all institutions from which I am only now slowly beginning to recover.*25



The flight from King’s marks the first of a series of such flights, from institutions either academic or commercial, until he discovered one highly authoritarian institution, the Army, into which, quite by surprise, he fitted comfortably and which brought him unexpected fulfilment.

But the psychological effect of this failure to face up to the challenges of everyday life went far deeper. Any tiny residue of self-confidence that had been stored up from childhood had now drained almost away.



I continued, if only half-consciously, to be aware of a sense of loss: it was as though some vital nerve had been torn from my body, or a portion of my brain removed, leaving the range of my faculties incomplete. Certain aspects of life would always remain closed to me, there was a whole wide area of normal human activities of which I knew myself to be incapable… My chronic sense of inferiority was… immeasurably aggravated: already habituated to cutting my losses, too prone to nip any crescent ambition in the bud, I became increasingly unwilling to take part in any activity which was in any way competitive, or in which I could not feel sure of excelling.*26



It was a handicap that was to form the pattern of his life, and set the scene for the lonely middle-aged writer, barricaded in his country cottage, who had completely lost confidence in the power of his writing, the man who would make new friends over lunch but never follow up the second meeting. As he admitted at the time: “This process was to prolong itself well into adult life; it remains operative, for that matter, in later middle-age. In my work, in my social relations and in my sexual life, my temptation has always been to contract out of the rat-race, like some timid and conceited child who says ‘I won’t play’: thereafter to retire, as it were, to a corner of the nursery, and to the undemanding, uncompetitive world of phantasy”.*27



But for the time being, the two escapes from King’s had an immediately benign result. His parents took the message and sent him straightway to a gentler institution in the shape of Bedales, the unorthodox alternative school, nestling in the Hampshire downs in the heart of Edward Thomas country. The humanity and friendliness of the place transformed Brooke in a matter of weeks from a difficult, neurotically-timid child into something approaching a normal schoolboy. He was very surprised to find himself happy there.*28 At that time pupils were allowed to work so many hours a day on subjects of their own choosing, and Brooke was delighted to find a biology master obsessed like himself by botany, which now became a serious science rather than the secret, rather shameful, indulgence of his childhood. As a co-educational school, any close relationships were forestalled by the prevailing ethos that sex was “silly”, a stance which in Brooke’s view created a sexual vacuum that could have been harmful in later years.*29 It does not seem, however, to have prevented him from coming to more or less satisfactory terms with his own homosexuality.

From Bedales in the autumn of 1927 he went up to Worcester College, Oxford to read law like his father, though with rather more interest in the social life that university might offer than in achieving academic excellence. This was his first practical exercise in concerted opting out. He skipped lectures, drank and dined heavily among an elite set of incorrigible aesthetes. In the day he wrote poetry and lay on his bed pondering the elusive nature of his real psyche. Nostalgia for the childhood past was still inescapable. On days he would wander out to Godstow and Iffley to botanise for a few happy hours; and at times would find himself halted outside shops selling fireworks, transfixed by a display of roman candles, rockets and gerbs.*30 As with so many others before and since, the nostalgia of his first summer term became almost instantaneous. “In the summer, in the rain-wet evenings, the gramophones on the river brayed out the tunes of the moment: Rain, The Man I Love, A Room with a View. For me, they had already – after only a few weeks – acquired a quality of intolerable nostalgia. My sense of the past had somehow so telescoped itself, that some episode of a month ago or less could seem as poignantly symbolic of my ‘Lost Content’ as the scenes of my childhood.” *31

The nostalgia, however, was soon to be frozen for good as this first summer term turned out to be his last. He now gave his first public demonstration of his attitude to academic competition. With no work under his belt, he knew his Law Prelim would be a certain failure, and decided to take the provocative way out. He sat in the dark Examination Schools that summer “writing a series of defiant and exclamatory poems in the style of Guillaume Apollinaire”.*32 The examiners were not amused, nor was his college; and he returned from a holiday in Paris to find he had been sent down. Given his general behaviour and failure to do any work, it was a predictable conclusion. Brooke later put it all down to his social misjudgments: “I had wasted too much time (I realized it now) on the wrong sort of people – second-rate charmers by whom, in my naïveté, I had been too easily beglamoured, and for whom, in reality, I had cared nothing”.*33

He was now faced with the cold prospect of working for money, with neither the time nor the nerve to do what he wanted most of all – to become a writer. He had had the writer’s eye from an early age and had lived all his life on his imagination. In the last few terms at Bedales he had set about the serious task of turning these assets into novels, about half a dozen of them. Later he recalled those autumn afternoons in the school library, grinding out the words with surprising facility – “the dusty indoor-warmth after football, the autumn dusk falling over the school-buildings, the dripping trees – and the warm, almost sexual feeling of release as my pen raced over the lined paper, turning out page after page of facile, middle-brow prose”.*34

His earliest work, composed at about fifteen, was called Clouds and was, inevitably, a vehicle for recording his feelings for the village and the country closest to his heart. He was able to treat it later with his usual self-deprecating humour. “The novel, needless to say, was about the country; ‘plot’ and character, indeed, were plainly the merest pegs on which to hang my rhapsodical descriptions of Spring in the Kentish woods. A rather dim young man called Ian lived near Canterbury: he was married, but his wife didn’t like the country, or perhaps she merely didn’t like him. In any case, Ian was very unhappy, and the ‘story’ consisted almost entirely of descriptions of his long, lonely walks through the countryside, interspersed with reflections upon God and War and the League of Nations…”*35 Despite this facetious self-demolition, his most brilliant novels tended later, one might say, to follow the self-same pattern – vehicles for expression of love for the country of his childhood nostalgia. This was both the strength of his writing and its weakness – an exquisite but narrow seam of material to mine, such that, after several novels, he appeared to some to have run out of steam, thus precipitating the rejections and dissatisfaction of his final years.

His reading as a child had been, appropriately enough, childish – Beatrix Potter and adventure stories. He then graduated to popular novelists like Sheila Kaye-Smith, whose strongly topographical writing touched the borders of Kent, and it was not until Bedales that he found Aldous Huxley who became his passion and model for the next few years. At Oxford he discovered Proust who took the place of Huxley as his principal love, and who became, of course, the inspiration of his whole writing life. It was not just that in Proust he had miraculously found a spirit who shared his own special sense of time – not just the power of the childhood nostalgia – but also that ability to see the successive phases of adult life with the clarity of the child’s naïve vision.*36

At Oxford he mixed with other writers and would-be writers, including the writer and journalist, Jonathan Curling, who lived on his staircase and became his special friend, the gently supportive Eric Anquetil of the books. Brooke himself wrote for Isis and had published at his own expense his first small booklet, Six Poems. So though his year at Oxford had been an academic disaster, it had crystallised through his writing and friends the long-held desire to become a writer. Ambition and reality, however, as most twenty year olds discover, can be quite separate things. His most pressing need now was to find a job, less for the bread it would provide, more to enable him to hold up his head within the confines of a very middle-class family.

There now followed some twelve years of unregulated life for Brooke, drifting despondently from one dead-end job to another, trying to please his family who had found them for him – a period of inter-war angst which crumbled at the end into neurotic illness from which he only slowly recovered. In part his frustration sprang from lack of writing opportunity, but it may nonetheless have been the period of absolute fallow which he needed to set his pen alight after the war was over.

In 1927, the year Brooke went up to Oxford, his father retired from the family firm and in the late summer moved from Sandgate to a large suburban house in Blackheath.*37 At the same time Henry Brooke sold off Forge Cottage but kept in the family the little house attached at right angles to it called Ivy Cottage. It was there that Ninnie now came to live, some time after her surprise marriage in 1923 to William Ford, a carpenter from the next village of Bridge. It seemed on the surface a somewhat strange liaison, she being 42 and he a widower of 70, but it worked well enough, lasting until William’s death in 1933. Thus, through Ninnie, Ivy Cottage was now to become a bolthole for Jocelyn, his refuge from London and illness, and later his creative workshop, the focus of his writing life.

But for the time being he followed his parents and London became Brooke’s home too, though he still paid frequent visits to Folkestone where his elder brother was now running the wine merchants: “nostalgia drew me back to this haunted coast, I would walk to the end of the Folkestone Leas and look down at our old house beneath the cliffs, now occupied by strangers”.*38 At a loose end after Oxford, in the autumn of 1928 he was found a job by his family with a large firm of wholesale booksellers. The chairman was a cousin of his father, who had thought, rather optimistically, that the work might suit his son’s literary tastes. The reality was somewhat different: “in fact my job mainly consisted of lugging enormous piles of books up from the basement to the trade-counter. For these services to literature I was paid an ‘honorarium’ of a pound a week”.*39

In the spring of the following year he was transferred to a bookshop in Old Broad Street owned by the company, and 1930 found him working in another bookshop in Highgate, like George Orwell in neighbouring Hampstead just four years later.*40 He stuck this soulless drudgery only because it gave him both time and freedom to work at his writing, currently a novel entitled Surplus Men (shades of Anthony Powell’s Afternoon Men) about the thrills of London life played out in bars and nightclubs, which he too was enjoying in his time off. In this, probably the most social, period of his life, he seems, when away from the workplace, to have lived out his early twenties to the full, mingling with other like-minded intellectuals and artists, friends from school and university, and new acquaintances that might hold out the prospect of a love affair. Though his working life was unfulfilled, his sexual life did not appear to be. For a change from the company of middle-class aesthetes, he would spend weekends with his brother in Folkestone, close to the nefarious delights of young working-class men in the pubs and clubs of Dover. “My taste for ‘low-life’ drew me more than ever to Dover: I invested it, as usual, with more glamour than it really possessed. I liked the pubs full of soldiers and sailors…” *41

Having sustained the London book trade for two years, he now ended up with a job in a publisher’s office, which he soon quitted. He had begun to feel unwell with a disease that no doctor could isolate or diagnose. “I sat in the garden at Blackheath feeling ill and frightened. The more anxious I became, the worse I felt: it was the usual vicious circle. I tried to write, but for almost the first time in my life I found myself incapable of putting pen to paper.” *42 He was suffering some kind of nervous breakdown, the panic depression of a young man whose formal working life had already turned out a disastrous failure, and whose only life-line to self-respect, his writing, now seemed to evade him. He was free to write, but could not do it.

The family now decided on a more sheltered workplace and early in 1933 sent him to join his brother in the firm at Folkestone, where he would at least have familiar surroundings and sea air. Here he began to exercise, took up riding and long walks, and immediately began to feel better.*43 But the job, predictably, was another failure “for I was congenitally hopeless at figures, and loathed working in an office”.*44 At first he was given the lowest routine work, appropriate to his station, sorting invoices and entering up ledgers. But then the work expanded ominously to the all-embracing task of “learning the business”. “Initiative, ambition, ‘common-sense’ – these were the qualities which I was expected to display… I failed signally to develop these virtues; instead, when I began to feel better, I took to visiting Dover.” *45

He was cheered once more by the pubs full of soldiers and sailors, and as he sat among them recording every move, he dreamed of the imitation of Proust. “I was sustained by the ambition to write (on some far-distant day) a vast Proustian masterpiece. It was to cover my whole life and the lives of everybody I knew; nothing was to be left out – the most intimate bodily functions would be described, of course, in unprecedented detail… The trouble was, though, that I could never bring myself to begin writing the first chapter.” *46

In Dover he resumed an affair with Albert Heron, a twenty year old private soldier, whom he had met in London towards the end of 1932 and who was now stationed in the seaside town with the 1st Battalion, the Seaforth Highlanders. It is one of the few of Brooke’s sexual relationships to be documented: the surviving letters from Heron betray a tenderness and angst on parting which indicate the feelings ran deep. Heron sailed for Palestine in December 1933 and Brooke never saw him again. He died in the war but was partially resurrected as Bert Hunwick in The Goose Cathedral.*47

Brooke began to feel ill again and left the family firm at his own request. In 1935 he escaped to Switzerland, for a time in Geneva and then moving about, staying with friends and in cheap hotels, trying to appease his father by not spending too much and, when he was fit enough, by writing the occasional article for periodicals to justify his existence.*48 On his return, still not completely recovered, he went back to stay in the village in the safe haven that was Ivy Cottage, where Ninnie now lived alone since the death of her husband three years earlier. Then in the summer of 1937, as war clouds began to gather, he spent several weeks in the south of France to improve his health, staying first at Cassis and then at the Welcome Hotel in Villefranche, an early haunt of Alec Waugh.*49

By the spring of 1938, feeling somewhat better, he resolved on a major life change. He broke with London for good and went to live, as if it were permanently, with Ninnie in Bishopsbourne. After all the barren, dispiriting years, he had at last come into his birthright – returning to his childhood soil, his lasting inspiration, his country of the mind. He began to write again with consecutive endeavour, mostly poetry, preparing the ground for the wondrous spate of books that were to fall from his pen immediately the war was over.*50



As with many in the late 1930s, Brooke’s personal angst seemed to shadow the gathering political crisis of the post-Munich world. “Events in Europe became oddly intermingled with my own state of health; my personal anxiety echoed the mass-dread which was beginning to afflict the whole country.” *51 Even the quiet life of the cottage could not dispel the gloomy news of Munich as it came in over the airwaves.



The flesh is sad, I have read all the books:

My friends do not visit me, sitting alone

In this crowded and watchful cottage room

With the warm, hopeless September rain

Drenching the garden and the last tawdry flowers –

Dahlia, phlox, coreopsis; sitting alone,

Watching the hands of the clock and the streaming windows –

Lac des Cygnes on the gramophone, a sense

Of the world running down, the watery sunset flaming

In sudden deceptive brightness over the hushed

Apprehensive village; and at six o’clock –

With the tea-things spread, the kettle on the stove –

The bland and hopeless voice of the announcer

Reciting his banal, sickroom platitudes

At the death-bed of a world.*52




The only way out was action. “I would have welcomed the outbreak of war, as I would have welcomed the onset of some acute, definite malady: I longed – as many people longed at that time – for some violent purgation of the crisis-ridden atmosphere… War was the ultimate horror: but secretly – almost unknown to myself – I waited for it with an excited, half-pleasurable anticipation… I had long decided that when war really came I would join up instantly.” *53

He welcomed the war for another reason: after the years of hopeless drift, it relieved him of the constant worry of how to run his own life. And something else too. Though a timid child, whose life was of the mind rather than the body, he had always envied strong physical men, men of action, and had longed to be part of them. His childhood fantasies had been filled with soldiers; he admired their physiques, their uniforms, their bravado. Listening as a child to the bugle calls over Shorncliffe Barracks above Sandgate, he was stirred by the romance of it all. He was stirred too by the real-life soldiers he met, whether friends of his much older brother or those he watched in the bars of Soho or the public houses of Dover.*54 So when he did indeed join up as soon as war was declared, it was another kind of coming home. Perhaps surprisingly, he took immediately to the simple routines, the close proximity of others, the security of constant companionship. He made good friends in his unit that were to last him well beyond the end of hostilities. The army was a novel adventure that was to change his life, and most particularly his writing life.

For the first few months of war, he worked locally at an ARP post in Folkestone, and then signed up for the Royal Army Medical Corps, in a VD unit (the celebrated pox-wallahs) where he was to stay to the end. He remained in England receiving his medical training at Netley and then Shaftesbury, until in the late summer of 1942 he received his posting abroad – to Palestine. He returned to the cottage, in the wake of the Baedeker raid on Canterbury that June, for his final embarkation leave and, nervously awaiting an unknown future, he smelt the same Munich atmosphere of four years before.

I sit

In the garden-hut, and watch the flying clouds,

And the warm rain falling

Hopelessly on the crimson phlox, the faded

And sprawling ramblers, and remember

Munich, and days like these, and it seems

That this is a new beginning, a rededication

Of the heart to its naked and strict intention.



The soldiers are camped in the Park, the amorous bugles

Recite their poetry of annihilation to

The bare-limbed rookies running on Barham Downs;

And I walk in the drenched woods

Through blowsy acres of willowherb

And golden-rod, seeing through a gap

In the trees the sudden burst of sunlight on

The ruined harvest; or I visit the town

And remark, in the blitzed Cathedral, the wind

Stirring the ancient banners through

The shattered windows. But everything is seen

Unpassionately, flat as a photograph:

Let me be honest, at least: I cannot evoke

The appropriate and elegiac mood

To suit the occasion; this haunted

And tree-muffled village inhibits

The easy and falsified response…*55



Always, because of his trade, a step behind the actual fighting, he nevertheless played a part at the heart of combat in the major campaigns in North Africa and Italy. Initially, he suffered a stormy crossing of the Bay of Biscay, followed by a short and pleasant transit stay at Cape Town, but from then on the voyage began to pall.




He wrote to his sister: “got very bored with so much water latterly, also with humanity in the mass. I know nothing like a troopship for making one cynical, individualist, anti-democratic and generally browned off with the human race”.*56 He finally arrived at Gaza to beautiful weather and a fascinating biblical terrain. Life in the war zone summoned him to let go the nostalgic past and perform “the hard and muscle-bound intention of the soldier”. But it was difficult.



Let me now forget if I can

The landscape, the remembered hour,

The obsessive images – the yew-tree,

The Orchid in the private wood

And the ruined tower.*57



North Africa followed and in late 1942, in the wake of the victory at Alamein, he moved up to Tobruk and then on in the spring of 1943 to Barce, where he enjoyed the exotic delights of the Libyan flora and the feeling at last of winning the war.



The rain holds off, the afternoons are warm;

We walk to the town, and sit in the ruined

Piazza, drinking our coffee in the sun:

Uneasy and a bit self-conscious in

Our role of victor, feeling out of place

In this seedy, half-demolished outpost of

A tawdry and gimcrack Empire.*58



After the Sicily landings, he spent six weeks in transit at Tripoli and then followed on to Sicily himself in the middle of September 1943. From Syracuse his unit continued up the Adriatic coast of Italy in the footsteps of the 8th Army – Taranto, Bari, Foggia.

This was the real beginning of Brooke’s war – the discovery of Sicily and southern Italy which was to draw him back for his post-war spring holidays and to impact so forcefully on his writing. For in the spring of 1944 he was to find a new country which had all the emotional and nostalgic impact of his childhood village – another country of the mind, a new idyll to match the old, making up through distance in space for the lack of distance in time.

His unit was posted to a defunct agricultural college in the little town of Scerni, in the Vastese region at the southern extremity of the Abruzzi. For most of January, he enjoyed a premature wildflower spring which then turned to snow, a strange alternation of climate which was to embed itself deep in his writing mind. A letter to his sister betrays the first signs of the rapture to come.



… this is a nice place – in the depths, my dear – but the last fortnight has been terrible – very cold, with snow and slush knee-deep everywhere. The previous three weeks were heaven – like April; probably it will begin to be warm in March. Anyway, I can only be thankful (somewhat ignominiously) that I am in a building, and not a slit-trench (the building, by the way, is an ex-agricultural college – a sort of Eye-Tye Wye). The peasants all round are really charming, and extremely hospitable. The country is oddly English-looking, except for the olive-trees, and the small town perched on its hill, which couldn’t be anything but Italian. There is a rather nice wild narcissus which I found before the snow came: the sort I think (if your memory is still quiz-conscious enough!) which grew in the rose-bed at Radnor Cliffe, amongst the irises and Mrs. Simpkins! This made me rather nostalgic.*59



Even in the midst of war, flowers and the Folkestone childhood were never very far away. At Scerni against the sound of distant gunfire around Pescara, he watched the streaks of snow across the landscape slowly give way to spring flowers and a new sense of hope.



Ringed by its green, soft-contoured hills, this land

Of oaken copse, hedgerow and terraced field

Is seen as if through a glass, a pictured world

From a Gothic missal, static and self-contained;

Delimited by the formal laws, subdued

To the palette’s frugal range; a winter land.



Landscape with figures: the people part of the texture,

The kerchiefed women bent to the hoe, or kneading

The pasta, the menfolk felling the winter timber;

Each task a ritual, assigned to its hour or season;

The chapel packed for the festa, the eating of God

A routine like ploughing, part of the seasonal cycle.



Winter was northern, making this land like home:

The classic olive masked by the tactful snow,

The first spring flowers frozen in field and hedgerow –

Coltsfoot and hellebore, the white narcissus –

Speaking a friendly and half-familiar tongue

To the soldier fresh from the South and the desert fighting.



April came up from the South, with lily and tulip

Springing in the young wheat, and the cyclamens

Darting their tongues of dusky and crimson fire

Suddenly sunward from the Plutonic dark,

Heralding May-time and the precocious summer,

The rose-hung hedges, the harvest over in June.*60



Good relations were achieved with the scattered local peasant families, to whom the unit gave general (not specialist!) medical treatment. Brooke and his colleagues struck up a special friendship with a family of seven in a distant farmhouse, where they stopped one day to ask for wine. They were taken in almost as part of the family, and he wrote home in delight to Ninnie with all the intimate domestic details of pasta making and pasta eating.*61

One particular day formed the emotional centrepiece of this idyll. They were invited to lunch on Easter Sunday to celebrate the youngest son’s first communion. The endless litres of the best dark wine, the half dozen weighty but delicious courses, the post-prandial tarantella round the kitchen, all combined with the spring sunshine and their imminent departure on to the north to make this one of the unforgettable moments of his life.*62



And I am the wanderer from another country…

At ease in the farmhouse, drinking the rough red wine,

Munching the goat’s-cheese and the white fennel, glad

Of the sun and the food and the wine and being alive.



The woman spins in the doorway, her kerchiefed head

Demanding a nimbus… Love in this formal land

Is sculpture, and Faith is a function of flesh, like

Birth…*63



After years growing up in a reserved and formal middle-class English family, he sensed the novelty of warm feeling right from the first visit to the farmhouse: “The family watched us out of sight. Looking back across the fields, we saw them standing in the doorway, waving. The house, with its two dark cypresses, stood out brilliantly against the sun-flooded landscape: it seemed like a symbol of happiness, a vision of the good life”.*64 Now, on this final visit, the feeling went deeper still: “I knew that with these people, on this Easter day, I had felt happier, I had felt a more genuine sense of the joy of life, than ever in my life before”.*65

In the early autumn of 1944 his unit was disbanded after two years, and he spent the rest of the war stranded in northern Italy (“rather a dismal hole”)*66 waiting for the demobilization which was not to come until a year later. In that long wait to go home, he became increasingly nostalgic for Folkestone and the Kentish village of his childhood holidays, now ruled from Bourne House by Sir John Prestige whose baleful influence was suburbanising it ever more rapidly. He feared the changes.



I should have loved to go to Folkestone with you [his sister, Evelyn]. The Lower Road sounds lovely: the war has inadvertently produced some curious and romantic effects – willowherb and ragwort suddenly springing up in Cannon Street, etc. I remember a postcard (from Mr. Barron) showing Bishopsbourne circa 1913 or ’14 – it looked entirely different, far more countrified, with roses all over the forge, and the “front-gardens” full of bushes. It’s almost a pity the war hasn’t de-Prestiged (or should it be de-Prestidigitated?) the village, which is getting much too Letchworth nowadays…*67



In the barren months of waiting he was thinking too of those peasant villages he had left behind to the south and which had made so deep an impression. The years in the army had opened him up to a new self-confidence, not least in his attitude to writing, and towards the end of 1945 he returned at last to his Kentish village now with a determined will to communicate that joy of life he had stumbled upon in the cool, whitewashed Italian kitchen, with the bunches of drying tomatoes hanging from the ceiling beams, the fire of olive-wood in the open stone hearth, the floury pile of pasta on the scrubbed wooden table, waiting to be cooked.
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