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Unto each man his handiwork, unto each his crown,

The just Fate gives;

Whoso takes the world’s life on him and his own lays down,

He, dying so, lives.

Whoso bears the whole heaviness of the wronged world’s weight

And puts it by,

It is well with him suffering, though he face man’s fate;

How should he die?

Seeing death has no part in him any more, no power

Upon his head;

He has bought his eternity with a little hour,

And is not dead.

For an hour, if ye look for him, he is no more found,

For one hour’s space;

Then ye lift up your eyes to him and behold him crowned,

A deathless face.

On the mountains of memory, by the world’s well-springs,

In all men’s eyes,

Where the light of the life of him is on all past things,

Death only dies,

Not the light that was quenched for us, nor the deeds that were,

Nor the ancient days,

Nor the sorrows not sorrowful, nor the face most fair

Of perfect praise.

A. C. SWINBURNE

Super Flumina Babylonis
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INTRODUCTION

‘Although we didn’t exactly grow up together’, Vera Brittain once wrote of her relationship with Winifred Holtby, ‘we grew mature together, and that is the next best thing.’ Testament of Friendship is a biography of the writer and reformer Winifred Holtby, who died from kidney failure at the age of thirty-seven on 29 September 1935, just months after completing her most famous novel, South Riding. But, as its title implies, the book is also a portrait of a remarkable friendship. For sixteen years, until her untimely death, Holtby had enjoyed a close companionship with Vera Brittain. As friends they had been intimates, as writers they were the most decisive influences on each other’s work.

Brittain and Holtby had met at Somerville College, Oxford, in 1919, where they shared tutorials as history undergraduates. Having overcome initial animosity – centring on what Brittain regarded as her humiliation at Holtby’s hands during a Somerville debate – the two women soon became inseparable, to the extent that Brittain later referred to Holtby as ‘her second self’. Physically and temperamentally, they were opposites: while Vera Brittain was small, dark, and intense, Winifred Holtby was tall, blonde and gregarious. In others ways, they exactly complemented one another. Brittain was emotionally fragile, marked by her experiences as a nurse in the First World War, and still coming to terms with the loss of her fiancé and beloved only brother. Holtby’s warmth and generosity sustained her as she rebuilt her life and attempted to fulfil her literary ambitions.

For her part, Brittain helped mould Holtby’s future as a writer and encouraged her interest in working for women’s rights and world peace. In her second novel, The Crowded Street (1924), Holtby portrayed herself as Muriel Hammond, who rejects life as a provincial wallflower for ‘an idea of service’ as a result of her friendship with the brilliant and mercurial Delia Vaughan. There can be no doubt that in her portrayal of the friendship between Muriel and Delia, Holtby was paying tribute to Brittain’s role in directing her own interests and energies. As she lay dying, Holtby would express recognition of this fact by telling Brittain, ‘I’m intensely grateful to you – you’re the person who’s made me.’

On coming down from Oxford in 1921, Brittain and Holtby set up home together in flats, first in Bloomsbury and then in Maida Vale. From here they published their debut novels, launched themselves as successful journalists and campaigned for the League of Nations Union and the feminist Six Point Group. Vera Brittain’s marriage in 1925 to the political scientist George Catlin brought only a brief interruption to this working partnership. In 1926 Holtby visited South Africa for five months, and saw at first hand the work of the emergent black trade union movement to which she would devote much financial and moral support for the rest of her life. On her return to London, she was invited to join the Brittain-Catlin household, first in Earl’s Court and later at Glebe Place in Chelsea. Over the next decade, as her reputation as a writer grew, Holtby, who remained unmarried and childless, would act as an honorary aunt to Brittain’s two children, John and Shirley. Meanwhile their mother struggled, with Winifred’s support, to write her autobiography of the war years, Testament of Youth (1933), with its first public account of the Brittain–Holtby friendship.

It was perhaps inevitable, in the immediate aftermath of Holtby’s death, that Brittain should decide to write a life of her. Brittain had successfully piloted South Riding to publication and considerable acclaim in March 1936, against the objections of Winifred’s formidable mother, Alice Holtby, the first woman alderman of the East Riding, who feared that her daughter’s depiction of local government might expose her own job to criticism and ridicule. Furthermore, as Holtby’s literary executor, Brittain was responsible for overseeing the appearance of a number of other posthumous publications in the first years following Winifred’s death: a selection of short stories; some correspondence with Jean McWilliam, Holtby’s friend from her war-time service in France, in the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps, who later became a headmistress in Pretoria (and was a prototype of the character of Sarah Burton, the Kiplington headmistress in South Riding); and a play about dictatorship, Take Back Your Freedom, partly inspired by Oswald Mosley’s career. Vera Brittain started researching the biography in early 1937. If the book could ‘suggest even a dim reflection of the glowing, radiant generous golden creature whom we have lost’, she told Sarah Gertrude Millin, another of Winifred’s friends, ‘it will be the best way of returning all that she did for me … ’

The source material on which she based the book was rich and varied. For Holtby’s involvement in South African affairs alone, there were twenty bulging files and a drawer full of pamphlets and letters. The press cuttings of articles from about thirty journals and newspapers could be numbered in their thousands, testimony to Holtby’s extraordinary versatility and productiveness. Only for her early years was there a dearth of material. Here nothing survived but scraps of letters, together with a few school reports, a book of poems and a couple of contributions to school magazines. Brittain was forced to build on incidents in novels and articles which she knew to be autobiographically inspired.

With many other calls on her time, including an increase in her pacifist activities as another world war threatened, Vera Brittain did not begin writing the biography until March 1939. She completed it quickly, by the end of July of that year. Originally, the book was to have been called A Woman in Her Time: The Story of Winifred Holtby, a fitting title for the biography of a woman whose life had benefited from the new professional opportunities and social freedoms of the inter-war years. However, George Catlin, Brittain’s husband, suggested an alternative title, Testament of Friendship. Brittain had considered excluding herself entirely from the book until dissuaded by her husband, who believed that the biography ‘must be a study not only of Winifred and her epoch, but of friendship itself.’

Testament of Friendship was published in Britain by Macmillan in January 1940, with F. Howard Lewis’s lively, glowing portrait of Winifred (now at Somerville College, Oxford) as its frontispiece. It rapidly sailed up the bestseller lists.

In spite of the lack of primary material on which to base her account, Brittain succeeds in showing how Winifred Holtby’s upbringing on a farm in the wolds of the East Riding of Yorkshire remained a dominating memory and an irresistible force to which she returned in her fiction. Testament of Friendship gives full weight, too, to Holtby’s multifarious political activities and to her position as one of London’s leading journalists. But the book is most valuable, and most moving, as a record of the friendship between two women over a period of sixteen years, and as a portrait of Holtby by the person who probably knew her best.

Nevertheless, Testament of Friendship has been criticised for the way in which it promotes the Brittain-Holtby friendship while allowing other aspects of Winifred Holtby’s life and work, and other relationships that were important to her, to be overshadowed. Marion Shaw, author of an excellent modern life of Holtby, The Clear Stream (1999), recently reissued, which forms an essential counterpoint to Testament of Friendship, has observed that ‘Paradoxically, in exalting the significance of this noble friendship, Vera, however unwittingly, deprived Winifred of her independent status as a successful woman of action.’

One particular element in the book lends some justice to these remarks. Holtby had been a proud defender of the right of single women to lead fruitful, independent lives (as Sarah Burton tells herself in South Riding, ‘I was born to be a spinster, and by God, I’m going to spin.’). Yet Brittain, always defensive about the question of Holtby’s sexuality and the unsubstantiated rumours that the two women had had a lesbian relationship, created an unconvincing heterosexual love story for Testament of Friendship, uniting Winifred with Harry Pearson, her childhood sweetheart, in a deathbed happy ending. More generally, Brittain’s perception of Holtby is at times too clouded by her own grief, and by guilt at having exploited her best friend’s generosity, even, unwittingly, during her final illness.

But these drawbacks to the book do not obscure its undoubted achievement in bringing Winifred Holtby alive. Testament of Friendship remains the best introduction to a generous, talented and vibrant woman. In a review that appeared on the book’s original publication, the critic Desmond McCarthy observed that through Testament of Friendship the reader comes to know Winifred Holtby ‘very well indeed’. It was a ‘privilege’, he added, ‘I would not have missed.’

Mark Bostridge

October 2011


CHAPTER I

PILGRIMAGE TO RUDSTON

NO MOURNING, BY REQUEST



Come not to mourn for me with solemn tread

Clad in dull weeds of sad and sable hue,

Nor weep because my tale of life’s told through.

Casting light dust on my untroubled head.

Nor linger near me while the sexton fills

My grave with earth – but go gay-garlanded,

And in your halls a shining banquet spread

And gild your chambers o’er with daffodils.

Fill your tall goblets with white wine and red,

And sing brave songs of gallant love and true,

Wearing soft robes of emerald and blue,

And dance, as I your dances oft have led,

And laugh, as I have often laughed with you –

And be most merry – after I am dead.

WINIFRED HOLTBY, 1923





A hundred years hence, literary tourists will find in Yorkshire the opportunity for many pious pilgrimages to places hallowed by association with celebrated writers of this generation.

Perhaps they will visit first the stocky pugnacious statue of J. B. Priestley, which may then stand before the Alhambra Theatre in Bradford where the dramatised version of The Good Companions celebrated its first night, and Phyllis Bentley, eagerly arriving too soon, waited on the steps for twenty minutes in the bitter wind. From Bradford, the metropolis of the West Riding, it is only a short journey to Halifax and the old-fashioned villa where Phyllis Bentley herself lived with her mother, screened from intruders by a tree-darkened by-road. Crossing the county diagonally to the North Riding with its wild forbidding cliffs, the pilgrims of the twenty-first century will certainly explore the little sea-coast house where Storm Jameson was born at Whitby. And then, because of Winifred Holtby – younger than these others, yet dead before them – they will turn southward to the wold village of Rudston, in the East Riding.

Centuries of history have passed over this village, folded into a curve of the hills six miles from the North Sea. Earlier than recorded time, some unknown force hurled the giant cone-shaped monolith to the spot where it now stands, a pagan relic incongruously dominating the peaceful churchyard. The Romans knew Rudston, and left their tessellated pavements to be unearthed by twentieth-century archaeologists; the Angles and Saxons sailed from the Elbe to the Humber and found their way there; the grey square-towered church at the top of the hill owed its shape to the Normans. But before the Normans came the Northmen and the Danes, who bequeathed to the wolds a vigorous race with long limbs and golden hair and clear china-blue eyes. Centuries later one of their descendants, still set apart from her fellows by her fair alien colouring and the proud erectness of her northern stature, was to stride the streets of London with the same grand gait that carried the Vikings up the Roman road which runs from York to the sea.

The village itself lies at the bottom of the open cup formed by the rolling uplands of the wolds, a chequer-work of fields and hedges in every conceivable shade of green – emerald, olive and jade. Close to the horizon one long narrow meadow makes a rim of pure gold as the sunshine falls upon it, outlining with light the twisted shapes of isolated elms and sycamores, and throwing into darker shadow the thick clumps of trees on the lower slopes. Tiny feathers of blue smoke curl lazily skyward from the red-brown roofs of farms and cottages which no foreign invasion could make other than ‘forever England.’ Around them eddy the small activities of the English countryside – a woman feeding chickens, newly-washed clothes being dried in back yards, an occasional motor passing through the village street, an aeroplane throbbing sleepily overhead. From far away this serene jumble of buildings is crowned and given character by the grey Norman church with its candle-extinguisher summit, and the sloping churchyard where Winifred lies.

I think that the stranger should go there first in late summer, when a golden glow of grain ripe for harvest lies over the wheat-fields beneath the huge open vault of the sky and its slowly marching pageant of cloud. At the end of July the stone church is surrounded by a narrow flower-garden of blue lavender, mauve ageratum, rose-pink ramblers and orange marigolds, and the rough grass of the churchyard gives shelter to small happy creatures that thrive in the sunshine. Brown butterflies quiver above white hemlock and brick-red sorrel; tall feathery grasses heavy with pollen bend beneath the poised weight of lazy contented bees. As the stranger listens, the quiet air gradually fills with innocent country sounds – the lowing of cows, the throb of a reaping-machine in the valley, the sudden call of a blackbird, the soft chirping of invisible larks. A little leaping breeze carries with it the sweet warm scent of meadow-flowers and newly-mown hay.

From the top of the sloping path that leads from the church porch to the rough hawthorn hedge at the boundary of the churchyard, it is easy to see the long low grave of short grass enclosed within white marble which is the end of the traveller’s pilgrimage. If he looks over the hedge as he walks down the slope, he will see, across a stretch of clover-dotted meadow where calves are feeding and hens placidly pecking, the dark hedge of tall trees which hides Winifred’s old home.

At the head of the grave the open marble book will tell him that the author of South Riding lived out her days in a yet briefer space of time than her countrywoman Charlotte Brontë, whose frail life was extinguished at the age of thirty-nine. In his notebook he will copy the short black-lettered inscription on the smooth white stone:



IN LOVING MEMORY OF

WINIFRED

DAUGHTER OF

DAVID AND ALICE

HOLTBY

DIED IN LONDON

SEPT. 29TH 1935

AGED 37 YEARS







‘God give me work

Till my life shall end

And life

Till my work is done.’






CHAPTER II

THE WOLD FARM

HARVEST AT ANLABY



The heavy wains slow moving go

Across the broad autumnal wold

To great brown-throated men below

Who gather in the glowing gold.

And thus it was they harvested,

They harvested at Anlaby

Before the Danes from Bessingly

Flooded the manor like a sea,

And left Earl Godwin’s barley red

At Anlaby.

The lovers linger down the lane

When moths awake and small owls cry,

Their dresses fade, as pale moons wane,

And glimmer as they wander by.

And thus it was they made their vows,

They made their vows at Anlaby,

When all the wolds were young as they

Among the dusky sheaves they lay,

And kissed beneath the darkened boughs

At Anlaby.

WINIFRED HOLTBY, 1920





In May Sinclair’s Introduction to Mrs Gaskell’s Life of Charlotte Brontë, two paragraphs occur which have special relevance to the subject of this book:



‘By suppressing Haworth churchyard and Charlotte Brontë’s relations, it would be possible to write a “Life” of her which would be all gaiety and all sunshine. The lives of great men admit of these suppressions. Their relations on the whole do not affect them except as temporary obstacles (more or less offensive) to their career …

‘It is otherwise with great women. They cannot thus get rid of their relations. Their lives are inseparable from them, their works in many cases inexplicable without them … A woman cannot get away from her family even in its absence. She may abandon it; it may abandon her; but she is bound to it by infrangible, indestructible bonds. It, and all it has done to her or for her, has an enduring life in her memory. However much abandoned or ignored, its persistence there endows it with immortality. Imagine then what its influence must have been on Charlotte Brontë, who never abandoned or ignored it.’





Substitute Winifred Holtby for Charlotte Brontë, and you have at least half the truth about her story. The likeness between the two Yorkshire women rests upon something more profound than the coincidence that each died prematurely and each lies buried in her native village within a stone’s throw of the house where she was born. Though in Winifred’s case the services ungrudgingly given to her family throughout her life were extended to her friends, her acquaintances and humanity at large, we cannot understand her without knowing something of those relatives who created a type of social order from which few writers have sprung.

When Winifred was born at Rudston House on June 23rd, 1898, the young fields of grass, wheat, oats and barley turned the patchwork of the wolds to its vividest green, brilliant against the purple of the dark earth which the grain had not yet pierced. The morning sunshine danced into the front east-facing bedroom of the solid creeper-covered house, and a blackbird sang exuberantly in the thick hedge of ash and sycamore which concealed the garden from the road.

Winifred’s parents on both sides came from farming stock; their families were typical of the old English yeomanry, proud, sturdy and independent, with its roots in the land. Her father, David Holtby, was the son of a farmer with an ancestral holding at Elmswell, near Driffield, who planted out his family on smaller farms in the neighbourhood. David managed his holding with skill and economy, saved a tidy sum while still a young man, and used it to buy the house and estate at Rudston.

There he lived for two or three years in the company of a housekeeper, contemplating matrimony but afraid to plunge. Winifred’s mother once told one of her friends among the village women that her husband came to see her for twelve years before they actually married, and she never knew why. She, Alice Winn, was also a farmer’s daughter, who came from Wensleydale and earned her living as a governess throughout her youth, until David Holtby decided that over a decade of cautious friendship was sufficient guarantee for her sterling qualities. His brothers and sisters made similar late marriages owing to the same wary discretion.

More fortunate than her less-gifted sister Grace, two and a half years her senior, Winifred had the good luck to inherit the strong spartan optimism of one parent as well as the gentle, considerate kindliness of the other. Her positive, irrepressible vigour was all her mother’s; years later she explained to a friend that she had never realised the need for a feminist movement until she went to Oxford, as their household was a matriarchy. Between herself and her mother, despite vast intellectual differences intensified by Winifred’s education and the forty years which divided them, so deep a temperamental sympathy existed that their relationship was always one of unbroken harmony.

In her early youth Winifred’s knowledge of her ancestors was vague and speculative; they must, she thought, have had some connection with the village of Holtby, now on the railway line between York and Market Weighton. But when she visited Johannesburg in 1926 she learnt more from a certain Rex Holtby who claimed relationship and had studied the family history, though his South African standard of living was considerably beyond the unpretentious affluence of the East Riding farmers.

At the time of Henry II, he told her, the Holtbys were respectable Danish settlers living beside the Humber. In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries they moved north to the wolds, founded Holtby village and became barons. This tale of growing glory was unfortunately interrupted by the Wars of the Roses, in which they backed the wrong side, lost their title, and split into two groups, one remaining in Yorkshire and the other going to Lincoln. The Yorkshire branch held its head high and registered deeds at York till about 1720, when it married one of its daughters to a Lascelles of Harewood, and, overcome by this triumph of social achievement, faded out of the records and vanished into obscurity.

Winifred’s newly-encountered cousin showed her a blue and silver coat of arms which belonged by right, he said, to her family. He also supplied her with a typewritten list of Holtby Wills at York and Lincoln, which went back to a Robert Holteby of York in 1438 and a John Holtbie of Lincoln in 1573.

Whatever the true history of these Holtby forebears, they probably changed as little through the centuries as their own countryside. Up to the War of 1914 the wold villages were cut off almost as completely as they had been a hundred years earlier from the forces which were creating the modern world. In Winifred’s childhood neither radio, cinema, long-distance motor-bus nor even the telephone linked them with those urban areas where the twentieth century had already made itself felt. The process of childbirth was as single-handed a job for the untrained village midwife as it had remained for generations. Sudden illness or imminent death meant a five-mile drive in a pony trap to fetch a doctor from Bridlington, the seaside holiday resort which combined with Hornsea and Withernsea to produce the ‘Kiplington’ of South Riding. The tarred, sign-directed highways of to-day were then non-existent, and the doctor rode or drove to his patient over dirt-roads, perilous with potholes, which were all but impassable in winter storms.

The farmers of these isolated regions were, and are, natural Tories; Winifred once told St John Ervine that she remembered as a child thinking marigolds vulgar and cornflowers refined, because at the first local election which she could recall, the gentlefolk wore blue cornflowers and the vulgar loutish Radicals wore marigolds.

‘There is hardly,’ she confessed to him, ‘one political objective which I desire to-day which I was not accustomed as a child to hear derided by my betters.’

To Sarah Gertrude Millin, the South African novelist, Winifred wrote in 1932 that if a sympathetic schoolmistress had not persuaded her parents to send her to college, she would never have left that environment of animals, seasons, shooting-parties, the visits of foremen and pig-dealers, the calls of millers and their wives. ‘Even now,’ she added, ‘quite half my life is there, and all my “roots.” There “art” is something as unimportant and incomprehensible as the algebraical implications of the Koran.’

In her Yorkshire novels where these granite men and women of the East Riding appear, Winifred describes with humorous understanding their sturdy contempt for fields of knowledge and ways of living outside their own experience. What did impress them was length of acquaintanceship, or familiarity with the same group of people or the same part of the country. Clannish to the final degree, they looked upon those who entered the family from outside as alien intruders. Unfamiliar opinions, however well substantiated, left them quite unmoved. The scene in South Riding where Sarah Burton breaks into Alderman Mrs Beddows’s family tea-party to beg the grant of a scholarship to a girl left motherless, and is firmly put in her place, reflects the frequency with which Winifred must have pleaded some cause which seemed vital to her but was totally unimportant to her listeners.

Her relatives regarded most Southerners as poor creatures, particularly when they belonged to those artistic and intellectual types which in Yorkshire eyes were soft and neurotic. The capacity for dramatising persons and situations which is the basis of all artistic achievement was a quality completely foreign to their type. Had they realised its absence, as they never did, they would not have wished to possess it, for it would have seemed to them dishonest, unhealthy and insincere. Their ideal was common sense; like the sceptical Midlanders of the Staffordshire Potteries who never appreciated Arnold Bennett until he was dead, they tended to regard literature as high-falutin’ clap-trap. When Winifred returned to Rudston as her final home after the triumphant years in London – ‘comin’ back to bide among us all ageean,’ as an old villager put it – the inhabitants were astonished that the travellers who came to the village to visit her grave were drawn there by the fame of her writings. Her family were equally unimpressed by her literary renown; to the end of her life she remained ‘Alice’s girl.’ Proficiency at bridge or folk-dancing would have seemed to them of similar significance.

Nevertheless, for all their scepticism, their loyalty was lifelong to those who won their affection, and Winifred’s books are enlivened by their native wit. When visiting uncles or cousins she always carried a notebook, and immediately after the conversation wrote down some phrase or anecdote retailed by her unsuspecting hosts. Their racy farmyard metaphors especially came in useful for novels and stories.

‘I can’t say I ever liked egg or shell of him,’ she noted, and added a comment on a hen which had failed to impress the judges at an agricultural show: ‘Would the Archangel Gabriel himself win a prize if he was in moult?’ In pencil she scribbled down a conversation related by a hard-headed uncle which proved that the contempt meted out to literary mollycoddles was also exhibited with uncompromising justice to unskilled practitioners of important local trades.

‘Are you Mr Holtby?’

‘I am.’

‘Thank God. We’ve been looking for you three days. We want to buy some horses.’

‘Then you’ve come to the wrong spot.’

‘Indeed! And why?’

‘Well, if I tell you I shall only vex you.’

‘Oh no; it takes a deal to vex me!’

‘Very well. I met you three years since at a horse show, judging. You gave the first prize to a horse that was never heard of again. A creature that was hardly a horse at all went off with the second, and the one that got the third swept the country after. You’re no judge of horses, or else you’re a fool. Either way, you’ll get no horses from me.’

The Rudston estate of nine hundred and forty acres was nearly twice the size of the average wold farm. Before David Holtby bought it, the land belonged to a farmer named Walmisley, who lived in the house next door to his foreman until this became too small for his needs. With the help of £2000 from Lord Londesborough, he then built Rudston House, adding stables to the fold-yards and stack-yards, and laying out flower-gardens, vegetable gardens, a croquet lawn, an orchard, and greenhouses for vines and hothouse flowers. The property came into the market when he died in 1891.

To-day, in the wold villages, the wives of the gentlemen farmers distemper their walls and decorate their light chairs with flowery chintzes, but the solid, oblong house of Winifred’s earliest recollection was furnished mainly in red, with brown walls and dark heavy furniture. The architect, unimpeded by limitations of space, had provided in his plan for an extensive family; dining-room, drawing-room, morning-room and schoolroom were backed on the ground floor by pantries, store-rooms and two large kitchens. One of these was known as the ‘cooking kitchen’; it contained both a big range and a large wall oven. The second kitchen also possessed an oven, but was usually given up to meals for the farm-workers, who sat round a long table on low wooden benches. In the Holtbys’ time, the ten or eleven bedrooms on the upper floor were packed to the limit of their capacity with members of the family, household servants and guests.

As a child Winifred spent many hours reading and meditating in her bedroom, which looked towards the sunset over the large paddock at the back of the house, where the hawks hovered watchfully, looking for field-mice, and the cart-horses were turned loose to graze. Beyond this pasture the wolds curved upwards like the green slope of a giant saucer, dotted with isolated elms, chestnuts and sycamores self-sown from seeds blown from the larger clumps which protected the scattered farmsteads against the prevailing wind.

To the end of her days this view from her window dominated Winifred’s memory, and throughout her youth it made a permanent background for her stories and dreams. When she spoke, in one of our first conversations at Somerville College, of her attempts to write the novel which afterwards became Anderby Wold, she told me how her whole life was bound up with ‘the curves of the hills, the outline of the wolds.’ Shortly afterwards she wrote of Mary Robson, the heroine of the story, that ‘in her lovely childhood, the fields of Anderby had assumed for her a more definite personality than any of the people whom she knew.’

When the two little sisters were still in the nursery, the back of the house seemed a long way from the large, imposing bedrooms at the front. In a short vignette called Harking Back to Long Ago, Winifred describes how she and Grace, aged four and six and a half, lay awake on Christmas Eve gazing through the square uncurtained window at the frosty constellations of the winter stars. The maids clattering in the pantry below them had at last become silent; only the occasional clank of an iron-shod hoof in the horse-pasture broke the stillness of the night – when suddenly came the crunch of feet on the gravel of the drive, the soft flicker of a lantern, and the joyous tumult of a Christmas carol. In a second the two small girls were out of bed, scampering barefoot along the nursery passage, up two steps into a terrifying stretch of unlighted corridor, past the silver cupboard that harboured ghosts and tigers, on to the front landing, and through a door into the best spare bedroom.

Peering between the slats of the Venetian blind, they saw the singers with pale faces and long black coats, standing in moonlight and starlight and lantern-light, and the lamplight streaming from the drawing-room window on to the semi-circular sweep of gravel. The chill draught blowing through the cold bedroom was sharp as icy water on the children’s small shivering bodies; they gathered their nightdresses round them and huddled ecstatically together for warmth as the twenty men and boys from the church choir went on singing round the schoolmaster’s lantern:



Mild He lays His glory by,

Born that man no more may die …





‘I can close my eyes and see them,’ Winifred wrote a quarter of a century later. ‘I can shut my ears and hear them; in the warmth of my lighted room I can feel the wind on my bare arms, and the chill boards under my naked feet. I can even smell the queer, cold, frosty smell of the unused bedroom. It is all there.

‘But it is mine. Nobody else can ever hear it as I heard and hear it. No other living memory now carries the echo of those particular singers in that particular garden; though a million children have stolen from bed and scampered like mice through a dark house to hear the carollers on Christmas Eve. When I die, nobody will ever again know that particular sweet, fierce exaltation which stirred the rapturous, unblurred imagination of a child.’

Perhaps, since both little girls are dead, nobody remembers either the thrill of summer hide-and-seek among the yews and laburnum and weeping ash growing round the semi-circle of close-clipped emerald lawn between the garden gate and the gravel drive where the carollers stood. Nobody can recall the excitement of helping the village children to ‘field’ the balls behind the sloping unnetted tennis court, or describe the day when Winifred, aged three, planted the huge weeping elm which can now shelter an entire tea-party from spring rain or summer sun. The cherished rose-bushes which once filled the flower-beds on the front lawn became untidy and have been removed, though Winifred – refusing to visit the house when she spoke to the Rudston Women’s Institute in 1934 for fear of reviving the old aching home-sickness – inquired wistfully if the roses were still there. Only the glowing herbaceous border of phlox, antirrhinums, campanula, larkspur and anchusa round the croquet lawn, and the deep hollow dell with its spring carpet of wild flowers and rough tangle of shrubs, remain as they were in the children’s time.

To-day, as always, this dell is a refuge for blackbirds, thrushes, yellow-hammers and water-wagtails, but its banks now slope down to a marshy pool, inhabited by small frogs which leap across curious moss-grown stones half concealed by the mud. One stone, of a fantastic gargoyle-like appearance, suggests the use for some long-forgotten purpose of ecclesiastical adornments stolen from the village church in a medieval raid.

An old Yorkshire legend relates that in this part of the East Riding there are underground springs known as ‘the Wold Waters,’ which only come to the surface before some national calamity. The dell in the garden is one of the places where the superstitious villagers watch for the emergence of the waters; they are also said to regulate the flow of Gypsy Race, the narrow stream which runs through the village. Alice Holtby once told the present occupant of Rudston House that throughout the years when they lived there, the bottom of the dell remained dry until the weeks preceding the Great War. According to the Holtbys’ successors, it was wet again before the General Strike of 1926 and also at the death of George V, but honesty compelled them to admit that other national calamities had occurred during their tenure which left the Wold Waters apparently unmoved. They must surely, one feels, have flowed when Winifred died, for on that day the wolds lost their most promising and devoted chronicler. Perhaps the marshy pool in the dell is her Yorkshire’s tribute to her memory.

But even apart from the survival of her fame, dependent as it is upon values so far removed from village experience, Rudston is unlikely to forget either Winifred or her family. Her parents kept a watching brief over the sick and the sad; her mother looked after the village as assiduously as Mary Robson cared for Anderby and far more judiciously. In the last autumn of her life, Winifred could still recall her mother poulticing a casual labourer’s chest in a barn because he was too ill to be carried down the wooden ladder; she remembered the sunset through the unglazed window and the candles flickering in broken bottles. Years afterwards, when Alice Holtby became the first woman member and later the first woman alderman on the East Riding County Council, the knowledge of local problems which Winifred was to transmute into universal experience through South Riding proved also to be for her mother an abiding source of human wisdom.

At the time it must have seemed ungratefully rewarded, for late in 1918 a farm-workers’ strike, from which David Holtby never recovered, caused the family to give up Rudston House and move to Cottingham, a suburb of Hull. The forces which induced agricultural labour to break away from feudalism and take to modern methods of collective bargaining were as baffling as they were bitter to the feudal farmers of a less revolutionary age.

The East Riding remembers Winifred as a slim little girl, tall for her age, with a shining golden head and a long fair pigtail. Quick, alert, spontaneous, very eager and open-eyed with enjoyment of life, she was a vivid contrast to her more sedate brown-haired sister. Friends who were already grown up in her childhood describe her shrieking with merriment as she slid up and down the straw-stacks, or conscientiously endeavouring to subdue her irrepressible vitality when she shared her mother’s visits to newly-born babies and bedridden sufferers from asthma or bronchitis.

Her own memories, as related in her books or in conversations with the companions of later years, recalled village sights and sounds and smells with a keenness which we all reserve for our earliest impressions. She wrote of Yorkshire high teas in the warm kitchen lighted by oil lamps; of tables loaded with roast chickens and boiled ham, hot buttered tea-cakes, jam tarts, saucer cheese-cakes flavoured with rum, and plates of spiced bread, black and sticky. She spoke of the wild wold flowers in the sun-drenched August hay-fields, ripe for cutting on her return from school, until we who hardly knew Yorkshire could picture the riot of scarlet poppies, golden dandelions, magenta knapweed and mauve scabious, the elder bushes still white in the hedgerows, the pale stars of convolvulus climbing the deep chalk quarry, the hillsides pink and purple with giant willow-herb. In her articles she recorded the persistent farmyard tumult which made a fraud of the town-dweller’s cherished illusions about ‘country silence.’



‘Let a townsman, accustomed to the hushed hum of urban traffic, sleep near a farm. If he is not awakened by the jugging of the nightingale, the hooting of owls, the howl of a dog at the moon or the love serenades of the stable cats, let him wait for the crowing of the cocks or the early milkers bringing up the cows, or the waggoners calling up their horses, “Coo-up, coo-up,” in the chill twilight. Then the pigs, then the guinea-fowls, then the geese and the ducks and the clucking hens advertising their new-laid eggs, join the chorus with mooing cows and braying donkeys. Mr Hore-Belisha may curb the valiant toot of motorists, but just let him try to silence an old rooster in the dawn! Nature is not silent, and never was a name more derisively inappropriate than when we speak of these non-human creatures who hoot and crow and bray as the dumb animals.’





Throughout Winifred’s childhood the failing health of her father, who had never been robust, kept her mother constantly busy at his bedside or on the farm. She once told me how passionately, with a child’s bewildered ignorance of domestic emergencies, she had resented the duties which preoccupied her mother, to whom she was ardently and strenuously devoted. In their earliest years the two little girls were taught by a succession of governesses, of whom ‘Nuddie,’ the best beloved, arrived on Winifred’s fourth birthday and stayed until she was eight.

Though Grace was docile, Winifred’s adventurousness drove her to elude these guardians; from time to time she escaped them on pony-rides over the rough hills with her father’s old shepherd, whose conversation survived in her memory the highbrow utterances of schoolteachers and Oxford dons.

‘So I says, we’ll be wanting a cottage, maister. I’ve found a lass same mind as meself an’ we’ll away get wed. Tak ceer o’ women, maister, and they’ll tak ceer o’ the men.’

Once, with more caution than tact, he inquired: ‘You bain’t afeerd of the ditch, Miss Winifred?’ – to be instantly reproved in the broad Yorkshire which she reserved all through her life for the entertainment of her soft-spoken South Country friends: ‘If you make that there remark again, Shep, I’ll be really mad.’

She was tameable only on Sundays, when the family occupied their pew of brown polished wood in the village church, and she memorised with enjoyment a characteristic epitaph on a gravestone in the churchyard, erected by a certain Major John Milner to his wife Dorothy in 1826:



What faults you’ve seen in me, strive to avoid.

Search your own hearts, and you’ll be well employed.





In the ancient church with its stained-glass windows and abundant memorials, there was plenty to occupy the roving attention of a small imaginative girl. But it did not contain until some years later the remarkable window in the chancel, which shows the surplice-clad figure of the local lord of the manor, Sir Alexander Macdonald of the Isles, seated at the organ surrounded by an unusually pious-looking group of small choir-boys. Sir Alexander, who gave his family name to the larger of the two Rudston inns, the Bosville Arms, held an annual garden party for tenants, local farmers and other lesser breeds without the County, to which Winifred went as one of the little village girls and was greeted with kindly patronage by his wife. In those days there was no framed Roll of Honour recording the names of one hundred and fourteen men from Rudston who served in the Great War. Nor did the War Memorial Cross of white-painted stone stand in the roadside grass at the top of Church Hill to commemorate the eleven who died, and by its double inscription to remind alien travellers that Yorkshire preserves an adamant distinction between the natives of a village and those who merely lived there.

Apart from the village children who ‘dared’ Winifred to accomplish terrifying climbs to the top of the straw-stacks, her playmates included her cousins Edmund and Dolly from Dowthorpe Hall, the home of David Holtby’s elder brother Tom, which in its later and more dilapidated years supplied the original for ‘Maythorpe’ in South Riding. During the War which competitive imperialisms were already preparing unsuspected by Yorkshire, Edmund and Winifred were to spend several war-time ‘leaves’ together when she was nursing in London and he had become an officer in an East Yorkshire regiment. Another childhood companion was Sybil Goulding, the dark, pretty, gifted daughter of a Bridlington bank manager, who later preceded Winifred to Somerville and took a brilliant war-time First in French.

But far deeper and more permanent in its consequences was the children’s friendship with two brothers who came from a neighbouring town to join the games in the stack-yard. The younger, whose age matched Winifred’s, was destined to leave home early and become an efficient, self-confident business man in the Far East. The elder shall be known for the purposes of this volume as Bill, since years afterwards, when the long tale of her loyalty and devotion to his charming incorrigible personality was almost ended, Winifred recorded it in that story of Jean Stanbury and Bill Durrant in Mandoa, Mandoa!

She had, of course, other and older companions, who took her to such thrilling entertainments as the agricultural show at Wetherby, or the performances of the Macdonalds’ Theatrical Society at the village theatre, where she found the sounds of hammering behind the curtain ‘almost unendurably exciting as promise of what was to come.’ Chief among these friends were the young masters from Bridlington School who at weekends walked or cycled over to Rudston, where they found the house a second recreation room and the stack-yard a supplementary games field. Sometimes they brought the school boarders or the Officers’ Training Corps with them for a paper-chase or a route march; sometimes they helped with the village sports in the Holtbys’ paddock, and afterwards sat down with the competitors and the family for a large satisfying tea at the kitchen table.

Familiar as young uncles, their names were a part of Winifred’s conversation from the time that I first knew her. I heard of Mr Warner, the Mathematics master, who wrote her gay, ridiculous letters addressed to ‘Mrs Middleton’ or ‘Mrs Willoughby’; of Mr Blagborough, who was killed in action as a war-time Major; of Mr Bendall, who became a Colonel in the War but survived it; of the alarming bachelor headmaster Mr Thornton, who listened with trepidation in 1934 when Winifred was the first woman ever invited to give the address and present the prizes at the school Speech Day. Most frequently of all she mentioned the school Art master, Mr Robert Horspool, whose favourite nickname for her was ‘Bib.’ One day, not long before her death, when they were walking together up and down the lawn at Cottingham, he found himself unconsciously using the old name, and was startled to see how much it moved her.

‘Oh, Robert!’ she exclaimed, impulsively gripping his arm with tears in her eyes, ‘it’s so charming of you to remember that! So much has happened since I last heard it.’

When Winifred was eight years old, she and Grace drove into Bridlington with Scaife, the solemn-faced groom, for lessons in Art from Mr Horspool. These afternoons gave her the excuse to describe herself as an ‘Old Boy’ of the school in her Speech Day address. This was, perhaps, the most useful consequence of the lessons, since Winifred’s efforts were not of a kind to encourage a teacher hoping for signs of artistic genius. She preferred surreptitious games with the boys, especially one in which the competitors threw lumps of sugar into cups of tea arranged at the end of the long dining-room table. The player who neither spilled the tea nor marked the table-cloth was acclaimed as the winner.

Mr Horspool’s literary co-operation was appreciated far more than his professional instructions, for long before she could read easily Winifred had begun to write, and before she could write she told stories. It was an endowment which proved – as the unexpectedness of human ability has proved so often – that the wind of the spirit bloweth where it listeth, and often chooses the least probable instruments for its finest expression.

At the age of four, Winifred was as implacable a narrator of impossibilities as the Ancient Mariner. Planted on a four-legged wooden stool in the cold stone dairy of the farm, she would ‘read’ interminable narratives to the amiable cook scrubbing the shelves from a book held upside down on her knee. One of these stories, ostensibly related from Nat Gould’s Magpie Jacket with a favourite picture of a racehorse on the cover, was given by its inventor the title of ‘Minnie’s Berk.’ What a ‘Berk’ was, she alone knew. She described it later as a portmanteau word, derived from ‘beck,’ the shallow, stagnant stream beneath the village bridge, and ‘murky,’ which meant something dark and forbidding. Into that sinister Berk, the hapless Minnie was destined to fall. But the story had so many twists, turns and variations that the shelves were scrubbed, the bowls of milk set out, and the pancheon of home-made bread put away, before Minnie reached her hideous destination.

Even when Winifred could read with the effortless rapidity that she never lost, she found her own stories and poems more entertaining than the sentimental pieties of Christie’s Old Organ, Jessica’s First Prayer and A Peep Behind the Scenes. At the age of seven or eight, she and Grace produced a joint magazine with the vicar’s daughters from a neighbouring village who shared their governess. This magazine, written by turns in a half-finished exercise-book, flourished on a basis of mutual admiration until the vicar’s younger daughter produced a poem containing the couplet:



The herds

Of pretty birds,





which moved Winifred to an ecstasy of disdain. Similar in its effects to other tactless criticisms, her derisive candour brought the paper to an end.

By this time she herself was writing poetry on the mass instalment principle. When she felt too lazy to put it all down, she recited it to her bored but tolerant sister. Alice Holtby, proud and amused, encouraged her. In domestic and emotional crises Winifred took to exhorting, consoling or admonishing her mother with appropriately pious or didactic verses written in pencil on scraps of paper and solemnly laid upon her desk. One very juvenile but still decipherable experiment apparently refers to the recent death of an uncle:



On the sad Ascention day,

Mouring Mother weep no more

O’er my uncle’s death so sore,

Others need your care much more

Than he.

He in heaven is at rest

Leaning on Lord Jesu’s brest,

He is now forever blest

Up there.

Far ’way ore the cristle sea

There a place is kept for thee,

Father, Kitty, Grace and me

With him.





As Winifred grew older her scansion, though not her spelling, improved, but the quality of her youthful verses remained unaltered.

‘I regret to confess it,’ she wrote in one of her liveliest articles, Mother Knows Best, ‘that quality is execrable – priggish, derivative, nauseatingly insincere. I was, between the ages of seven and twenty-one, a creature of completely uncritical piety and sentimental convention. One of the earliest efforts runs thus:



Only a rose-bud

Tender and soft,

Dropped from a rose tree,

Waving aloft.

Only a kind thought

Spoken by Love,

Dropped like the rose-bud

From Heaven above.

But the wee rose-bud

Once pleasure gave;

The kind thought’s remembered

Unto the grave.’





Shortly afterwards it evidently began to strike her that even noble sentiments could have too luscious a quality, for an effusion of similar date ends with the heart-rending query:



Oh, why should I suffer? Oh, why should I struggle,

When fame is a-calling to me?

Oh, why should I toil in the murk of the city

When I hear the grand roar of the sea?





At this time Winifred had seen only two cities, Hull and London, and she adored them both. But the idea of urban toil as an alternative to fame and freedom produced almost as satisfactory a sensation of triumphant gloom as the immense blank-verse poem which she began to compose at the age of eleven, scribbling with terrified urgency amid the shadows of a box-room half-lighted by a lantern smuggled from the stable:



Why should we mortals, rulers of this world,

Bow down ourselves to One Who went before

And is long dead – One Who has passed before,

Whom we have never seen, nor neer can see

Till the last trump shall sound, proclaiming all

At end? Both land and sea, and beasts and men,

All mortals to be ended, and the world,

And all the universe, one bare blank space,

Devoid of light, of life, of everything

Save His own presence, making all things day;

And life and love perpetually there,

The end of all things, save of Him Himself.





Much to Winifred’s embarrassment, this turgid soliloquy was included in the published edition of her juvenile verses and given the title In Milton’s Footsteps. For, surprising as it may seem to other literary aspirants who have used up reams of perfectly good paper without the satisfaction of seeing themselves in print, published these verses were. In Mother Knows Best she describes how the astonishing event occurred.

One afternoon in 1911, when she had been at boarding-school for two years, she accompanied the school matron into a stationer’s shop to buy some Christmas presents. And there, beside the counter on a special stand, she saw a quantity of elegant little pink and pale-green gift books, bound in paper and tied with purple ribbon, entitled: My Garden and Other Poems, by Winifred Holtby.



‘I felt – well, what would you have felt? I paid my sixpence – borrowed from the matron, who also, properly astonished, bought a copy. I returned to school – on air? No, in the air, a creature transformed (and doubtless most unpleasant). I might be plain, I might be bad at hockey, I might be delicate, tiresome, naughty and unpopular; but I had done something now that no girl in the school, no girl of my acquaintance (except a horrid little prig, whose photograph I had once seen and hated in the Girl’s Realm) had ever done before. I had published a book.

‘And what a book! The publication had been arranged (for a sum down, I imagine, though I have never asked) with a local firm. My mother’s intention was, I think, to present me with a copy for Christmas; but the ways of publishers are not those of mothers. Commerce frustrated her. But what cared I for her intention? I have known since then countless moments of pleasure, several of rapture and a few of pride, but as I walked back to school with my first published work I knew so dazzling an ecstasy of achievement that nothing experienced since has ever approached it.’





Recently, in the mottled blue exercise-book, still cherished by Winifred’s family and known as ‘The Album,’ in which the manuscript originals of My Garden appear, I found a receipted bill that gave me the information for which she never inquired. Dated December 13th, 1911, it was rendered by a well-known Yorkshire bookseller to Mrs David Holtby, Rudston House, Bridlington, for ‘Producing 500 copies containing 48 pp. of Poems in Art Cover tied with cold ribbon as per our Estimate of 30/9/XI. £10.15.0.’

It seems a modest charge for publishing and distributing so unique a collection of masterpieces.


CHAPTER III

‘FILIA REGIS’

Q.M.S. SCARBOROUGH



There’s a long grey school on a wind-swept hillside,

Where over the garden the wild sea-birds cry;

There’s a red-roofed town that the waves wash ever,

And a castle stands guarding it regally high.

And far away from the eastward coastline,

Where the wind from the moorland heights blows chill,

We suddenly pause in our work to remember

That red-roofed town at the foot of the hill.

When the valley lies still in the soft morning sunlight,

And the looped river gleams like a silver snake,

And the misty clouds that enwrap the shoulders

Of the mountain giants grow tattered and break,

Then we think of the waves in the golden morning,

When the great sun rises beyond the sea,

Throwing living flame on the grey, cold water,

And the fresh salt sting of the wind blowing free.

WINIFRED HOLTBY (aged 16½)

Q.M.S. Magazine, Pitlochry, 1915





The publication of Winifred’s poems was valuable chiefly for the assurance that it gave her. In bringing them out her mother anticipated the methods of modern parents, who are taught at the lectures on infant psychology which they humbly attend that if a child has confidence and a sense of security, everything else shall be added unto him.

Alice Holtby was no theorist, but her intuition was sound. It taught her that, whatever temporary outburst of ebullient pride might result, nothing but good could come in the long run from such a criticism of My Garden as the review published in the Bridlington Gazette. This notice concluded with the encouraging words:



‘From a mind so gifted and a fancy so delicate the world will be justified in expecting much in the future when time and thought and study have done their work upon the fruitful ground, and we shall be much mistaken if the world of poetry shall not be the richer for the existence of Miss Winifred Holtby of Rudstone.’





When Winifred went to Queen Margaret’s School, Scarborough, in September 1909, she possessed several disadvantages which might have given a sense of inferiority to a less affirmative child.

She was very thin, and tall for her age; her lanky limbs and large pale features gave as yet no hint of the Dantesque profile and fair vivid colouring which were to make her so handsome and brilliant in her twenties and so beautiful and impressive in her thirties. She could not spell, or do arithmetic, or sew with patience; neither was she capable of those athletic achievements which inspire adolescent heroine-worship in schoolgirls. Hockey bored her and she played it execrably. At lacrosse her long arms and legs made her a useful player in spite of her natural prejudices, but her occasional membership of the team was a reluctantly accepted obligation. She preferred the Girl Guides, where she rose to be a Patrol Leader, and acquired practical knowledge which was to be useful in Queen Mary’s Army Auxiliary Corps during the War. Later in life her opinion of the ‘ball games’ which have made the English what they are (and account even more, perhaps, for a great deal that they are not) was forcibly expressed in Mandoa, Mandoa! and innumerable articles.

In addition to her athletic deficiencies, Winifred was never strong. During the bleak northern winters she endured agonies from the cold. The Scarborough winds blew too keenly for her delicate constitution, and thirty years ago school sanitation was not all that it has since become. Outgrowing her strength, she developed poisoned glands, the removal of which left a lifelong scar. In moods of self-derision she sometimes entertained the friends of her adulthood with graphic descriptions of the pallid, gawky schoolgirl whose claims to the homage due to beauty were not enhanced by the cotton wool and bandages which swathed her long neck for weeks on end.

Probably the glands and the operation lowered her resistance, for throughout her schooldays at Scarborough she caught one infectious disease after another, and was even known to develop two or three in such rapid succession that their symptoms were almost simultaneous. The London specialists who attended her in her last illness believed that its origin might have lain as far back as an acute attack of scarlet fever, with complications, at the age of fifteen. During the four years of strenuously resisted invalidism which preceded her death, her doctors talked mysteriously of ‘renal sclerosis’ and ‘adjustment to abnormal conditions’; they did not mention the simple if unscientific name of Bright’s Disease, which
















































































































EPILOGUE

FOR THE GHOST OF ELINOR WYLIE

III. Peace



Put up your bright sword ; you have done with fighting.

Your enemies are fled.

There’s no more need for mirth, nor joy’s requiting

Among the quiet dead.

The wounds are healed now and the wrongs are mended;

The feud is buried deep.

Now, the brave battle of your laughter ended,

You, if you will, may weep.

Your terraced garden, your fantastic palaces

Were all too high, too cold;

Bitter the wine you drank from crystal chalices,

Heavy the carven gold.

Your glass and silver were too faery brittle,

Your silk brocades too thin.

Come, you may warm yourself down here a little,

With a shroud to shelter in.

Here are dreams, to give you rest in the night season,

Silence to ease your pain,

And in the grave you’ll find sufficient reason

To turn and sleep again.

WINIFRED HOLTBY

Time and Tide, 1932





At Rudston on October 2nd, 1935, a silent gathering of friends and villagers followed Winifred’s coffin down the sloping churchyard to its grave lined with ivy and clematis. The crowd was as large as the throng of writers, publishers, journalists and politicians which had come the previous day to hear Dick Sheppard conduct her memorial service at St Martin-in-the-Fields, but except for a few friends from London, it was utterly different. These were her people; it was here that she belonged.

The morning had been brilliant with sunshine, and now, at noonday, though the sun had vanished, the air was still bright. As the coffin with its cross of violets was lowered into the flower-lined earth, we tried vainly to realise that now she was gone, quite gone; soon, like the deep waters of the sea, the flood of our trivial occupations, interests, emergencies, would close over her, engulfing her once so lovely image.

Across the long autumn grass as we left the churchyard, a little leaping wind carried to us the exquisite perfume of the flowers heaped beside the upturned soil. Wreath upon wreath and cross upon cross of roses, chrysanthemums, lilies, carnations, dahlias, gladioli and forget-me-nots, they made such a bank of scent and colour as the village had never known. A journalist who had attended many famous funerals wrote later that only at the burial of Ellen Terry – who lived to be more than twice Winifred’s age – had she seen so many flowers sent in honour of a distinguished woman.

‘She has come home,’ said one Rudston dweller, ‘bringing her laurels with her.’

But after her death and burial – as always with those who have been exceptionally gallant and beloved – there were some who set out to destroy the legend which they alleged that her friends had created. The reviews of her posthumous books – not even excluding South Riding – began to strike a captious and disparaging note. Pretentious young critics triumphantly unearthed the old complaint that Winifred was ‘not an artist’; they deplored what they described as attempts to make her a ‘literary figure’; they dismissed her compassionate studies of human needs and problems as ‘documentary.’ One supercilious novelist, reviewing Letters to a Friend, described their author with unperceptive contempt as ‘an enthusiastic Martha.’

What these commentators were really deploring, though they did not know it, was the fact that Winifred had always been a typical product of her age; an age of perpetual and intensive propaganda by screen, wireless and Press, in which it is less possible than it has ever been for a writer to live in serene detachment from the controversies of his time. As Winifred herself had realised in her biographical chapter on Virginia Woolf, the problem of the twentieth-century woman artist there analysed was precisely her own. The conflict which throughout her life divided her mind and spirit was not peculiar to herself.

‘At certain moments – and this is one of them,’ writes Winifred’s Yorkshire contemporary, Storm Jameson, ‘all writers who can claim to be called “living” must be political in a sense. They must have what the Quakers call a concern to understand what is happening in the world, and must engage themselves, in their writing, to promote no comfortable lies, of the sort which people will pay well to be told rather than the truth at these times. A care for justice, a detestation of cruelty, are no more than one expects of an honest writer. He can sometimes – if he has taken care to be born into a more fortunate age – leave thinking directly of them. But not this day. Not this day, with us.’

Like most debunking campaigns, the superficial and ignorant judgments passed upon Winifred – in some instances by writers whom she had encouraged when her assignments on Good Housekeeping and Time and Tide gave her power over their future – were not only unworthy but untrue. Winifred was not a Martha but a saint – with the sensitive social conscience of sainthood and its noble, deplorable exploitability. Moreover, she was a young saint. Inevitably, she spent a great deal of time serving many persons much older than herself, who felt – as senior people so often feel – that youth can easily afford to squander its generous vitality, and who could not or would not realise that her time in the world was to be shorter than theirs. No one was ever more passionately desirous of sitting still in the house; no one was ever more ruthlessly compelled by relatives, friends, acquaintances, readers, fanatics and propagandists to be careful and troubled about many things.

It is, I believe, impossible to overestimate what the achievements of her imagination would have been when full maturity had taught her the wisdom of withholding her eager, conscience-smitten compassion, and she had learnt that one’s self, and not the demanding, exploiting world, is the rightful judge of how one’s time should be spent. The best books are seldom written – though South Riding proves that they sometimes can be – in odd moments left over from promoting the interests of others. That is why the artist must be jealous and fierce for himself, and why we, if we are wise and far-seeing, will be jealous and fierce on his behalf. The enormous, unlimited selfishness of mankind, so pitiless and yet so pitiable in its ruthless blindness, has always extinguished much noble work that should have been cherished in the treasure-house of literature, music and art. But it has deprived itself of few things better worth having than Winifred Holtby’s unwritten books.

No one is especially blameworthy, for the simple reason that all of us, whether seniors or contemporaries, were cruelly and intolerably to blame. We all exploited her. She had so much to give; she gave it with both hands, and we all took – thereby emphasising her own deeply-implanted social tendency to destroy both her life and her literary reputation. According to our different standings and in our various ways, we, her most intimate and devoted admirers, made use of her magnanimity to further our personal ends. We laid our domestic burdens upon her when she was sick and dying; we pestered her with our problems, our anxieties, our families, our ambitions, our love-affairs; we over-worked and under-rewarded her; we sent her forth on tedious and time-absorbing expeditions which varied from finding us lodgings to supporting us in elections; we made her read our letters, speeches and manuscripts; we constantly tore her from her own death-imperilled work to assist the progress of our less urgent activities.

Not one of us who loved her most dearly is guiltless; not even one. But if ever we stand before the Recording Angel and bitterly confess the measure of our joint responsibility for her premature end, it will be her loving, distressed astonishment at our remorse which alone will save us from our just punishment for the wrong we did her.

That is why, as one of the offenders, I wrote in the Epitaph to the special edition of South Riding that I dared not dwell upon her unfulfilled promise, nor picture the heights to which she might have attained had time been permitted her, and a maturer wisdom taught her how to command the uninterrupted peace which her best work required.

But of this at least I still feel certain: that whether or not the spirit of man is destined for some unknown flowering in a life hereafter, the benevolence of the good and the courage of the undefeated remain, like the creative achievements of the richly gifted, a part of the heritage of humanity for ever. As such they attain their own shining immortality, though it is not without tears that we see them pass from our individual experience.



The splendours of the firmament of time

May be eclipsed, but are extinguished not;

Like stars to their appointed height they climb,

And death is a low mist which cannot blot

The brightness it may veil.
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