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Fifty years ago …

The noble hunter’s back in town!

Reflections in an ancient sunlight

Country commuters flying in the face of danger 

Days of wonder that set the night on fire 

Rooked – as anarchy reigns in the House!
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The glorious days of bully hunting 

High on Exmoor – in search of myself 
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The deadly differences of the good companions

As my barn owls await their happy event
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When lovebirds came tapping at my window-pane 

The visitor who stalks by night!

When thieves fall out, then the feathers really fly! 

When a rare beauty comes out of her shell 

Wild cry for help on a lonely road

Save the innocents

Silent night – when the guns held their peace

Yes, you can sometimes trust an old fox

After the storm, the dance of the phantoms


Editor’s note and acknowledgements

These essays were originally published in the Daily Express between 1966 and 1971, and are presented here in date order.

A number of the articles were illustrated, and where possible the illustrations have been included. Many were specially drawn by Richard Richardson, a talented artist and friend of Henry Williamson.

Richardson was born in London in 1922 and by the age of seven had already developed an interest in birds with his earliest surviving sketch of a puffin being dated 1936. After the war he eventually settled at Cley in North Norfolk where he established the Cley Bird Observatory and served as its only warden until it closed in 1963.

Although untrained, Richard Richardson became a skilled bird illustrator and his work appeared in over twenty books as well as bird reports. His most successful commission was The Pocket Guide to British Birds (1952) followed two years later by The Pocket Guide to Nests and Eggs.

Most active birdwatchers in the 1950s–1970s were familiar with the name of Richard Richardson, who became a legend in his own lifetime as a result of his extraordinary skill as a field ornithologist and bird artist. He died in 1977.

The Henry Williamson Society gratefully acknowledges the permission of the Henry Williamson Literary Estate and the Daily Express to reprint this collection. Richard Richardson’s illustrations are reproduced with the kind permission on the Fair Isle Bird Observatory Trust. The Society’s acknowledgements also to Don Roberts; unfortunately it has proved impossible to trace him. Finally, the Society’s thanks to Richard and Anne Williamson for their help and encouragement.
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Introduction

Henry returned to the Express because of the Somme fiftieth anniversary, and was in his element: he knew his subject. I can remember how, on seeing his name in an Express advertisement across the side of a London bus, he said with gratification that ‘I suppose one has arrived.’

In the nature articles he was a little daunted by his lack of recent observation and the advance of scientific knowledge. He was deeply suspicious of scientists not merely because of their knack of opening Pandora’s box, but because they represented an alien circle, apparently at odds with the Arts. But are the country articles mere musings, ramblings? Be warned lest you think so: Henry knew his audience were fairly light readers, skipping through the pages in the office coffee break or on the seven-fifty into work, and his easy images, his persuasive holding of the hand on innocent little wanderings into nowhere, a kind of Water Babies and Alice, let one breathe for five minutes, smile or even chuckle and feel reassured that man could still wander around looking at pebbles or the moon or starlings. Observe, too, the fertility of his imagination as he casually pictures for you, for example, the way in which a nightjar glides, ‘as a boy might if suddenly he discovered his arms were wings’. Probably not more than a hundred Express readers had ever seen a nightjar doing this wobbly flight, but they all saw it through Henry’s words.

He had the knack, then, of relating what was happening in nature to how he perceived it, thus making it real to the reader, too. No good telling everyone that a cormorant is dying of oil pollution unless the writer tells us how it feels to be a bird. Besides, not everyone wants the fag of learning facts — that’s the writer’s job, dropping details without you realising.

The Williamson reader will recognise much more in this collection than the Express reader had time to. We know that here is ‘the hole in the wall’ closed and shuttered through which the tired and lonely writer at ‘wax taper’ tried desperately to pass again, to meet the spirits on The Chains, to walk on the Burrows, to feel the thrill of being alive after the terror of the Trenches, to lie beneath the stars of midsummer. The joy of the essays is their unselfconsciousness, almost as though he is talking to himself and we overhear his mind, but part of our attention is that we perceive a doomed man, too sensitive for this world, and almost living within the next; his writing, his thoughts are the semi-permeable membrane through which he appears to be able to see, but at which we can only guess.

For the country illustrations Henry remembered Richard Richardson the artist, from Stiffkey days, when the young soldier, serving in India, sent wonderful aerogrammes of bird life month by month as a tribute for Tarka’s creator. Henry thought he looked like Lawrence of Arabia. Richard was extremely pleased with the commission.

I helped him a great deal with this section, deliberately feeding him facts and thoughts, sometimes correcting or rewriting. As ever, he was in some considerable anguish when doing them, fearing failures, scared he wouldn’t get a story, terrified that they’d be sent back, knowing that the end of writing was the end of life. When each one had been written the wine would flow; well, not too freely; there would be much snapping of fingers, high kicks around the room, throwing of bread in restaurants, tales of how the Express editor called him ‘our tame writer’ and once opened champagne.

The series of three articles in November 1970 ‘Save the Innocents’ were rather special, for they were to coincide with a prestigious World Wildlife Congress in London attended by eminent scientists, and, at an evening cabaret at The Talk of the Town, all the crowned heads of Europe, led by the Queen. Henry was excited by the attention that he hoped his articles would cause. On Wednesday 18th the article contained his much cherished phrase, written in 1946 at the dropping of the Hiroshima bomb. ‘This morning the sun was affronted by a malevolent glint over Hiroshima.’ He went out and got twenty copies of the paper for the delegates, placing them ready at coffee break. Hardly any glanced at the article or bought the paper, despite his subdued selling tactics; he thought them all a very dull crowd indeed; scientists. However, fortunately, Sir Peter Scott remembered and saved the day with a word of thanks.

At that time he was living alone, his second wife had gone and at the age of seventy-five he was sometimes horrified that he would soon be eighty: ‘A great age,’ he would say in disbelief. There were the odd crumbs of comfort, for such anguish did, it must be admitted, provoke sympathy wherever he went, and though he assured everyone that he ‘had not a single friend left in Devon’ we discovered that he was always going out to tea, or dinner, or to stay, with some family. For many of the articles, he stayed in his club at the National Liberal, a rather dull old place but with warm and cosy bedrooms overlooking the busy street and starling haunted sky. He was happiest when the sun shone from a cloudless sky and he could stretch out in the long grass, perhaps at my nature reserve at Kingley Vale, where he often used to wander about, looking for something to amuse, once taking off his clothes, tying grass round his ankles and his thatch of white hair and running about pretending to be possessed by spirits. Perhaps he didn’t have to pretend.

His diaries at this time are unusually full, his main writing life having been concluded. There are many portentious entries, for example, on reading Alec Waugh’s essay on his brother: ‘Evelyn, like me, ran out of steam and died fairly young. I have died, but still have the steam-vapour and little more …’; later — ‘Dead tired, as usual. Cannot break the barrier of weariness’, and ‘Depressed, alas … I MUST summon up (depleted) forces to do Income Tax Returns …’; while just after the last Express article I read this entry on May 16th, 1971: ‘Dear Reader (I being dead) pray be tolerant. I have had too much to do, alone, for too long. I am now breaking up, my work or therapy being over. Now to continue this unhistoric record, from my “bilge”.’

But there was little hint in these Express articles of how things were really going.

Richard Williamson


[image: image]

The Somme – just fifty years after

I

After the failures to break through the German lines in 1915, what was left of the original British Expeditionary Force was scattered either in the graveyards of Flanders and Artois, or ‘on the Staff’, or officering the New Armies being raised at home by Lord Kitchener.

The exhausting, the deadly failed assaults of 1915 at Festubert–Neuve Chapelle–Aubers Ridge – and at Loos, were of the past: a condition of nerve-sharp men, frantic within, advancing against uncut barbed-wire obstacles swept by machine-gun fire; men who had known their fate before they had climbed over trench parapets laid with small sacks filled with mud, called sandbags.

White-faced, a sleep-walker of terror with staring eyes, each man had been essentially alone as the advancing ragged lines became thinner and thinner, until the survivors of the first few shattering minutes threw themselves down to fire at unseen machine guns in redbrick ruins broken and gaunt upon a forsaken landscape of watery, cratered fields of clay.

What survivors there were waited until darkness dropped its pall, when magnesium flares streaked up into the sky, to glimmer awhile, to sink on parachutes in waves of greenish-white and reveal direction to those crawling to safety.

But now in 1916, a brighter future lay ahead! For soon the New Armies would arrive in France.

The first to be formed was the Fourth, in Picardy.

The very name had a freshness about it. And so it turned out: here were clear water streams in green valleys, fed by springs breaking below a gently rolling downland country.

For a dozen and more miles almost to the wide and steep valley of the Somme, where our right flank joined the French Army, we were, it was learned from the poilus, in the Garden of Eden.

An occasional shell, falling somewhere else. Sometimes at night the slow pop-pop-pop of a German machine gun, practising it seemed, or to show their Staff visitors that they were still awake.

Apple orchards had bloomed, nightingales sang in coppice and gardens, partridges flew among the wild grasses and flowers of no-man’s-land.

Far away, as in another world, a rusty tinge was visible above the blowing pollen of the grasses – the wire-belts of the German First Position.

And now, towards the end of the month, things began to liven up. Orders came for harassing and offensive local actions. At night patrols went out, to seek and bomb enemy patrols. Many new trenches were dug, barbed-wire obstacles put out at night.

More and more new battalions appeared for tours of duty, at first mingled with less unseasoned units. Thus the routine took on the old pattern of trench life. One could hardly call it war.

An occasional casualty from shrapnel or stray bullet, and the hero went back with a cushy one, even perhaps a blighty. Bad luck, old boy, you’ll miss the Big Push!

For it was evident by now that an offensive on a scale hitherto unknown was being prepared.

The new battalions, now fairly way-wise, spent two days in the front line, two in support, two in reserve, followed by two in billets among the sleepy old villages in the rear, but not to rest.

They spent most of the daylight and moonlight at working parties, aptly called fatigues; and, as more and more British troops arrived at the bases of Calais, Boulogne, and Havre, in large-scale manoeuvres well back.

How keen they were, those new officers and men of what was known at home as the Citizen Army! Training in back areas consisted of advances, armed as in battle, against real trenches, dug to patterns revealed by aerial photographs of the Royal Flying Corps over the German lines.

Platoons of 64 men, led by a second-lieutenant (temporary commission), four platoons to a company commanded by a captain (‘temporary gentleman’), and four companies to a battalion advanced up gentle slopes practising the latest techniques outlined in pamphlets marked CONFIDENTIAL.

As June of 1916 advanced upon the Western Front, and particularly in the Garden of Eden, optimism, excitement, and desire for the Big Push prevailed west of that silent and mysterious brown tinge which was the rusty wire entangled with tall grasses before the German First Position.

Lovely summer weather! Rolling downland country, minute white puffs following some frail, midge-like speck hardly moving, it seemed, at 15,000 feet and taking photographs, more photographs.

Remote and tiny puffs of Archie; for under the leaves of every coppice, in the shadow of every chalk quarry, in barns with camouflaged roof-spaces, behind every landsherd of unploughed steepness facing away from the German lines were the gun-pits; for all this country is now one great arsenal of death, waiting, waiting, to send a million and a half tons of high-explosive contained within steel shells upon the German First Position.

Wildfowl led their dappled young across the reedy lagoons of the wide valley of the Ancre, a swift-flowing chalk stream, filled with fine trout, joining the River Somme lower down, beyond the Golden Virgin of Albert Cathedral.

On the valley road, as everywhere else behind Fourth Army front – for General Sir Henry Rawlinson is to fight the coming battle – there is constant movement of wheeled traffic and marching men, files of mules and horses being led to water in long canvas troughs by the wayside, fed by pumps from the new artesian wells. Great black howitzers trundle behind caterpillar tractors, roads everywhere are being repaired (for they wear out of metalling every few days) by gangs of German prisoners.

What energy is observed as one rides down the road! Acre upon acre of dumped shells, boxes of bombs and small-arms ammunition, mortar ‘plum puddings’, boxes of hand grenades, shovels, picks, rolls of galvanised barbed wire, screw-pickets, like giant corkscrews, to hold the wire entanglements.

Flights of scout planes flying in formation into the East, to shoot down enemy reconnaissance planes and Randy Ruperts, otherwise tethered observation sausage balloons, behind the German lines.

Such movement is reassuring. Even the pessimistic old soldier of 1914 feels the prevailing optimism rising above a miasma of ancient dread.

For it was something hardly to be faced even in thought: that the known plan of General Rawlinson, based on annihilation of enemy positions by bombardment: total destruction of all defences and defenders before and behind the First Position, was based on an incomplete assessment of the enemy’s fortress-strength.

General Rawlinson’s headquarters lay beside the Amiens–Albert road, up which in endless columns foot and wheeled traffic was moving east. The long straight pavé road, built by Napoleon, was hard for marching feet.

Poplar trees lined the long route Napoleon, the shade of rustling leaves was welcome on grassy verges where the columns fell out to rest 10 minutes of every marching hour. Endless sweating faces, endless tramps of heavy nailed boots.

‘My dear old bean, I tell you, this time nothing of the old Huns’ field works will be left. Just think – seven days’ preliminary bombardment, night and day! A million and a half shells pooped off before Zero Hour!’

The division is out of the line, assembling at a back area behind Querrieu, for battle-formation practice as a division, under the eye of Fourth Army Commander, the great man himself.

There he is, with his guidon, banner with the Fourth Army’s device of a wild boar’s head, and the immaculate red-tabbed staff with the Divisional Commander.

Enemy trenches marked by tapes, lest enemy aircraft spot what’s going on. Markers with flags will move on as the (imagined) artillery barrage lifts to behind the enemy front trench.

Advance in six orderly lines, one hundred yards intervals in depth. Six ‘waves’ (new word) of carrying parties – pedlars in fact. For on Zero Day each infantryman will carry about 60lbs of clobber – wire, screw-pickets, bombs, SAA, iron rations in sandbags, water in two-gallon petrol cans, shovels, picks, all the usual stuff.

Is this clobber to be carried across a roadless, upheaved area like a frozen stormy sea of chalk and loam, of villages turned by high explosive into red dust clouds borne up into higher heated air …

‘The adjutant’s compliments, all company officers to the Commanding Officer’s conference, sir.’

The CO wears the MC riband with silver rosette, the Cross was twice won in the 1915 battles. He is a captain, with acting rank only.

‘To sum up, the Army Commander bases the attack on the belief that nothing will remain of the Boche fortifications at Zero Hour.’

Twelve thousand acres of total upheaval. Thirteen British divisions over the top. 

One hundred and forty battalions advancing 2,400 yards on average, on the way dumping their pedlar’s junk and ‘dealing’ with any German troops who may or may not have survived 1,500,000 shell-bursts on top, sometimes, of those 30ft-deep dugouts.

‘Well, that’s about all. Any questions?’

Silence. One hardly dares to think it to oneself …

The senior major, second-in-command, who will remain behind on Z-day and look after the cadre of officers and men left behind to form a nucleus speaks:–

‘I hear from the brigade major that “Duggie” Haig quoted the Infantry Training Manual to “Rawly”, saying it laid down that the first principle of an assault is to rush the position.’

‘The orders’, says the Colonel (acting) slowly and distinctly, ‘are based on the Army Commander’s assurance that there will be no opposition to speak of on Zero Day. At least, not in the First Position.’

Now let us see what is happening beyond the rusty brown line far away across no-man’s-land; and beyond, to Bapaume, 10 miles behind the First Position.

The red-brick town is the headquarters of the commander of the Second German Army.

A Senior Commanders’ Conference has been called thither, to discuss a somewhat puzzling situation.

First, what are the British up to? Is there to be a genuine offensive?

For they lack sufficient siege artillery to destroy the underground stellung or fortress system of thousands of linked dugouts, each a panelled chamber 7ft high and 30ft deep in the chalk, with 40 wood-lined steps leading down to the living chambers, with bunk beds and all with alternative exits and entrances.

Is this, then, to be a feint attack, to draw the German reserves from the French front at Verdun?

We shall now consider that our German troops evacuate all their positions the night before the attack, which we know by our ‘Moritz’ listening apparatus, by which all telephone talks have been recorded, to be the end of June.

Shall we allow the waves of attackers to go forward and finding our stellungen unmanned, advance further, and then shall we attack on the flanks with a pincer movement?

It was decided not to evacuate their positions, but to continue practising rapid ascent to the dugout entrances and to scramble over the trench parapets to conceal the machine-gun teams in shellholes in no-man’s-land, in front of the rush wire belts, and to fire down fixed corridors of arranged cross-fire when the pedlars, carrying their loads, and their eyes dazed by the sun rising in the east, were within 150 metres of the First Position.
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Photograph courtesy of the Imperial War Museum, London. Negative Q4056

July 1916 – and a chaplain takes the name of a British Tommy wounded during the advance on the Somme

II


Rainy weather delayed Zero hour by two days, and to avoid confusion Y/Z night became Y2/Z night. A south-west gale kept aircraft grounded.

But the shells rushed east from British batteries in orchard, cottage garden, spinney, and chalk quarry below the downlands which drained into the River Somme.

Distant groups of spoutings arose over the German lines, as from unseen whales in a rough sea breaking, in places, as on some far away Pacific reef.

Fourth Army, which was to fight the battle, wanted to know the disposition and strength of the German truppen which opposed the 13 British divisions in the line, so many night raids fell upon the First German Position, all along the 12 miles of Fourth Army Front, to bring back prisoners for questioning.

Scores of reports
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Photograph courtesy of the Imperial War Museum, London. Negative Q753
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