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Editor’s Note

Henry Williamson (1895-1977) is perhaps best remembered today as a ‘nature’ writer, the author of Tarka the Otter and Salar the Salmon, although he wrote over fifty books during a long life, including the Flax of Dream tetralogy and his magnum opus, the 15-volume novel sequence A Chronicle of Ancient Sunlight. What is not so well known is that he was also a broadcaster of some repute, both before and after the Second World War.  It is clear from looking at his scripts that as much care went into the writing of these as into his books, and they remain immensely readable.

The surviving scripts of his broadcasts have been gathered into two volumes by the Henry Williamson Society and published as Spring Days in Devon (1992) and Pen and Plough (1993), both now available as e-books (2013).

The talks in Pen and Plough have been divided into two groups: ‘The Country Reporter’ and ‘Books and Writers’. They are presented chronologically by broadcast within those groups. The talks have been taken from the BBC’s microfilms of scripts and transcripts, the scripts being the ones that Williamson actually used; the great majority bear changes in his own hand, many extensive. The versions used here are not quite as broadcast; while additions and revisions have been retained, deletions (sometimes whole paragraphs) have been restored when it seemed appropriate. Often these deletions were made at the time of rehearsal, purely to fine tune the talk to the time available for the broadcast.

Pen and Plough could not have been compiled without the generous help of the BBC Written Archives Centre, and especially Neil Somerville, who answered all my questions with such patience. My thanks also go to Dr Wheatley Blench for both his advice and providing the bibliographical information regarding Dick o’ the Fens and Greene Ferne Farm.

The Henry Williamson Society gratefully acknowledges the permission of the Trustees of the Henry Williamson Literary Estate to publish this collection and the photograph of Henry Williamson in his sailing dinghy Pinta, from the archive of the Literary Estate.

John Gregory

2013

 
Part One

The
Country Reporter


Norfolk Farmer
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It feels strange to be in London, after weeks of working as an agricultural labourer on the Norfolk coast. Only a few hours ago I was sitting on a tractor, rolling a field of barley, while the east wind whirled a light dust in my eyes and ears, and powdered my hair. For weeks I meant to get my hair cut, with the luxury of a shampoo. It was so long and thick, I needed no hat. I broke several combs trying to reform it every morning.

This morning in Norfolk I was a tousled labourer; tonight in London my head is sleek, and feeling slightly chilly. I arrived at Liverpool Street Station on the East Anglian express, which takes 2¼ hours from Norwich. It was nice to relax in the coach, to feel that someone else was doing the work. I walked here from the station, and thought how clean the streets of London were; and how much smarter the lorries were kept, and also the horses. I took quite a professional interest in the van horses, looking at their feet, their well-groomed coats, their well-cared-for appearance. Farm horses are much harder worked – ‘hard graft’, as they say in Norfolk.

Now, what can I talk to you about? Well, the chief topic of talk among English countrymen at the moment is the drought. I should explain that I work a mixed farm of about 240 acres. For me, and my neighbours, the drought is serious. I took my farm over only six months ago, at Michaelmas (incidentally without any previous experience of farming whatsoever), and owing to lack of implements and the derelict condition of the farm buildings, and also a job of house building for myself, I could not get any of the usual autumn and winter ploughing done. In February, however, I started ploughing the first of our fields. Our arable is on the hill above the farm, which lies on the coast. The north wind comes over the sea straight from the Pole. Wrapped in an old flying leather coat, and several jerseys underneath, and wearing a moth-eaten pair of war-time puttees, flying helmet and gauntlets, I sat on the tractor day after day while the wild geese flew overhead, and the gulls followed my furrows, screaming and jostling.

After living nearly twenty years in Devon, with its soft climate, I had been bracing myself to meet these East coast winds which swept across the upland fields of my coastal farm; but was astonished to find that I could withstand them more easily, apparently, than the natives. My fellow worker and teamsman, as he walked behind the single furrow plough, drawn by Blossom and Gilbert, wore six coats and his face was gaunt with cold when he met me at 12 o’clock for our lunch under the lea of the haystack.

February passed, and in the middle of March we started to drill our barley.

There are three kinds of land on my farm – light, otherwise sandy or gravelly land; loam, with a pan of hard chalk a few inches down; and a medium to heavy brown, clayey soil, not stiff like the gaults of Essex, but like them, quite unworkable when the furrows have dried out. We drilled two fields of lighter soil with barley, but when we came to cultivate the furrows of our brown fields, which in a good season produce barley which goes to make some of the best beers in England, we found them unworkable. Now, at the end of the third week of April, they are still unworkable. The season for drilling barley is practically over, and I have one-third of my cornland useless. The barley is up in the other fields, but beginning to go yellow for lack of rain.

There is another trouble, too; no grass for the bullocks and cows. The root heaps, covered with straw and earth last October, are now almost finished, and most of us in East Anglia, and indeed in other parts of England except the extreme West, will find ourselves without food for the beasts. They say there has been nothing like it during living memory – and in this part of England men live longer than anywhere else.

However, there are many other things, too. This part of Norfolk is renowned for its wild pheasants, which, owing to this light rainfall and generally light soil, manage to rear most of their broods. Someone said to me, ‘Don’t buy a tractor if you want to keep the pheasant in your woods, they’ll leave, if you do.’ Certainly these birds are very wary and shy here, but the tractor so far from scaring them, seems to me to be one of the things which reassures them in their otherwise constant wariness of man. When I was ploughing they took not the slightest notice of me or the machine, but would feed within a few yards of the twin furrows corkscrewing behind my slow and noisy progress. It was the same with the wild pigeons, usually the shyest of birds. As for the rooks and jackdaws, they continued to hammer my turnips, when I was ploughing near the line of unpulled roots, as though I were no more than an old and trusted scarecrow. In fact I have opportunity to do, since I have become a ploughman, what I have not been able to do for years owing to the intensity of my literary work – become a genuine idle bird-watcher again. For any brain-worker who needs to slow down his super-civilized tempo, with its hypersensitiveness about the wickedness and cruelty of humanity, I recommend the job of farm-labourer. After the first few score of tons of roots or ‘muck’ lifted into a tumbril, when the muscles have ceased to ache and that hopeless feeling hardens off into the zest of natural living – the reward comes, in the form of contentment, and patience, and freedom from mental agitations of the city-dweller.

Broadcast in the Empire Service on 21 April 1938,
 in the series Green Fields and Pavements.



Field and Pavement
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Arnold Bennett once said that the most beautiful word in the English language was ‘pavement’. I wonder if he was judging it by its sound alone. It’s a smooth word. I read once in my youth, when such things were foremost in my mind, that the famous chemist’s-assistant line of Keats – or, as they pronounced it in those days ‘kimmist’ – ‘apothecary’, I think is the right period word – that Keats’ line

and lucent syrups tinct with cinnamon 

was the most melodious line in English poetry. Robert Graves, a living poet, pointed out that much of Keats’ verse revealed a strong sense of taste, whereas the finest poetry is based on a fusion of the sense of sight, whence comes insight. Now keen sight is natural, whereas limited sight is unnatural, in that surroundings have dulled or limited the vision. A narrow-minded man is the man whose sight, through physical or psychological defects, is limited. To see properly is to understand. And, coming back to Arnold Bennett and his feeling that the word ‘pavement’ is the most beautiful word in the language, and knowing that he had keen sight, I should imagine that he was not thinking of the smoothness of the word, as a mere sound, but of some association that had given him sudden joy. The sight of old grey flagstones, worn by generations of human feet, drying after a sudden April shower – nice clean washed flagstones (for Arnold Bennett loathed dirt or untidiness) – and himself happy that he had just made a good contract for some articles, or that he was going to meet someone with a luminous mind. Perhaps if he had been passing that way when the flagstones were being heaved up, possibly with the aid of machine-gun-like noises of pneumatic drills, or hot steaming asphalt being poured into the earthy cavities, he would not have thought the word ‘pavement’ a beautiful one. There would be no peace, no reflection, no meditation to go in mental association with the word.

Of course, one mustn’t take a writer too seriously. He lives, or makes his living, through the use of ideas which come into his mind. He capitalises his ideas. He is very grateful to his sub-conscious self for throwing up ideas for essays and articles.

Consider the idea behind this very talk, for example. It arose in this way. A few hours ago, this very morning to be exact, I was sitting on a tractor, which pulled a heavy rib-roll on new-turned furrows of my Norfolk farm. On the other side of the field, was a second hired tractor, ploughing. This ploughing was an act of desperation, put out to contract. Owing to the drought, and the fact that it is nearly May, it looked as though my seed barley would not go underground this year. The field had already been ploughed, in February, and the furrows were as hard as – well, almost as hard as flagstones. Week after week we have waited for rain, telling each other – my steward and I – that it would come next week, perhaps. It did not come. At last, we decided to get someone to plough it deep, and so turn up what little damp lay there, and press it down immediately, before it dried out in the sun and the east wind. I couldn’t plough it with my tractor, and roll it at the same time; I mustn’t waste even half an hour. Well, as I was sitting there, sometimes turning round to watch, ruefully, great hard lumps being pressed down, unbroken, with some of the fresh, easy-crumbling earth, I thought how beautiful was the wood in front of me, about a quarter of a mile away, at the northern end of the field. This wood is called Fox Covert, and the field Fox Covert Field. There were walnuts, ash trees, maythorns, crab apples in pink and white blossom, sycamores, pines, oaks, and chestnuts. To left and right of the strip of woodland lay the thick blue line of the North Sea, above a flat greyish prospect of sands and marshes. The colours of the trees were so vivid that if they were painted exactly as they looked, the oil painting would look too fresh, too idealised, too pretty-pretty. For a moment my mind was idle, and could rest itself in these colours. Too often the mind is filled with necessary material things, such as barb-wire and staples for the broken fences (our bullocks will soon be leaving the yards for the meadows, where the spring grass should be growing, though it isn’t much, owing to the drought) and posts for the fences, whether to buy them or cut them from the woods, and scores of other details in the building-up of the complicated series of interwoven businesses called farming. Next year, when my farming organisation is more or less built up, there will be some leisure to explore the woods, to find out what birds nest there and what flowers grow on the marshes below. This is the Wild Goose Coast. Thousands flew over during the past winter, a most exhilarating sight, and sound. I heard them first several minutes before they came into sight: a hankling, cronkling noise gradually filling the sky, and there they were, a thin smoky line on the horizon, slowly drawing out into a chevron or wide angle, four or five hundred of them. They had been feeding on the clover fields inland, and were returning to the sandbanks for the day. They’re all gone now, of course – except a few who remain as captives, having been shot down and winged, and by now, tamed.

I remember a flight coming in low over the trees of Fox Covert Wood, while I was looking at a ruinous bullock yard built there years ago – the idea being to save haulage of manure from the yards below the steep hill. These geese flew low, just over the treetops, while the wind swayed them about. They moved very slowly, and I thought they were going to pitch on the stubble, and stood still, thrilled with the sight. But two pigeons chose that moment to fly into the wood crosswise the flight of geese, and seeing me, dashed off again.

The geese were alarmed, and swung round with the wind and I was left shouting at the pigeons. The pigeons had stripped ten acres of clover plants for me, and I had no love for them. Sometimes flocks of thousands, migrants from Norway, come in the woods, and can do pounds worth of damage in a few hours. So-called nature loving is a question of the point of view, of the idle or occupied mind. What to the pavement-walker, on holiday, may be a harmonious peaceful sound, the crooning of wild pigeons, may to the farmer bring up a vision of a cunning, alert despoiler of his peas and other crops. How those pigeons eat! I have seen them so gorged with acorns, that they cannot fly, but flutter along the ground dragged down by the weight of their crops. There’s a little wood of oaks I know in Devon, which comes entirely from the crop of one pigeon. I forget how many trees there are, thirty or forty or thereabouts: they shelter a good many pigeons in their branches today.

There are a good many pigeons in London today! I walked from Liverpool Street Station this afternoon, on my way to Broadcasting House, and saw the usual sight of wheeling dingy grey and fluttering wings before St. Paul’s, visitors standing on the flagstones holding out palmfuls of corn, birds perching on their hats and shoulders. The problem (not of course from the visitor’s view-point) is how to keep down the numbers of these birds, which breed on ledges of City buildings, on Nelson’s Monument in Trafalgar Square, in boughs of the plane trees on the Embankment, and anywhere two white eggs can rest without falling. Anything but the natural method is considered inhumane: by the natural method I mean, bring a pair or two of falcons into London and let them loose. The sight of these noble birds stooping on a flight of pigeons would be one of the thrills of London, and it would be just as swift a death as gassing, or netting and then killing the birds. Many of us are so squeamish nowadays; the idea of letting ‘cruel’ hawks acting as natural eliminators of the slower and weaker pigeons would certainly be opposed on grounds of so-called humanitarianism. Some townsmen are apt to think that pavement ideas are superior to the laws of nature which were forming this earth of ours many millions of centuries before even paving stones – or asphalt – were laid down. Until quite recently, by the way, peregrine falcons, and kites – now extinct in England – used to nest every year on the cross of St. Paul’s.

Another bird which I like to see in London – I like the pigeons in London, too – is the starling. Roosting starlings are a familiar sight round Charing Cross (did you know, by the way, that little more than a hundred years ago there was a rookery in the trees where now Trafalgar Square is? The trees stood out of what was then called Pudding Island, a name which the locals gave to where carts and horses stood and rested, a pretty mess it was too, I expect). These modern starlings seem to be awake all night, and no wonder, with the lights and noises and movements below and about them. Their tired throats give out, almost automatically, a weird reproduction of London’s noises. In mass, they are a sort of living gramophone record of the present – and the past, too. Starlings learn their songs, or that squitchedy jumble of noises which they squirt from their beaks into the carbonated metropolitan air, by imitation, what is called mimicry. (We all learn to speak that way, of course.) Some of the starlings, if you listen carefully, utter sounds now obsolete, such as the yodelled Milk-O! of a past generation of milkmen, one of the last of London’s trade-cries to fade away. But not faded from London’s starlings! Handed down from father to son, or mimicked from bird to bird, the cry of the morning milkman, and the clank of his iron can, can still be heard from their nightly roost, a fretted pinnacle of stone, looking like a petrified Christmas tree, which stands by the gates of Charing Cross Station. You can hear, also, the exhaust noises of the latest cars which glide down Piccadilly; the swish of water from the hoses which clean the almost-empty pre-dawn streets; the wild cheers of football-fans finishing up an evening in the Strand; the sergeant-major giving the order to Slope Hipe at the inspection of the guard at Buckingham Palace; the clip clop of hooves on tarmac; the cry of the owl in Hyde Park; and echoes of trombone, trumpet, and saxophone from Arnold Bennett’s Grand Babylon Hotel. In fact, you can hear anything and everything of London and the outlying suburbs from the starlings roosting around the National Gallery and the pinnacles of Charing Cross. You find this hard to believe, perhaps? Well, when you’re next in London, make a point of listening to them. And here’s another thing which might interest you. London’s pigeons, feeling old age closing on them, go to die – where do you think? On the top of Nelson’s column. If you don’t believe this, climb up and see for yourself. I haven’t got so far myself yet, but my information comes from the steeplejack who has the contract to wash the statue – or the ‘bloke’ as he calls it – every so often. We had a pint together last time I was up.

Where was I? On the tractor, wasn’t it
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