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Editor’s Note and Acknowledgements

Henry Williamson began writing his weekly column The Notebook of a Nature-lover for the Sunday Referee in May 1933. It continued, with the occasional gap, until February 1936. During this period Williamson and his family were living in a thatched cottage at Shallowford, near Filleigh in North Devon, and he was in the throes of writing his much loved classic Salar the Salmon, ‘every word being chipped from the breast bone’, as he was wont to say afterwards. Salar was published in October 1935 by Faber and Faber and is in print to this day, a tribute to the remarkable feat of imagination and observation which produced it.

For the Sunday Referee Henry Williamson, his reputation at its zenith, was a prize catch. The caricature by Coia used as a frontispiece was one of a series which included Aldous Huxley, Richard Aldington and Bertrand Russell. The newspaper stated proudly that ‘week by week this artist will portray in his own unusual style members of that brilliant team of writers who are building up the Sunday Referee’s reputation as the National Newspaper for Thinking Men and Women.’ Emilio Coia (1911-1997), Glaswegian son of Italian immigrants, was a well-known and sought after cartoonist of the day, contributing his drawings to, among others, the Sunday Chronicle, the Daily Express, Tatler, Sketch, News Chronicle and the Sunday Referee. He was hailed as ‘the first Cubist caricaturist’.



Many of the earlier Sunday Referee articles were collected and published in The Linhay on the Downs (Jonathan Cape, 1934). Clemence Dane wrote of this ‘Here is another volume of Henry Williamson’s tender, illuminating studies of life in the English countryside.... He knows his fields and woods, understands and perfectly renders back that mingled charm of colour, scent and shape which is the English countryside. He knows, too, how to translate the hidden life of birds and beasts.’ The same may well be said of this present anthology, collecting for the first time the remaining Sunday Referee pieces, which recall a Devon that has all but vanished in the sixty years since they were written.


My thanks must go to Ian Rennie, who supplied me with detailed information about Williamson’s Sunday Referee contributions; to Mick Loates for his meticulous and delightful line drawings, and especially to Mrs Loetitia Williamson for both her encouragement and her foreword recalling those Shallowford days of so long ago. Unfortunately it has proved impossible to trace the holder of the copyright for Coia’s drawing, the use of which is hereby acknowledged. The Henry Williamson Society gratefully acknowledges the permission of the Trustees of the Henry Williamson Literary Estate to publish this collection and to use the salmon colophon from the first edition of Salar.

John Gregory


Foreword

by

Mrs Loetitia Williamson

While re-reading these newspaper articles I am taken back in thought to life as it was in the country sixty years ago. So different to life as it is now – then, small children could wander up the lane by themselves to spend their pennies at the village shop, or run through the woods to a cottage half-a-mile away where an old lady made the most delicious ice-cream which she sold in halfpenny and penny cornets, and five- and six-year-olds could walk the mile-and-a-half to school – so very different now when children are hardly safe in their own gardens.

No electricity in the cottage at Shallowford in those far-off days: oil-lamps and candles; oil cooking stove; coke boiler for hot water; no vacuum cleaner; no electric iron; no washing machine; no fridges or freezers. What a lot we take for granted now. The cottage itself, however, was warm and dry with thick walls and thatched roof. We used to hear the rats running about overhead and through the cob walls and sometimes they would find their way inside, much to the consternation of visitors.

The two neighbouring labourers’ cottages were very primitive: cooking was done on an open fire in which whole faggots were burnt. A kettle or cooking-pot would be suspended by a chain over the fire; there must have been an oven of some sort – perhaps a brick oven at the side? The faggots would have been cut by the farm-worker in his own time, and he would be lent a horse and cart from the estate to take them home where they would be built into a tidy stack. This would be their fuel for the whole year. There is no sign of these cottages now. I don’t know when they were demolished but the occupants had been moved to more modern dwellings during our time at Shallowford.

One of them, Mrs Ridd, ‘Riddy’ to the children, was greatly loved. She came and helped in the house at times, and one day when small four-year-old John was ‘helping’ make pastry, sitting up at the kitchen table, he said ‘Be ’ee married to Mr Ridd, Riddy?’ Riddy, rather surprised, ‘For why, Johnnie?’ ‘Oh I dunno, I thought perhaps if you wasn’t I’d marry you myself one day.’ I can see Riddy now, a comfortable warm-hearted Devon woman; no wonder she was a favourite with the children.

I seldom went on the Exmoor walks with Henry, there was too much to do at home; but I do remember one day. We came to a small river and leaning over a bridge we saw a young man fly fishing. Of course this intrigued Henry – it was after Salar was published – and he could not help calling out and giving advice on some technical point. Then he said, ‘Have you read a book called Salar the Salmon?’ ‘Of course I have,’ replied the man, obviously impatient at having been interrupted. ‘I wrote it,’ said Henry, ‘Good-bye.’ I shall never forget the astonishment on the fisherman’s face, but by this time Henry was striding away up the hill.

These Exmoor walks were very precious to Henry – but I wonder if there would be the same enchantment now? Then, it was a triumph to find ‘Pinkery’ pond; now I believe there is a ‘proper’ path to it. And Dunkery Beacon is no longer as unattainable as it was sixty years ago. Of course there are still wild places and wonderful combes and valleys, but I feel that perhaps members of the Ramblers’ Association know them only too well.

There are other changes, too, nearer at hand. The viaduct, over which ran the single line railway track from Taunton to Barnstaple, on which the children, and Henry too, trespassed more than once, is no more. It is now a road-bridge, part of the new by-pass which has shortened by possibly almost two hours the time taken to drive the same distance. No longer do we pass Stag’s Head, where the penny ice-creams were made; no longer see the front of Castle Hill, the home of Earl Fortescue – ‘The Lord’ as he was known to the villagers who held him in great awe. He was very aware of his duty to his tenants as I found out when returning home from America after some weeks with Henry, who was on a lecture tour in the USA. I was told that ‘The Lord’ had ridden round several times to the cottage during my absence to make sure that all was well.

Many famous and not-so-famous people came to visit us. I remember C. R. W. Nevinson, the artist, and his wife; Sir Alfred Munnings, and of course C. F. Tunnicliffe who did the wonderful illustrations for Tarka and Salar.

It was during these years that Henry did a lot of broadcasting from Bristol, driving there in his Alvis Silver Eagle, and often coming home late at night and weary. It was after one of these occasions on a very dark night, about a mile from home, that he was startled by an owl flying suddenly in front of him, and the car turned over. He, fortunately, was not hurt and the Alvis was repaired. It was eventually restored many years later, and is still running.

Some of the highlights of those days were the visits to Georgeham, to the ‘Field’ – complete with camping equipment. There was no house there, only Henry’s hut and a large garage. The children and I would sleep in the loft of the garage, and Henry would build wonderful bonfires, and we would all go down to the sands to play and bathe.

But eventually Henry became restless for fresh scenes, feeling he had written all he could about the Devon countryside, and so – the migration to the East Coast and a whole new way of life on the Norfolk farm.

Suffolk, 1996



[image: ]


Spring Lures My Husband Away

By Mrs Henry Williamson
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I am writing this article because my husband disappeared this morning – the morning of the ‘deadline’, the last day of writing the Sunday Referee article for the week.

He said, as he went out: ‘I’ll be back in half an hour, I’m just going to look at the river’; and, taking his Zeiss monocular glass, he departed.

Now the post is due to go out in an hour’s time, it is nearly five o’clock, the two elder boys are just home from school, the baby is shouting ‘Goodnight-goodnight-goodnight,’ my daughter is asking for her tea, and I am trying to write this.

If an author has his trials, they are certainly reflected on an author’s wife. Has he had any food today? I don’t suppose so. Do I envy his departure? I should say so!

For this is the first real summery day of the year. First of all, we saw a squirrel in the holly tree at the bottom of that part of the garden called the swamp – all that remains of his trout farm. Then we heard the willow wren singing from the honeysuckle bines over the runner, or brooklet, which joins the river a hundred yards away. Then Henry, peering down, noticed the first trout-fry of the season. (He has the most extraordinary sight, and sees too much almost; especially in the house, for his talent cannot be said to extend to domesticity!)

I think it was the sight of that small fish, scarcely longer than a fingernail, that put the wild look in his eye. When I reminded him, as he asked me to, of the article, he gave a furtive sideway glance and muttered something about having to support a dozen parasites, and I knew the stuff about artistic freedom was coming.

So I said, ‘Very well, I’ll do it, if you do the housework, the mending, the cooking, the beds, see to Baby Robert, and crush the coke for the boiler.’

He appeared not to hear, still staring at the troutling which was wagging enthusiastically at the tail of a miniature pool about six inches square and an inch deep . . . ‘I’ll be back in half an hour,’ he said, vaguely, glancing at the shining azure sky.

That was seven hours ago, and he hasn’t returned yet.

It has been a lovely day, the best of the year so far. Gossamers were gleaming upwards soon after breakfast. The air, faintly misty, was a living thing. Midges and other water-flies crossed and floated by the window in scores. We saw a greenfinch disappearing into the top of one of the yew trees on the lawn. A red admiral butterfly, awakened from winter sleep under the thatch, was seen on the aubretias. I took off the clothes of Baby Robert, and let him run about on the lawn, cooing with delight.

As for Henry, he is probably on Exmoor, having followed up the river to its source, a thing which he has not yet done, but always meant to do.

It makes me happy to think of him for a while as he was before he had all these little mouths to feed, careless and free as the sunshine.

24 March 1935

Editor’s note: Despite the by-line this was, of course, written by Henry himself. In a recent letter Mrs Loetitia Williamson confirmed that ‘Tempting though it is, and much as I should like to, I cannot lay claim to the article . . . it is very Henry-ish, isn’t it – all that tiny detail – and all very true!’



Secret of the Starling’s Song

Early this morning a starling alighted on the fringe of thatch over my bedroom window and began to pull out reed-motts. This is the thatcher’s term for what is loosely called straw. A thatch is not laid with straw, which would soon rot and let in the water, but with unbruised wheaten reed specially selected. A mott is a length of reed.

Well, as this starling was tugging another starling flew beside it, and, bracing its reddish-brown legs, took the mott in its beak and pulled. The newcomer was a female, with plumage slightly less dull. Having thus given his mate a lead, the original starling hopped to a perch over her head and began to sing.

Starlings are mimics, and their songs vary with their locality. If you listen to a London bird, should you be able so to do, you may hear the grate of gears changing, the dull noise of milk bottles being deposited on stone door-steps, the sirens of Thames tugs, and the bark of dogs.

My starling’s wings were shivering, his crest was raised, his throat swelled, his beak opened, and he poured his squitchedy din into the misty air of morning. I could not see him; but I knew he was doing it. There it was again, obviously an imitation of a team ploughing.

When I was a boy I put a small wooden box, suitably boarded in except for a small hole, at the top of an elm, and watched a starling tugging off wallflower heads from a garden bed and dropping them into the box. Whenever another starling, female I suppose, flew near he would sing and shake his wings in frenzy of enticement.

My bird had lured a female to my thatch, started a hole, and when a mate came he let her do the work and took to singing, or philosophical musing aloud, or whatever it was, beside her. Possibly his exhortations to her, freely translated, would run like this:

The curlew cries sweetly over the green marsh, so can I, much better, listen to this. Ah! but wait, I will now whistle like a train before Filleigh tunnel. How's that? Pretty good, I think. Go on, pull out that mott, my love, the world is lovely today and soon the bacon rind will be flung on the lawn and I’ll get you a bit if you work well. Now then, listen to this, doesn’t it recall the ploughlands and the worms, the chafer grubs, and those goddam gulls? Wheezy wheedle chikkle me!

So I imagined the starling thinking, or rather feeling; and with almost a shock I heard it say, in a miniature shout, Git Bark!

What further proof was needed? For at every headland in a field, a Devon ploughman shouts to his team, Get back!

31 March 1935
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