
Editorial

T h e death of OliverW ilkinson marks the end of an era fo rT he Powys Society. As 
a child Oliver heard  John C ow per lecture and in recent years delighted confer
ence audiences with his readings from his letters and diaries. Five or six 
conferences ago, during discussion after a paper on his m other’s The Mystic 
Leeway Oliver said, in tribu te to her, ‘I went to a school where I wore a top hat 
(W estminster) and came hom e to a cottage with an earth  floor.’ N oth ing  could 
follow that rem ark, bu t it may offer a clue to Oliver’s deep humility, and concern 
for others. H e hailed our m ost trivial achievem ents with such w arm th as to 
convince us o f their w orth, while consistently m aking light of his own tours de 
force. I t is n o t only fortunate, b u t thanks to the energy and foresight of his son 
C hristopher, that we have his v ibrant in terpretation  of John C ow per captured on 
tap e .T h at is a great consolation, bu t at the next conference, how we shall miss the 
approach of his tall, stooped figure, leaning heavily on a wobbly stick, eyes 
tw inkling with the ardour of a m an who enjoyed everything in life, bu t m ost of all, 
m eeting old friends.

T he recent visit to M ontacute from  the conference seems to have been enjoyed 
and was m ade m em orable for m any of those presen t by the kind invitation to go 
inside at the ‘vicarage’ and the evening visit to P itt Pond.

Elsewhere in this issue we announce a W eymouth Walk which will be in 
celebration of the new Penguin edition of Weymouth Sands and the Society’s 
publication of a ‘walk book’ based on the novel. T h e  idea that one can walk 
around a novel is a contentious one and while it is m uch m ore easily accom 
plished in the case of Weymouth Sands than, for example, Morwyn, there are those 
who will say tha t novels should be read rather than  walked, just as they may well
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say a novel should be read ra ther than  collected. In  my view, if doing either adds 
to its revelation or prolongs its pleasure, then  why not?

W eymouth in the th ree nines is no t so very different from ‘W eym outh in the 
T hree  E ights’ retaining as it does many o f its Edw ardian em bellishm ents and a 
gentile vulgarity which is perhaps even enhanced by today’s coloured lights and 
tannoy on the prom enade. In spite of all such m odern  aberrations it still clings 
lovingly to the last vestiges of Sunday-school outings, cheap-day excursions and 
old-fashioned family holidays.

O f Weymouth Sands it could be said, tha t although the actors have left the stage, 
the chorus has rem ained, the church spire, the K ing’s statue and the Jubilee clock 
are still there, as eloquent as they are decadent. And only recently I was fortunate 
enough to catch a glimpse of Sippy Ballard getting into his BM W  in Brunswick 
Terrace.

We have waited long for the novel to be back in p rin t, so le t’s celebrate it 
together. John B atten

Sally C onnely wishes to inform  m em bers of T h e  Powys Society that 
the announcem ent in The Bookseller of 26 M arch 1999 regarding the 
m anagem ent of the literary estate of Llewelyn Powys was an 
uncorroborated  assum ption on the part o f those responsible for the 
announcem ent.

T h e  literary estate of Llewelyn Powys continues to be m anaged by 
L aurence Pollinger L td.

O liver M arlow  W ilkinson

Oliver Wilkinson (son o f Frances Gregg and Louis Wilkinson) died on 
17 September 1999 in his eighty-fifth year.

T h e death of Oliver W lkinson will be a cause o f sadness to all who knew him. 
A lthough living to a great age, he retained a youthful exuberance that was both  
infectious and endearing. H is beautiful mellow voice w arm ed and invigorated so 
m any of the Society’s conferences; his generosity o f spirit, sense of fun, and 
ability to recognise potential in those with whom  he came in contact were a 
vitalising elem ent at all times. H e was responsible for several staged presenta
tions of the Powys writings; and together with his son C hristopher he organised 
readings from  the b ro thers’ letters that cap tured  perfectly the sense of family 
solidarity and m utual self-creation that inspired them . Yet he was a m odest m an, 
blessedly free from  pom posity; he never assum ed the role of presiding patriarch 
or custodian tha t he m ight so easily, and so justifiably, have done. T h e  editing of 
his m o ther’s correspondence with John C ow per Powys provides a wealth of
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inform ation conveyed with a debonair inform ality that invites the reader into its 
particu lar world. T his child of proudly independent parents, this godson of an 
intensely individual genius, preserved his own personality intact: tha t he did so 
was, I suspect, the result o f an inherently enthusiastic and generous nature. To 
m yself personally, both  as C hairm an and later as P resident of the Society, he was 
unfailingly supportive and encouraging, his warm  and breezy presence a sign that 
life, in John C ow per’s words, was to be enjoyed whenever possible ‘up to the h ilt’. 
We will miss him  greatly.

G len C avaliero

I have just re tu rned  from O liver’s funeral. As I looked around the village church, 
filled to overflowing with his children, grandchildren, relatives and friends, the 
old thought came that no m an knows another. H e was the least m asked o f m en 
but I am aware tha t he presen ted  to me bu t one aspect of his selves. Everybody 
there was grieving for his Oliver. I can write here only of the m an I recognized and 
loved.

We first m et at the Exeter conference in 1988, when he spoke on the last
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afternoon. In  those days all the partic ipants could fit into a small room . We sat on 
the floor surrounding Oliver who began: ‘I have broken my glasses and my 
hearing aid is m aking a terrib le whistling noise so I can neither see nor hear, but 
I can talk .’ And so he proceeded to do -  telling us the fairy story o f his father.

T henceforth , a successful conference w ithout Oliver as the finale was a 
contrad iction  in term s. H e was soon joined by his son C hristopher and som e
times by fellow actors or friends who were roped in as supporting cast: a reading 
from  Weymouth Sands, ‘T he E n term ores’, ‘T h e  Powys C low ns’.Two events I will 
rem em ber always. In 1992 Oliver and M icheline Patton gave a reading of 
‘Frances and Jack’ at the Powys C onference and, later that year, at the C helten
ham  Festival.The sparks flew betw een these two consum m ate actors as they m ust 
have done in the ‘m ad im agination & excited nerves’ of those lovers.

In  1995 we decided to do a reading from the diaries of John C ow per Powys. 
Oliver insisted tha t it could no t be his m onologue, so together we devised a script 
from  the 1939 year o f Petrushka and the Dancer, which gave parts to bo th  ‘Jack’ 
and the ‘T .T ’. T h a t spring and sum m er I travelled up to W estcote B arton a 
num ber of times for rehearsals. And am idst barking dogs, m ewing cats, a 
squawking parro t and the cheerful chaos of H ennock H ouse, we created ‘Ghosts 
on the R oof’. C hristopher was the stern  d irector and inventive stage-m anager. 
B ut it was Oliver who, by sheer force o f som e inner direction, showed me, the 
rank am ateur, the way to convey the Phyllis-in-m y-m ind into a Phyllis who had 
found the words.

H ardly surprising, I suppose. From  the age of eighteen onwards, Oliver’s 
professional life was spent in the theatre, as playwright, actor, lecturer, director. 
H e could have had an equally successful career as a writer. H is in troduction  to 
The Mystic Leeway is a rem arkable piece o f legerdem ain, com bining as it does, 
calculated risks of phrasing and imagery, with the sureness o f rhythm  of an 
accom plished actor. In it he m ade one of the m ost perceptive com m ents about 
John C ow per that I have read: ‘Jack’s m ind ... was frozen in a kind of silt of 
childhood dam nation.’ I t was an act of love that, in his late life, Oliver saw 
through the publication of some o f his m o ther’s writings and the inestim able 
letters betw een her and JCP.

O liver’s own letters were always exhilarating because he understood  the 
m eaning of sustained m etaphor. An image received would be bounced back as 
gaily and lightly as a feather ball. Oliver and I sustained the m etaphor of the 
voyager. After a particu lar gruelling conference, Oliver sent me a postcard  of 
T u rn e r’s fam ous ‘Snow S torm ’ with ‘This card is you on your ship! O f course -  
tha t is you -  an adventurer on a deep oceanl’T hereafter I was his Viking, forever 
setting ou t on uncharted  seas for m ythic lands. But, as he says in his in troduction 
to volum e one of Frances and Jack, ‘letters are often m ore revealing of the w riter 
than  prose, poetry, or even biography.’ O liver’s letters revealed that it was he who 
‘rode on the rim  of existence’.
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Perhaps it was from his m other Frances Gregg th a t he inherited  the gift for 
am biguous images. He begins his in troduction to her m em oirs by m using on the 
word ‘leeway’.

‘L ee’ is the q uarte r from  which the wind blows. It is also the shelter from 
the wind. A ship drifts to leeward ... In ‘leeway’ there is a sense of 
deviation -  that am ount by which a ship leaves its in tended  course.

Oliver was given leeway. W hether through genes or life experience or a 
com bination of both , Oliver had within him  a still centre which allowed endless 
exploration and discovery. T he excitem ent o f deviation was possible for him  
because som ewhere there was a chart giving ‘the in tended  course’. All his life, 
Oliver rode, in the total freedom  of loving service, ‘the rim  of existence’.

M orin e K rissdottir

A nnual subscriptions are due on January  is t  2000, as follows: 
UK  £13.50 overseas £16 stu d en t £6

If  you have no t signed a standing order, please pay now.

Minutes of the Annual General Meeting of The Powys Society 
held at Kingston Maurward College, Dorchester 

at 4.30 pm on Sunday 22 August 1999

P resen t the P resident, H onorary  Officers and 32 m em bers of the Society.
1 A p o log ies were received from Francis and K athleen Feather, H ilary 
H enderson  and Charles Lock, all of whom  sent good wishes to the Society for a 
successful Conference.
2 M in utes o f  the 1998 AGM  Proposed by G len Cavaliero and seconded 
by G raham  Carey, the M inutes of the M eeting held at K ingston M aurw ard on 
24 August 1998 as published in the N ovem ber 1998 Newsletter were approved and 
signed as a correct record.
3 M atters A risin g  T here  were no m atters arising.
4 H on. S ecreta ry ’s R eport Chris G ostick reported  that the C om m ittee has 
m et on three occasions in the course o f the year, twice in L ondon, with special 
thanks to Bruce M adge and the British L ibrary for providing a free C om m ittee 
Room, and once at K ingston M aurw ard. T here  has also been one inform al 
m eeting of the H onorary  Officers to review the Society’s Publication Strategy, 
and a m eeting o f the Powys C ollection Advisory C om m ittee.

T he m eeting in L ondon in N ovem ber was the first opportun ity  for the 
C om m ittee to consider issues raised at the A nnual G eneral M eeting, in particu 
lar that the A nnual C onference should be m oved away from the Bank Holiday
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weekend. It was agreed tha t the dates should be changed for the 1999 C onfer
ence, b u t this appears to have had no noticeable effect on the to tal num bers 
attending. T he N ovem ber m eeting also no ted  tha t the generous offer by Richard 
Perceval Graves to transfer copyright of his book The Brothers Powys to the 
Society, m ade at the 1998 AGM , had been com pleted.

Over the course of the year particu lar atten tion  has been paid to developing a 
m ore com prehensive publications strategy, and C hrisW ilkinson in particu lar has 
worked hard , often in difficult circum stances, to com plete the recording of the 
new Powys Brothers Audio-Tape, and m ore recently  has been assisted by Bev 
Craven and S tephen Powys M arks in com pleting the design, duplication and 
packaging of the tapes. Overall this represents a fine achievem ent for the Society 
and is a w orthy successor to The DorsetYear. In  addition, small project groups 
are currently  working to produce a series ofW alks Leaflets in Powys locations, 
and to identify rare or unpublished  m aterial for a possible anthology of Llewelyn 
Powys works.

Once again, a m ajor priority  for the C om m ittee has been to consolidate the 
progress m ade last year to p u t the Powys C ollection on to a firm financial and 
adm inistrative footing, and this has been achieved in a num ber of ways, m ost 
particularly  by:
— re-appointing M orine K rissdottir as H onorary  C urator, and supporting her 
in th a t role; continuing com m itm ent of substantial financial support to the 
Collection;
— continued discussion with the D orset C ounty  M useum  over additional space 
and facilities for the Collection;
— com pleting a pilot study to  microfilm the m ore fragile T F P  C ollection 
docum ents;
— com pleting w ithin tim etable and budget the conservation and cataloguing of 
T F P  m anuscrip ts in the Bissell Collection, jointly financed by the Society and 
the B ritish Library.

In  addition, Bruce M adge, with strong support from M orine K rissdottir, had 
prepared a H eritage L ottery  Fund  application for cataloguing, conserving and 
microfilm ing the rem aining Collection MSS, and for creating an interactive 
in terne t access system for the Collection. A decision on the application is 
expected in the autum n.

Inevitably this full program m e of work will take a num ber of years to com plete, 
b u t a very good start has been m ade, and significant progress continues to be 
achieved.

At its final m eeting of the year, the C om m ittee considered the fu ture develop
m ent of the Official Powys Society In ternet Site, established on the Society’s 
behalf by T h ieu  Klijn som e two years ago. D ue to illness and other difficulties, 
T h ieu  was no longer able to m aintain this site as effectively as he had originally 
hoped, and it had been agreed that the C om m ittee should evaluate the cost of
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using a com m ercial provider to host and m anage a site for the Society in future. 
T his will be especially necessary if the L ottery  application for the Collection is 
successful.

In May, a dozen or so m em bers of the Society assem bled in E ast Anglia to 
spend a m ost enjoyable two days exploring Powys connections in N orfolk and 
Suffolk, particularly  around N orthw old andYaxham, where we were fo rtunate to 
be able to visit bo th  Rectories, as well as to travel fu rther afield to  Sweffling and 
A ldeburgh. T his visit was such a success that it is hoped to repeat it during  the 
M ay Bank Holiday weekend in 2001.

Finally, in accordance with Llewelyn’s will, 8 m em bers o f the Society were 
present at The Sailor’s Return in C haldon on 13 A ugust to drink Llewelyn’s health 
on the 109th anniversary o f his b irth . Six m em bers then  braved the indifferent 
w eather to walk up past Chydyok to the high cliffs to lay a small w reath on 
Llewelyn’s M em orial Stone, re tu rn ing  by way of R a t’s Barn in tim e for tea at The 
Sailor’s Return. N ext year this anniversary will fall on a weekend, so it is hoped 
that a larger party  m ight be a ttracted  to what has now becom e a well-established 
annual event.

In  response to questions, C hris Gostick confirm ed tha t the Society was 
planning to publish a revised A ddress List of M em bers to go ou t with the 
Novem ber Newsletter, and at the suggestion o f Jacqueline Peltier agreed that the 
inclusion of a full list o f e-mail addresses w ould make a valuable addition. 
G raham  Carey then requested  tha t the C om m ittee consider possible publication 
of a book o f Powys family photographs, with which he was very willing to assist. 
T he H on. Secretary’s report was then  adopted by the m eeting.
5 H o n .T rea su rer’s R eport Stephen Powys M arks explained tha t theT reas- 
u re r’s R eport and Audited S tatem ent of A ccounts for 1998 had been  published in 
the July 1999 Newsletter, and then  went on to highlight the m ain features o f the 
published report, in particu lar tha t the Society had an excess o f incom e over 
expenditure of £710 for the year, after allowing for depreciation for the value of 
stock. As far as the curren t financial year was concerned, the C om m ittee was 
continuing to give priority  to undertak ing  the necessary conservation and 
cataloguing work at the Collection, b u t overall the Society rem ained in a sound 
financial position. T he A udited Accounts for 1997 as published were then 
adopted by the m eeting.
6 C h a irm a n ’s R em arks Paul R oberts drew atten tion  to the copy o f his 1998 
A nnual R eport to the C harity  C om m issioners published in the July 1999 
Newsletter, and then reiterated  his p rofound gratitude of the Officers and 
C om m ittee m em bers for all the hard  work they had dedicated  to the Society over 
the past year. H e pointed out tha t as the activities of the Society expand, the 
expectations of m em bers grow accordingly, and a considerable b u rden  falls upon 
the shoulders of Officers and C om m ittee m em bers. H e then  urged any m em bers 
of the Society who felt they m ight have some con tribu tion  to m ake to its work to
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approach any o f the Officers or C om m ittee m em bers to volunteer their services. 
T hose m em bers who did no t feel able to  becom e actively involved in the 
adm inistration of the Society could also support its work by encouraging local 
libraries and bookshops to stock Society publications, as well as o ther available 
works by the Powys family and their circle. Finally, the C hairm an said that any 
suggestions for the developm ent of the C onference, including bo th  its structure 
and conten t, would be very welcome.
7 A p p o in tm en t o f  H onorary  O fficers T h e m eeting noted tha t as a result of 
the procedures enshrined in the C onstitu tion , the following H onorary  Officers 
had been re-appoin ted  for the next 12 m onths:

Chairman Paul R oberts
Vice-Chairman Griffin Beale
Hon. Secretary C hris Gostick
Hon. Treasurer S tephen Powys M arks

8 A p p o in tm en t o f  C o m m ittee  T he m eeting noted  that as a result of the 
procedures enshrined in the C onstitu tion , the following C om m ittee m em bers 
had been appointed for the next 12 m onths:

John B atten Judith  S tin ton
Bev Craven C hris W ilkinson
Bruce M adge John W illiams
John Powys

8 R e-A p p o in tm en t o f  H onorary  C urator T h e m eeting noted that M orine 
K rissdottir had been co-opted to the C om m ittee as H onorary  C urato r of the 
Powys C ollection for a fu rther year.
9 A p p o in tm en t o f  A u d itor It was proposed by S tephen Powys M arks, 
seconded by G len Cavaliero and unanim ously approved that S tephen Allen, a 
m em ber of the Society, be appointed H onorary  A uditor for a fu rther year.
10 D ev e lo p m en t o f  the Pow ys S o c ie ty  C o llection  Bruce M adge then 
outlined the m ain features of the H eritage L ottery  F und  application which had 
been subm itted  for funding to com plete the cataloguing, indexing, conserving 
and m icrofilm ing of all rem aining mss m aterial in the Collection, together with a 
range o f new technology equipm ent to allow the index to be accessed on-line, and 
for the range of m aterial now held in the Collection to be m uch m ore widely 
publicised. In the m eantim e, whilst significant im provem ents to the facilities 
available for the C ollection had continued over the year, there rem ained a m ajor 
problem  of space, particularly  if the Collection is to be expanded in the future, 
and this is continuing to be positively pursued  with the D orset C ounty M useum .
11 T im e and P lace  o f  the 2000 C on feren ce It was confirm ed that this 
is to be held at K ingston M aurw ard from  Saturday 19 to Tuesday 22 August; 
however, as this year, the m ain facilities would no t be available on the Saturday 
and therefore sim ilar reception arrangem ents would need to apply. Overall, this 
was accepted as inevitable by the AGM , although by no m eans desirable. It was
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fu rther confirm ed that a provisional booking for Saturday 18 to Tuesday 21 
A ugust 2001 had also been m ade at K ingston M aurw ard, bu t the H on. Officers 
were asked by the AGM  to consult m ore widely with the m em bership and to seek 
a possible alternative venue for 2001. T his in tu rn  led to a m ore wide-ranging 
discussion about the Conference program m e, and it was agreed to see if some 
changes could be in troduced in the form at to allow the possibility of including 
som e shorter presentations and m ore discussion.
12 Any O ther B u sin ess  A variety of issues were raised from  the floor, 
specifically:
— G raham  Carey again proposed that the C om m ittee look at ways in which local 
m em bers m ight m ore effectively prom ote the Society by the use o f a w ider range 
of publicity m aterials.
— Leslie Booth suggested that the C om m ittee investigate possibilities for 
subsidised C onference fees and travelling expenses to encourage students to 
attend  Conferences, and it was confirm ed tha t this was currently  being investi
gated.
— John B atten then  reported  that he had recently received a le tter from Francis 
Feather, in his usual im m aculate handw riting, indicating that all was well with 
K athleen and him self in Zim babwe, and sending greetings to the Society for a 
successful Conference.
— Finally it was reported  tha t Jeremy H ooker had  recently been taken ill and was 
in hospital, and that a copy of the new Powys Brothers Audio-Tape was to be sent to 
him  with best wishes from the Society.

T here  being no other business, the m eeting was closed at 5.45 pm.
C h ris G ostick , Hon. Secretary

Landscape and Legend 
The Powys Society Annual Conference 1999

For me, the keynote of the 1999 annual conference was one of dram a and it was 
set in the D orse t C ounty M useum  by Peter T olhurst, giving the opening talk by 
way of launching his new book on Wessex landscape and literature and the 
Society’s Powys B rothers audio-tape.

Tolhurst p resented Wessex, with all its varied vistas, as the nursery  of w hat he 
described as ‘an extraordinary literary heritage’. W ithin his scope came no t only 
the Powys b ro thers and H ardy bu t writers as diverse as W illiam B arnes, R ichard 
Jefferies, E. M . Forster, Edw ard T hom as and such m oderns as John Fowles and 
K enneth  Allsop.

G reen, rich and smiling though the landscape can be, I found m yself haunted  
by the way PeterT olhurst touched the strata of ancient lifeways and the m acabre
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lying under it: Here, well into the last century, bonfires burned  to m ark the end of 
w inter and other changes in the year and ravens circled over cross-roads gibbets.

So, p repared for dram a, I found it, as well as sym pathetic understanding , in 
C hris G ostick’s talk on ‘L ord Jim and Lady T im ’, titles bestowed on James 
H anley and his wife by John C ow per Powys, a helpful friend to H anley in his 
needy days. Astonishingly, H anley had adventured at sea, jum ped ship, joined 
the C anadian Army, fought in the b ru ta l battle  of Arras and worked as a 
railwayman all while still a teenager. H e struggled doggedly before em erging as a 
powerful and often d isturbing delineator of seafaring life. I rejoiced in the 
knowledge that the talents of this working-class struggler finally won out and that 
he m ade a happy m arriage with his unlikely bride, L adyT im  -  otherw ise D orothy 
E dith  H eathcote -  the daughter of an aristocratic Shropshire family.

I happily partook  o f the fare which followed, offered by a gathering of erudite 
speakers and it m ust be adm itted  that some of it was pretty  dizzying.

Som e quietly delivered hum our accom panied Joe B oulter’s paper on ‘C rooked 
Counselling, Why John C ow per Powys writes as he does’ which opened up 
considerations of a duality or plurality of words. Joe B oulter developed the them e 
of ‘deordering’, JC P ’s paradoxical m ethod of having characters speak with 
authority  then  appearing to shed it.

D ram a in the literal kind came with the stage presentation, ‘W hispers of the 
W hite D eath ’, a play for voices devised by Peter Foss from the diaries kept by 
Llewelyn Powys in his Swiss sanatorium . I m ean no reflection on author, 
p roducer or perform ers when I say that I wish we could have looked at some 
action on stage ra ther than  a static row of readers. B ut then, it was a play for 
voices, m aking its im pact through the ear and it m ight best succeed on radio.

T here  was no lack o f dram atic delivery from R ichard Perceval Graves, zestfully 
presenting ‘John C ow per Powys and M erlin’ with a to rren t of ideas m ythical, 
mystical, theological and cosmological. H e traced M erlin and the magical 
phenom ena dealt with by JC P from Geoffrey of M onm outh and the early 
A rthurian  cycle through to m odern  investigations into black holes and ‘worm- 
holes’ in the space-tim e continuum . E ddington, Jeans, B ertrand Russell and 
S tephen Hawking were touched  upon in m aintaining that in his writing JC P was 
far m ore in touch  with m odern reality than  has been realised. And did JCP 
becom e so m uch a magician that he m astered the secret of bilocation asT heodore 
D reiser had reason to believe he had?

G len Cavaliero took a thoughtful look at T heodore Powys, pointing out that 
this son of a V ictorian clergyman stood in a distinct Anglican tradition . He urged 
critics and adm irers to pay m ore atten tion  to A n  Interpretation of Genesis and 
averred tha t although m isanthropy and cruelty are to be found in his work his 
viewpoint was m ore C hristian  than  that of JCP.

Once again, my attendance at the Conference m ade me acutely aware that, 
where knowledge of things Powysian is concerned, I am  still very m uch outside
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looking in and I was stim ulated to learn more. At the same tim e, the sym posium  
on the difficulties of finding readers prodded me into seeing that even I could do 
som e m issionary work in making the Powys b ro thers and their circle better 
known.

As a respite from the cerebral dem ands m ade by the array of speakers, there 
was an energetic foray into Som erset to visit M ontacu te church and the form er 
vicarage and other Powysian sites with appropriate readings here and there. For 
m e, yet discovering the West C ountry, this was a rew arding experience with the 
inspiring landscape of which Peter Tolhurst spoke, seen in sweeping panoram as. 
T h e  afternoon was rounded off by some truly great-hearted  hospitality  from  Eve 
and John B atten at their delightful M ontacute hom e.

Small w onder I left the West C ountry  with happy m em ories o f encounters with 
friendly kindred spirits from hom e and abroad -  and with all thoughts of cross
roads gibbet and circling ravens totally dispelled!

Glen Cavaliero takes his Presidential responsibilities seriously 
as members descend from the loft in which Llewelyn convalesced 
( the stable building at Park House, formerly the Vicarage, Montacute•).

11



The Powys Society Annual Conference 1999

(Originally published in the T L S of 3 September 1999. We are grateful for permission to 
reprint it here. Ed .)
People like com ing together to talk about their favourite w riters preferably near 
where the w riter lived, or w rote about. T he form ation of a Powys Society was 
therefore inevitable: no t only is there an easy attachm ent to place (Som erset and 
D orset), b u t riches -  there were three of them : John Cowper, T heodore Francis 
and Llewelyn; all with their different devotees who feel their chosen hero has not 
been given his due. In  fact there were no less than  eleven of them , six bro thers and 
five sisters, all of them , it seems, with sufficiently large personalities to m ake the 
walls of the vicarage at M ontacute -  which is really quite small -  bulge outwards.

T h e  Powys Society’s annual m eeting, outside D orchester, took place over a 
weekend at the end of A ugust, and I was im pressed. I am not even a m em ber, 
bu t for various reasons I d rifted  in and was m ade welcome by the sixty or seventy 
people attending. If  founding a literary society with a narrow  focus is a wish to 
bring like-m inded people together, it certainly works in this case: there was an 
excitem ent, a buzz. N o t tha t the focus could be called lim ited, with three w riter 
brothers so different from  each other

In various ways, the th ree were in reaction against the conventional V ictorian 
C hristianity  of their loved parents -  their fa ther was a vicar. T hough  two of the 
three, at least, rem ained explicitly G od-haunted . Perhaps all the family were; 
G len Cavaliero, in a paper onT . F. Powys, which had the great virtue of making 
me w ant to read m ore of him , suggested tha t th ree of the bro thers could be said to 
have divided their father-vicar’s roles betw een them : John Cowper, the Preacher, 
T heodore the Visionary and, for the Pastoral aspect Cavaliero selected L ittle ton , 
the second son after John Cowper, who was a schoolm aster. Louis M acN eice 
rem em bers L ittle ton  in his poem  ‘A utum n Sequel’. H e calls him  Owen, he is now 
old, bu t ‘the voice / Com es strong as a gong as ever, and the laugh / As deeply 
ingrained and warm. Rejoice, rejoice /W as always Owen’s m otto, on two sticks, / 
He still repeats it, still confirms his choice’T his is tribu te indeed, com ing from 
a m an whose contem pt for the phoney could be near-lethal.

Cavaliero felt unable to include Llewelyn, the th ird  of the w riting trium virate, 
in this splitting up of the vicar’s roles. An apostle of Free Love, Llewelyn’s writing 
seems so far removed from  any reality tha t I can recognise that I cannot read it 
and therefore cannot talk about him.

T heodore, on the o ther hand, the wily herm it-com edian, felt him self pursued 
by G od like Francis T hom pson. He w rote to his b ro ther John Cowper, that only 
the thought of him  and L ulu (Llewelyn) ‘gives me a chance against H im . Lulu 
tells m e to hold  ou t and hide -  hide. Have you ever tried to hide from God? D o n ’t 
begin it, i t ’s a bad  custom , it w on’t even allow you to open your own house door 
and go ou t.’ D avid Gervais, in a paper delivered to the Society last year, quotes
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this letter and com m ents: ‘W hen Stanley Spencer resurrects half o f C ookham  on 
canvas, his art seems ingenuous and rhapsodic, b u t Powys’ tone is ironic and 
suspicious. He clearly doesn’t tru st G od an inch. H is relation to H im  in one way 
suggests the confusions of a Faydeau farce and, in ano ther way the locked doors 
of K afka’s castle.’T h e  farcical po in t is well m ade, T. F. Powys puts no frontier 
betw een the comic and the serious; for him  they overlap. As a result, no one ever 
knew to w hat extent he was joking; also, he was a difficult m an to play a joke on. 
Llewelyn hid in a gorse bush, as T heodore, deep in thought, passed by. 
‘T heodore!’ he intoned. T heodore  tu rn ed  and said quietly, ‘Yes G od?’ Llewelyn 
knew that his b ro ther thought that G od m ight tu rn  up at any m inute; however, 
what Llewelyn could never know is w hetherT heodore had  already spotted  him  in 
the gorse bush.T . F. Powys leaves his readers in the sam e intriguing uncertainty.

T heodore ‘the visionary’, John C ow per ‘the p reach er’: the only novel of John 
C ow per Powys’s I have read twice, in order to satisfy m yself that it was, as I 
thought, a work of genius, is A  Glastonbury Romance. It contains scenes of 
such psychological acuity and precise observation -  Sam  D ekker’s rejection of 
M anicheism  on G lastonbury Tor, his sacram ental (and adulterous) bedding of 
his love -  tha t these can never be forgotten. T h ere  are m any such set pieces, 
preceded and succeeded by rhapsodic philosophising which doubtless puts some 
readers off, b u t this is a pity. Such passages cannot be om itted , because they 
contain the au tho r’s insistence tha t these events are universal, or, as he would 
prefer to pu t it, ‘m ultiversal’.

J. C. Powys considered him self, ra ther fearfully, a so rt o f M erlin , a m agician, 
and tried  to make sure he was a white one. O ne o f the speakers last week, young 
Joe Boulter, who has given JC P  a Website, po in ted  ou t th a t when any of Powys’s 
mystically gifted characters are about to deliver their final message, they becom e 
inaudible, or fall down, or fall asleep; we never hear w hat they have to say.This, he 
suggested is because JCP, a believer in pluralism , a disbeliever in any single 
authority  im posed from  above, cannot impose the idea of pluralism  -  because that 
would be authoritarian . T his is as fruitfully paradoxical as the reader’s puzzle 
over his b ro ther T h eo d o re’s hum our: first you see it, then  you d o n ’t.

As a group, we visited the house in M ontacute w here the family was brought 
up. S tanding on the drive, som eone read a passage, I th ink  from JC P ’s Autobiog
raphy (another m asterpiece), in which he described the massive figure of his 
father, setting off up the drive on some pastoral visit, quickening his step as he 
neared the gate, evidence o f his huge delight in all the sights and sounds o f the 
natural world about h im .T his he im parted  to his family, the passage says, and as 
M acN eice’s description of L ittle ton  Powys in old age confirms. However, a 
necessary resistance to the no tion  of w riters’ houses being treated  as shrines, as 
holy places, suggested the idea th a t the quickened step  m ight have had  som ething 
to do with relief; for a while, at least, their father was escaping from  his alarmingly 
gifted brood. P. J. K avanagh
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The Llewelyn Birthday Meeting

T his year’s gathering was a little sm aller than  usual, foreign travel and illness 
having conspired  to keep som e regular partic ipants away. For all that it was no 
less convivial than  usual and  our toast to Llewelyn linked his nam e with two of 
those p resen t for reasons which may be o f in terest to a w ider audience than  the 
eight present.

In  proposing the toast reference was m ade to a rem ark of John Bayley’s in 
an interview  abou t his life w ithout Iris M urdoch . H e had said th a t she is now 
‘existless’ and it was com m ented  th a t while Llewelyn Powys had no difficulty with 
the concept o f ‘existlessness’ after death he did  w ant to  be rem em bered -  hence, 
the free b irthday  drinks provided for in his will and, presum ably, the m em orial 
stone. We did n o t dwell on the apparen t contrad iction  betw een ceasing to exist 
and being  rem em bered, b u t acknowledged tha t he is no t only rem em bered bu t 
adm ired by m any in and outside our Society.

A m ong his devotees it is com m on for adm iration to take the form  of a 
conscious a ttem pt to savour, as he did, all experiences of the natural world and 
the m iracle o f life itself. Arguably, tha t is only p roper and no t very dem anding. 
Sixty years after his death  we certainly need to be as aware, as he would have 
been, of the pressure of the m odern  life-style upon our environm ent, and in that 
context, the places he knew and loved. We had with us two people who have 
devoted years of their life to conserving places Llewelyn held dear.

Janet Pollock, custodian of his hom e, Chydyok, which she has faithfully 
m ain tained , and m ade available down the years. In addition to which, alm ost 
alone am ong the residents o f E ast and West C haldon, she stood up and was 
counted , the im placable opponen t of the oil exploration which threatened  to 
disfigure an area as fam iliar to Powys as the M ontacu te of his childhood. Also at 
our table was Jack Parker, who w ith his friend John H am alton  has th roughout 36 
years, spurred  on and sustained only by a love for the place, restored P itt Pond, 
where the young Llewelyn had  fished and skated, from  a tree-grow n swamp to its 
form er glory. We therefore pledged our toast to Llewelyn Powys, Janet Pollock 
and Jack Parker.

On our walk to the stone we called at Chydyok and I was pleased to be able, 
once again to look across the downs from  that upper window to which Jacqueline 
Peltier refers so evocatively in A  Woman at HerWindow, her recent essay on Alyse 
Gregory. However, we were sad to see tha t the m agnificent cherry tree, which 
had graced the garden on G e rtru d e ’s side o f the house, has died.

At the stone the now trad itional bunch  of wild flowers was laid -  dandelion, 
yarrow and ground ivy along with some lady’s bedstraw  and boy’s-love. There, 
looking out across the grey sea, flecked white beneath  lowering clouds we listened 
as M orine K rissdottir read this extract from  Alyse’s journal for Septem ber 28 
1947:
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G ertru d e  K atie and I have just got back from  pu ttin g  Llewelyn’s ashes in 
the place dug by M r. Treviss three feet deep in chalk. We clim bed the stile 
and got over the barbed  wire fence and walked through  T um bledow n and 
along the cliff path , G ertru d e  carrying a spade, K atie a fork, and  I a 
shovel. T h e  sky was overcast w ith dense clouds form ing a cu rta in , the 
horizon as if a silver pencil had traced a th in  blue line all round  the edge, 
the sea som etim es deep blue, som etim es blue-grey. G ertru d e  carved an 
ankh with a penknife on the wooden box tha t held the zinc box th a t held 
the ashes, then  she got in the grave and placed it on the floor. K atie had 
brough t a sunflower to place on it and G e rtru d e ’s boy’s-love, and I 
g round ivy which I associate with all our walks together and a yarrow, my 
wedding flower. We filled it in again and cam e back along the cliff picking 
up  sticks for our fire.

O ur party  re tu rn ed  to  C haldon via R at’s B arn and we refreshed ourselves with 
a cup of tea at the Sailor’s Return. N ext year the b irthday  falls on a Saturday, why 
no t m ake an effort to join us?

John B atten

Who’s For Powys? *

W ho indeed! Having tried  in term itten tly  over a period  of nearly 50 years to 
in terest my friends in the work of John Cow per, I have failed. H ere  are a few 
thoughts on the subject.

W hen I m et Phyllis P layter she to ld  m e th a t she ra ted  John C ow per’s talen ts as 
a lecturer m ore highly th an  as a novelist. To illustrate his power on the platform , 
she to ld  m e of an incident she had  seen at a lecture given by him  to a packed 
audience at C arnegie H all. H e spoke on K ing L ear and to illustra te  a po int 
recited a speech o f L ea r’s to G oneril and Regan, berating  them . I suppose it was 
the one in Act ii Scene iv. Before he had finished, two wom en had risen  from  their 
seats and ru n  scream ing from  the hall. H e had invested the speech w ith so m uch 
power that their feelings of guilt were beyond bearing.

I think this power is in his writing and th a t w ith it he probes his readers’ 
feelings too deep for com fort. O ne o f my friends to ld  m e that she had been  unable 
to read fu rther than  the love scene betw een John and M ary Crowe in  the first 
chapter o f A  Glastonbury Romance because she found it too d isturbing. In terest
ingly, she had  no t fallen at w hat has been called the Beechers B rook of tw entieth- 
century  literature, the first paragraph. George S te iner has w ritten th a t there is no

* The success or failure of the forthcoming publication of three of John Cowper’s novels 
could be crucial to his wider recognition as a major author. At the recent conference Patricia 
Dawson offered some thought-provoking comments on the difficulty of reading JCP.
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m ore erotic w riter of the English language th an  Powys, and gives as his example 
the very descrip tion  that so d isturbed  my friend.

So who are the readers who enjoy a Powys novel? T hey m ust be sensitive to 
their surroundings and be aware tha t an environm ent can equally heal or harm . 
A rm ed w ith this knowledge they can tune into JC P ’s sense of place. T his sense of 
place is shared by som e o ther au thors, b u t w ith Powys it is accom panied by a 
sense of solitude. H e explains this in In Defence o f Sensuality. ‘Alone: tha t is what 
we have to face. Every living soul th roughou t this chaotic world is u tterly  alone -  
alone w ith a F irst Cause tha t is alm ost as evil as it is good. But no t quite as evil! 
Ay, there is th roughou t the universe a fain t quiver o f the balances on the good 
side.’T h is quiver is evidently n o t enough to reassure all readers.

How, then , can so m any people to lerate novels by other w riters on grim m er 
subjects treated  in a grim m er way? In  a le tter to me David T ighe says this of 
Powys’ style: ‘W ords are the telephone lines of relationships, no t the com m unica
tions tha t are supposed to pass through them . T h e  real com m unication takes 
place in the m ind and does no t leave it. People are necessary to provide m aterial. 
To appreciate this po int of view it has to be tested  in oneself and to m any people, 
perhaps m ost, it would appear repugnant. I t im plies great solitude. Probably 
those who appreciate his work experience this solitude w ithout realising it.’ I 
think tha t the keen Powys readers have com e to term s with this solitude at an 
early stage in their lives.

As a child John Cowper, like m any other children, cherished the fantasy that 
he was a m agician. H e speaks of it in his Autobiography. He felt he could make 
things happen. H e becam e his own F irst C ause. W hen David says that words are 
the lines ra ther than  the com m unication th a t flows through them , he points to 
Powys’ ability to m ake his reader perform  a Zen-type leap. T his type of leap is 
often perform ed in the m ind of a reader of poetry. W hy did Powys, a great lover of 
poetry  and w riter of it, create poetry  tha t is w ithout these leaps? We find them  
instead in his novels.This to som e is disconcerting. A nother d isturbing feature of 
his w riting, experienced by m any people, is as follows: After reading one of his 
books, a m em ory of a scene rem ains in the m ind, b u t searched for in the text is 
im possible to find. A picture has been created betw een the lines. T his quality in 
his writing makes it fulfil V irginia W oolf’s definition of a novel as ‘a cobweb of 
insinuations’. I t makes of it, as James K irkup says of O riental art, ‘Suggestive of 
som ething not stated , a craft of speaking tha t leaves space for the reader’s m ind to 
work in ’.

T here  are those who criticise Powys’ work as repetitive and m onotonous.T hey  
use the words boring and pretentious. O ften he is dism issed with a cursory aside. 
For example, Geoffery Ashe in his only reference to J. C. Powys in his book on 
King A rth u r’s Avalon, w rites of A  Glastonbury Romance as a ‘frankly pagan novel 
in which the au thor draws upon  everything and ra ther m ore than  everything that 
is known about the p re-C hristian  G rail’. R. George T hom as in his review of
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Belinda H um frey’s book on Wolf Solent prin ted  in the New Welsh Review, recalls an 
inciden t in his own life. H e had praised A  Glastonbury Romance and The Brazen 
Head  in an article in the Western M ail. Shortly afterw ards he m et H aro ld  Laski 
as a fellow lecturer at a Sum m er School and was trea ted  to an hour-long attack 
on Powys. In  Laski’s eyes Powys was ‘a dangerous obscuran tist wedded to ill- 
disguised m etaphysical phobia and thoroughly unscientific’. Powys, Laski said, 
‘m ight well encourage the spread of loose theories sim ilar to those tha t led to p re
war Fascism  and N azism ’.T hom as continues with his own view th a t ‘Powys has 
rem ained an interesting if indulgent cultural Autolycus who was ill-adapted to 
the novel form .’ At least he found him  interesting.

O ne of the objections often levelled at the novels is their form lessness. T h at 
they seem  like life ra ther th an  taking an accepted literary  shape. T his upsets those 
who prefer the triteness ofT rollope or even the fam iliar echoes of G reek tragedy 
found inT hom as H ardy’s novels.The vast m osaic tha t has been created by Proust 
they find less daunting, JC P ’s m ultiverse is too m uch, it seems, for all b u t those 
who find it stim ulating. T hey  alone tune into its com passion .T here are som e who 
are p u t off by a style rem iniscent of Scott used to clothe sui generis points of view 
and psychological insights of a m ore recent vintage. T urn ing  D evil’s advocate, I 
w rote these lines to express this attitude:

T h e  unconverted  flee the to rrid  scene,
B anjanxed by m yth, erotica and spleen.
John’s legends baffle and his fancy thro ttles,
Served up as new wine poured  from  ancient bottles.

I find this wine quite irresistible.
M aybe we should accept the fact that his readers will always be lim ited in 

num ber and be glad tha t new translations appear each year slowly w idening his 
public geographically. M eanwhile we can com fort ourselves as we parry  the 
criticism s levelled at John C ow per’s work by adopting the stance o f the m other 
who cried out, when watching her son on parade, ‘Look, they are all ou t of step 
except our Johnny.’

It is no t given to all of us to pursue the Satu rn ian  Q uest.
P a tr ic ia  D aw son

John Cowper Powys on the Lecture Circuit

An A d v ertisem en t
W hen the W elshman, John C ow per Powys, com es to the Chicago L ittle  T heatre  
for his lectures during January  and F ebruary  a great m any people ought to fall 
under the spell o f this m an whose m ethods spoil one for alm ost all o ther lectures. 
Mr. Powys’s intellect has the em otional character w hich is likely to be the quality

17



of the m an of genius ra ther than  the m an of ta lent. H e m ight be called the arch- 
appreciator: he relies upon  the inspiration o f the m om ent, and when violently 
enthusiastic or violently the reverse (he is usually one of the two) he never stops 
with less than  ten  superbly-chosen adjectives to express his em otion exactly. His 
subjects will be Dostoevsky, W ilde, M ilton, Lam b, H ardy, H enry  Jam es, D ante, 
Rabelais, H ugo, Verlaine, G oethe and Heine. T h e  dates may be had  at the Little 
T heatre .

From A n  Editorial in T he L ittle Review (Chicago) January 1915 

An A p p rec ia tive  R eco llec tio n
In  C hicago -  A m erica’s m ost exciting city next to N ew York- 1  listened to lectures 
and readings by a num ber o f au thors, including L ord  D unsany and the A m erican 
poets C onrad  Aiken and W illiam  C arlos W illiams. T hese were all w riters p rim a
rily and lecturers secondarily, who appeared on the p latform  only because o f the 
in terest o f the public in seeing w riters in the flesh and hearing them  read  from 
their own productions, even if they read badly. I was shortly to hear a m an who 
was prim arily  a lecturer and o f whom  others in the field m ight have said in the 
words o f John the Baptist: ‘T here  com eth one m ightier than  I am after m e, the 
latchet of whose shoes I am  n o t w orthy to stoop down and unloose.’T his was John 
C ow per Powys, som etim e scholar of C am bridge University, who discoursed 
chiefly on literary giants of the past, though occasionally dealing with contem po
rary figures such as his adm ired friends E dgar Lee M asters and T heodore 
Dreiser. W hen I first heard  him  in a hall in the F ine Arts Building, his subject was 
Dostoevsky. H e was in troduced  by Llewelyn Jones, a M anxm an ofW elsh blood 
who was then  the literary editor o f the ‘Chicago Evening Post’. In honour of the 
occasion Llewelyn wore a black cutaway coat. I rem em ber how odd it was to see 
the casual bohem ian in such form al attire.

Powys had been lecturing in the States during the w inter for a couple of 
decades, usually re tu rn ing  to England for the sum m er m onths. H e stalked 
Am erican forum s, with his tall gaunt figure and arresting hawk-like head, as 
m ight som e avenging archangel swinging a flaming sword. As he declares in his 
Autobiography, ‘the queer ones’ of the A m erican continent always had a voice in 
him  -  m eaning all deviations from  type who were pilloried by their nice norm al 
fellow beings. By defending the queer ones Powys had naturally  m ade ferocious 
enemies and devoted adherents. W here he was concerned people always took 
sides violently.

L ecture was m uch too academ ic a word for one of Powys’ inspired discourses; 
the ordinary  lecturer by contrast appeared as a heavy-headed, droning  pedant. In 
speaking of Dostoevsky he m etaphorically crawled into the skin of the great 
Russian -  novelist of superhum an penetration , epileptic and gambler. He 
gradually lifted him self into a dionysiac frenzy, and the m ost astonishing thing 
was to see the staid audience catch the infection and go careering along after the
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wine-god. H ere lay Powys’ greatness as a lecturer: his power to com m unicate his 
own m ood and enthusiasm s. N o com parable perform ance had been  w itnessed 
since D ickens gave his m esm eric readings.

W hen Llewelyn Jones, years later, was on his annual visit to N ew York I went 
with him  to hear another lecture by Powys -  this tim e on O scar W ilde. Powys 
spoke ofW ilde as a literary  decadent, and continued  sonorously: ‘T hese  o ther 
decadents, ladies and gentlem en’ (here he ra ttled  off half a dozen m odern  
exam ples), ‘how m inor they seem beside this great decadent!’W ith his flair for 
effective em phasis he paused, then repeated: ‘T his great decadent!’

I did no t encounter Powys again un til I becam e his neighbour on Patchin 
Place, tha t tree-lined little street which still rem ains one of the last vestiges of 
G reenw ich Village -  the New York equivalent o f the Parisian Latin  quarter. I have 
never known anyone with Powys capacity for listening with absorp tion  -  or 
apparen t absorption -  to the u tterances of friends or even casual acquaintances, 
as if they were speaking with the tongues of angels and the wisdom o f Solom on. In 
such contacts he showed the wiliness of a serpent. I f  bored  he signified it only by 
ejaculating at interval, ‘How extraordinary!’ and seeking refuge in his own secret 
thoughts, while his in terlocu ter ram bled on contentedly. ‘He makes you feel 
im p o rtan t,’ one young Englishm an rem arked o f Powys, while ano ther in p resen t
ing him  with a book inscribed the fly-leaf: ‘For John C ow per Powys, 
E nheartener.’

In  one of his letters John Jay C hapm an w rote o f Powys: ‘You see h e ’s a queer 
dick him self, or else w ith his w it and brilliancy, reading and enthusiasm  h e ’d  have 
shone in the C hurch or at the  Bar or som ething -  and so fate has shun ted  him  off 
to lecture to  barbarians.’ As though the world d id n ’t contain a superfluity of 
divines and barristers -  whereas an inspired  lectu rer like Powys only appears 
once in a generation .T hough he has since m ade a wide repu tation  as a novelist, he 
is aware tha t his w riting is m arred  by the very devices -  frequent exclam ations, 
repetitions, abruptly  in terjected  parentheses -  which are so effective on the 
lecture p latform . His realisation of this was expressed in a le tter to me: ‘B ut I am 
a bo rn  speaker b u t no t a b o rn  w riter, and my writings have all the faults and 
virtues o f this quite different art, just as the m odern  school of poetry  (of betw een 
the two wars) possesses the vices and virtues o f the alien art of painting! 
Especially the school o f paulo-post (whatever paulo m ay m ean) im pressionism .’

In New York Powys d rum m ed up a few lectures for his younger b ro ther 
Llewelyn, who though having no stom ach or natu ral capacity for the task, 
grasped at this opportun ity  of adding to his slender earnings as a w riter. O ne date 
was at a w om en’s college, the head of which chose M rs. H um phrey W ard and her 
popular novels as the subject. Llewelyn sat in his room  pawing copies o f the 
novels with a dejected, dum bfounded  air, exclaim ing at intervals to John: ‘O h my 
God! W hat a w om an.’ W hereupon John, proceeded  to the office o f his agent, 
d ictated  to the secretary an adm irable lecture on the wom an novelist, there being
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present as audience, only the agent, secretary, Llewelyn and Louis W ilkinson a 
life-long intim ate of the Powys family. At the end of the discourse John relieved 
his feelings at having to p re tend  to  take seriously books which he despised by
ejaculating: ‘In short, ladies and gentlem en, M rs. H um phrey W ard is a ---------
----------!’T h e  secretary typed the lecture, carefully om itting  the final expletive -
Llewelyn passed it off as his own at the college, and it was received with m uch 
applause.

R egin a ld  H u n ter
From T h e  W ooden H orse, Xm as 1951

An U n co m p ro m isin g  C on d em n ation
It was my official duty, a few years ago to a ttend  M r. Powys’s lectures for the 
purpose o f reporting  on their character and influence to the trustees o f the 
institu tion  for which he was lecturing. I found a clever, literary vaudeville 
perform er, en tertain ing  a gaping and tittering  audience with irreverent 
balderdash  and ‘s tu n ts’ of every conceivable so rt -  bodily contortions, rushings 
up and down the stage with a bedraggled academ ic gown flying from  his 
shoulders like a black pirate flag, violences of speech, slang and shady stories, 
startling  paradoxes, and sensational thrills. A lecture on Shelley, in which the 
p o e t’s weaknesses were paraded  in a lim elight o f hilarious jest and ridicule to 
the exclusion of his poetry, was the worst exhibition of bad  taste and vulgar 
im pudence I have ever w itnessed on the lecture platform . To anyone who really 
loves poets and poetry  it was sacrilege. M anifestly such literary  charlatanry  could 
be regarded as a m enace to  the literary culture of popular audiences, since it 
would degrade the taste to a po int where the lectures of a legitim ate and 
instructive lecturer would no t be appreciated or attended.

I purposely use the past tense in speaking of M r. Powys’s lectures, for 
conceivably he may have changed his spots as a lecturer in five years. ... In 
Suspended Judgments the essayist is still the vaudeville lecturer, m inus the 
physical contortions. T here  is the same cacophonous and chaotic style of 
expression; the same incoherent irreverent chatter, p unctuated  with paradoxes 
and inflated egoisms; the sam e ‘large free rav ishm ent’ o f the great m inds o f the 
ages, as M r. B ragdon calls it, which tears genius to ta tters  and serves it up  to the 
reader in  shreds and patches, resplendent in barbaric  colors; the same dashing 
and splashing literary  criticism , producing th a t ‘au then tic  thrill of genius’ which 
has so prickled the cuticles of M r. Bragdon’s literary  taste. ...

J. W. A bernethy
From a letter to T h e  Dial, April 5,1917

H ave y o u  b o u g h t y o u r  A u d io -T a p e s  y e t?
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John Cowper Powys ’ Ideal Woman

The Story o f Lady Charlotte Guest, translator o f the M abinogion, continued from  
Newsletter No 37.

Lady C harlo tte  had over h a lf her life to lead betw een the b irth  o f her ten th  child 
and her own death at the age o f eighty-three. O ne of the G uests’ m ajor projects 
was the purchase in 1846 o f C anford  M anor in D orset, and its em bellishm ent 
during succeeding years by the fam ous arch itect Sir C harles Barry who was 
em ployed ‘to tu rn  it into a m ansion with porch-tow er, great hall, m onum ental 
staircase and com pletely rem odelled service courtyard . In  1851 a conservatory 
and exhibition room  (the so-called N ineveh C ourt) for G u est’s Assyrian reliefs 
were added .’13 T h e  Assyrian reliefs were those discovered by Lady C h arlo tte ’s 
cousin, H enry  Layard, who m arried  the G uests’ eighth child and th ird  daughter 
Enid. C anford M anor, originally fifteenth-century, had been rebuilt tw enty years 
before B arry by another fam ous arch itect Edw ard Blore, and it was rem odelled 
yet again, after the G uests, by their eldest son, Ivor, L ord W im borne. T h e  final 
m ixture o f styles, T udor, perpend icu lar and decorated  so in trigued Pevsner that 
he calls it ‘as pretty  an archaeological conundrum  as the en thusiast of n ineteen th - 
century  architecture could find anyw here’ and devotes th ree pages to it. T he 
‘gigantic entrance tow er’ he calls ‘one of the best things Barry ever designed’, 
better possibly than  the H ouses of Parliam ent on which he was working at the 
same tim e. T he expense was great and  the builders were no t ou t of the house until 
1850, four years after the purchase. Lady C harlo tte  was now unpacking quan ti
ties of china and seventy pictures while the building of stables and a lodge was still 
being discussed with Barry.

In O ctober 1850 ‘an A gricultural Show was held in C anford  Park which was the 
occasion for the first en terta in ing  at C anford  on a large scale .14 Over a hundred  
and forty  people sat down to d inner ‘at two long tables down the hall and one at 
the top, at which we sat with our principal visitors’ in the style o f all the 
illustrations of medieval banquets. T h e  d inner was followed by m any speeches 
and in trep idation  Lady C harlo tte  herself m ade a speech; it was to propose a toast 
to ‘the labouring classes, and in praise of the peasantry  of E ng land’. How John 
C ow per would have approved. H e w ould have approved too of the way th a t Lady 
C harlo tte  encouraged her children, every C hristm as, to act a Shakespeare play 
in tha t m arvellous G othic setting, and apparently  they were no m ean perform ers, 
young as they were.

T he negotiations for the purchase of C anford  from L ord de M auley had  been 
p ro tracted  and worrying; the property  had com e to de M auley through his wife, 
B arbara A shley-Cooper, the heiress of the fifth Earl of Shaftesbury, and had been 
in tru s t for their two sons and their son-in-law  so tha t there were legalities to be 
untangled before the sale could be com pleted and m eanw hile the price m ounted
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as it becam e clear how m uch the G uests w anted it, for although ‘n o t on good land 
nor in a fine park, nor a pretty  country, the garden, the house, the village, the 
grounds and trees around it, and above all the clear blue river m ake it a delightful 
place . . . ’I5

T h en  the repairs and alterations had been vastly expensive. At the sam e tim e 
Sir John was having trouble with the lease at Dowlais in Wales. Lord B ute, the 
landlord , w anted to p u t up the ren t since the land was proving so valuable. 
Besides this there was trouble w ith the C hartists, the cholera, the Papists, Sir 
John’s p artn e r at Dowlais, his nephew, Edw ard H uchins and the ch ild ren’s 
education. I t m ust have been all too  m uch for Sir John, who was also having 
frequen t operations for ‘the stone’; he d ied in 1852, only six years after becom ing 
L ord o f C anford. As his executrix and trustee  Lady C harlo tte was still involved in 
all his affairs and in decisions about the iron works.

T h e  eldest child, M aria, was eighteen when her father died and the eldest son 
Ivor, seventeen. H e left H arrow  prem aturely and was no t due to go to C am bridge 
for a year so Lady C harlo tte  engaged C harles Schreiber, a fellow o f T rin ity  
C am bridge, as his tu tor. Gradually, however, she fell in love w ith Schreiber and 
then  it was no longer proper for him  to be her ch ild ren’s tu tor. Expansive as she is 
about m ost m atters in her journal, she is very re ticen t about this relationship 
which posed m any problem s for her. But in spite of this, and although Schreiber 
was fourteen  years younger than  she was, they were m arried  on 10 April 1855. 
Before Sir John’s death she had prevailed upon  him  to alter his will so tha t all 
power should  be taken from  her should she m arry  again. Exactly w hat th a t m eant 
in practise is difficult to say b u t certainly after Ivor’s twenty-first b irthday, a year 
after her second m arriage, and for which she organised a huge party, she left 
C anford for good and only re tu rned  for visits by invitation.

Ivor was the only one of her children, who, and w ith good reason as he 
evidently benefitted  so m uch from  it, did no t oppose her second m arriage. M aria 
in particu la r was troublesom e and frequently quarrelled with her stepfather who 
was only eight years older than  she was; these disputes caused Lady C harlo tte 
m uch pain. D uring the early years of their m arriage the Schreibers travelled 
m uch abou t England staying with friends and relations; som etim es they took 
som e of the children with them ; where the others stayed or who looked after them  
is no t clear b u t they may have stayed with their elder b ro ther at C anford

In  1857 the Scheibers leased Exeter H ouse in R oeham pton as their base. T he 
two elder girls had to be in troduced  to Society bu t they were often difficult to 
m anage and acted independently  and against their m o ther’s approval. However, 
in 1859 M aria m arried  Edw ard du C ane, her m o th er’s confidential legal adviser, 
and seem s to have given no m ore trouble.T w o years later K atherine m arried  the 
Reverend Cecil A lderson and little m ore is heard  of her. C onstance, the fourth  
daughter, m arried  the H onourable C. G. C. E liot in 1865 and little m ore is heard 
of her either. E nid, the th ird  daughter, m arried  in 1869 her m o ther’s first cousin
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Sir H enry  Layard, the d istinguished explorer who was now the B ritish A m bassa
dor inTurkey. Blanche, the youngest, m arried in 1875, Edw ard, the eighth Earl of 
B essborough, the son of the seventh earl who, when he had  been the Reverend the 
H onourable W alter Ponsonby, Rector of C anford, had so worried Lady C harlo tte  
with his Popish tendencies tha t she had consulted  the A rchbishop o f C an terbury  
about him . W ith the exception of E nid we hear little m ore o f these girls except 
tha t they regularly p roduced  children so tha t by the tim e she died Lady C harlo tte  
had well over forty grandchildren.

O f the boys, A ugustus, the fourth  son, died o f som e unknow n fever aged only 
twenty-two. Like his b ro thers he seems to have failed to  thrive at Harrow , and 
betw een school and C am bridge spent the tim e living with tu to rs where his chief 
object seems to have been to get back to his family. Lady C harlo tte  had 
successfully nursed her eldest son, Ivor, through scarlet fever at K onigsburg and 
when she got back to England found A ugustus too ill to  revive, a great grief. 
O f the o ther boys, A rthu r the youngest m arried  in 1867 Adeline C hapm an 
M ontague. T he th ird  never m arried  and M erthyr, after a disastrous affair with 
G eorgina T reherne, a very beautiful girl who sang well and was often at L ittle 
H olland H ouse where she was painted  by W atts, m arried  T heodora  G rosvenor 
who was as keen a follower of hounds as he was him self. T hey  founded  the 
Blackm ore and SparkfordVale H u n t and Lady C harlo tte  records being d istu rbed  
when staying with them  by the early hours at which they rose to go cu b -h u n tin g .16 
Ivor the eldest son m arried  in 1868 C ornelia C hurchill, the daugh ter of the D uke 
of M arlborough, and becam e L ord W im borne; he and his descendants lived at 
C anford until the 1920s. H is sons, Ivor and F reddie G uest, were the first cousins 
and in tim ate friends ofW inston C hurchill.

In  1863 the Schreibers moved from  Exeter H ouse to L angham  H ouse, 
P ortland Place and two years later Schreiber becam e M P for C heltenham . 
However, from 1863 till 1883 their chief occupation was, in John C ow per’s words 
going ‘about Europe collecting china ornam ents and cups and saucers’. B ut it 
was rare, antique and valuable china that they sought in their ‘chasses’ as they 
called them .T hey  were so successful th a t the V ictoria and A lbert M useum , or the 
South K ensington, as it was called in those days, was very glad to receive the 
collection, fully catalogued by Lady C harlo tte  who was by then a leading expert. 
T he gift was in m em ory o f Charles Schreiber who died on 29 M arch 1884 in his 
wife’s arm s in L isbon on their way hom e from S outh  Africa; they had  taken a long 
sea voyage in the vain hope tha t it would help to heal his lungs.

T h eir travels to m ost o f the capitals of E urope, w here they often stayed with 
am bassadors and were en terta ined  by royalty, are described with such observa
tion and b read th  of knowledge in Lady C harlo tte ’s journal tha t they are valuable 
records of the political situation. H er visit to Turkey, w here her son-in-law, H enry  
Layard, was am bassador, is particularly  interesting.

By 1879 Lady C harlo tte  had begun to collect playing cards and fans of
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historical in terest and this collection she also catalogued during  her w idowhood. 
T h e  catalogue was published in five large illustra ted  volum es by John M urray, 
and the collection p resen ted  to the British M useum .

In  the G eneral E lection o f 1880 five o f Lady C harlo tte ’s m en-folk were 
candidates: her husband , a Conservative, stood for Poole and won the seat, her 
eldest son, Ivor, also a Conservative, stood for Bristol and lost, her th ird  son, 
M ontague, a Liberal, won W areham , her second son M erthyr, also a Liberal, won 
M erthyr Tydfil, and her fifth son, A rthur, a Conservative, was defeated at Cardiff. 
She herself was a W hig b u t backed the foreign policy o f the Conservatives.

She was now beginning to  go blind; the days were past w hen she could 
em broider ‘a curta in  border, poppies on black sa tin ’ as a kindness to her 
daughter-in-law , T heodora , recovering from  a still-b irth . She took up knitting 
instead and becam e very adept and speedy. O n 22 A ugust 1885 she went to see 
A rthu r because ‘he is m uch in terested  in the C ab m en ’s A ssociation, and I have 
asked him  to find out for me the expense of pu tting  up a cabm en’s shelter, which, 
if no t too costly, would, I think, be a pretty  offering from  m e to a class of m en, by 
whose services I have frequently  profited, and from  whom  I have never experi
enced anything b u t civility.’17 A cabm en’s shelter was duly erected in Langham  
Place and a copy of The Times was delivered daily to keep the cabm en abreast of 
events. W hen they said they would ra ther have three cheaper papers Lady 
C harlo tte  com prom ised allowing them  the Daily Chronicle as well as TheTimes so 
tha t they could read both  sides of a question.

At the sam e tim e she kn itted  six or seven pairs of m ittens or com forters for 
them  every week and took the trouble to check w ith them  w hether she had m ade 
them  o f the right size and shape. As she becam e increasingly blind, if there was no 
one to read to her she w ould recite either the Prologue to The Canterbury Tales or 
B yron’s Childe Harold as she sat in a chair or walked up and down her long 
drawing room .

In  June 1889 she gave up  the lease on Langham  Place and at the invitation of 
her son-in-law  Edw ard, eighth Earl of Bessborough, lived with him  and her 
youngest daughter, Blanche, at 17 Cavendish Square; and it was there tha t her 
little grandson, Vere B rabazon Ponsonby, began his in terest in her that culm i
nated  in his editing of her journals. By this tim e the children of the ironm aster of 
Wales had  fairly colonised D orset; Ivor was at C anford, M aria at B ranksom e 
D ene, M ontague at Bere Regis and M erthyr at Inw ood which is only just over the 
bo rder in Som erset. Ivor’s descendants at C anford  continually  im proved the 
estate un til C anford becam e a school; schoolboys could enjoy the G othic 
arch itecture so redolen t o f the age of chivalry which was the result of the 
collaboration o f Lady C harlo tte  G uest, u nder the influence of the Mabinogion, 
and Sir C harles Barry. T he descendants o f M erthyr G uest still live at Inw ood and 
till recent years a redoubtab le M iss G uest was the M aster of the Blackm oorVale 
and Sparkford Foxhounds.
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Except tha t they both  had unhappy childhoods, read widely, loved m usic and 
fine china, of which Lady C harlo tte  rem arked tha t there was no th ing  like it for 
brightening up a room , John C ow per’s ‘Ideal L ady’ and Phyllis P layter, his actual 
one, could hardly have been m ore different.

S u san  R ands
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Letters to the Editor

D ear M r. B atten, Having com pleted reading the N ew sletter there are a couple of 
things I ’d like to com m ent on. T h e  first one is th a t tom fool trial. N ow  I d o n ’t 
know M r. Beale; apart from  his legal train ing he seems to have quite some 
gum ption; bu t h e ’s no t very old and I guess h e’s a tow nsm an, so h e ’s m issed some 
facts. Well, I knew som e of the parties concerned. I never m et the Stevensons bu t 
from my books on W hippets I know tha t they bred  them , and G reat D anes, 
professionally and exceptionally well. D og breeding done like tha t is a labour of 
love and very tim e consum ing and it doesn ’t pay at all well. C onsidering this and 
that they had four sub-norm al girls to  take care of, i t ’s no t surprising  tha t the 
Stevensons d id n ’t re tu rn  U ncle L u lu ’s call; M r. Beale is quite righ t, th a t would 
have rankled. I suppose the wom en could have explained, bu t as in all the Powys 
family only W illie and K atie were genuine lovers o f anim als, they still would no t 
have understood . Also, they were ‘foreigners’ -  they came from  outside Wessex, 
let alone D orset, so they were disliked and suspected of the worst from  the start. 
Even now it is so, and  with reason. T h e  D orse t D ow ns are sheep country , and to 
keep hun ting  dogs, gaze-hounds, in sheep coun try  w ithout bring ing  even m ore 
trouble than  the Stevensons found, takes a great deal of doing -  as I know.

G reat D anes are terrific jum pers, and to fence in the big garden o f C haldon 
► Vicarage to,keep them  in, w ould have cost a fo rtune even in those days. M r. C obb

m ust have lived in te rro r -  although the ones in te rro r should have been  the 
Stevensons, and so they may have been  for all I can tell. T h e  stup id  villagers 
certainly were terrified, I can rem em ber that. I can also rem em ber the dogs. 
W hen Violet pushed m e in my pushchair past the Vicarage, one of them  w ould fly
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over the closed and pretty  high gates -  he was a blue fawn like my dear old 
W hippet M ac; h e ’d come up  to the pushchair, to V iolet’s horror, and h e’d ask for 
a biscuit. I suppose it says som ething in V iolet’s favour that she d id n ’t simply flee 
because he was m uch bigger than  she was. H e ’d p u t his great w arm  silky head in 
my little lap and I adored him . B ut nobody else did , and obviously Sylvia and 
V alentine were petrified by the sight of him  -  or else why the pistol? G ood grief, 
w hat a pair o f cowards! I never knew about their behaviour at this tim e of course, 
b u t I never liked them , and I never knew why. I do now! I m ust have had more 
sense th an  I gave m yself credit for as a kid.

B ut w hat I did  know then  and  still know and will tell you, is th a t James Cobb 
was entirely incapable of doing anything from  m alice or fear. In those days m ental 
troub le  was no t at all understood  (I’m no t sure th a t it is even now) and he really 
believed tha t those girls were being ill-treated. So did  U ncle Lulu. It was a case 
of com plete m isunderstanding  ... and Daddy, who can have known very little of 
the m atter, was I fear too easily influenced by som ebody who had better be 
nam eless -  he had very little self-confidence.

Luckily for the Stevensons they were not dependen t on the village for social 
contacts; they belonged to the world of gaze-hounds and show rings and pedigree 
papers. Dogs to  a great extent reflect their owners. People capable of cruelty, 
either physical or m ental, do no t keep beautiful, happy, friendly hounds. Case 
against the Stevensons dism issed ou t of hand. I agree with M r. Beale.

T h e  other th ing that deserves a re to rt is M r. H arriso n ’s le tter abou t Paganism. 
T h e  word does no t m ean country  bum pkin b u t country-dw eller. We have a 
nam e for townspeople too. M r. C arte r was being polite, the w ord he m eant was 
w itchcraft, although even tha t is no t quite right. John C ow per Powys could have 
p u t a nam e to it. I suppose one could call it the A quarian  Religion. I t comes near 
the belief o f the A m erindians who certainly loved and honoured  the earth . M ost 
o f today’s w itches will no t have read W ordsworth. I can ’t say I have noticed his 
pan theism  and he certainly w ouldn’t induce m e to p u t down roots in anything.

I haven’t read Barry Cunliffe, b u t generalisation seems dangerous. Caesar only 
heard  tha t the D ruids b u rn t people in wicker baskets - 1 can’t see how it would be 
practically  possible. As for the Aztecs, I cannot see any difference betw een tearing 
o u t som eone’s living heart and tearing out their living guts, as in the drawing and 
quarte ring  allowed by C hristians. In fact we d o n ’t know how the D ruids 
w orshipped and should make no judgem ent.

I can’t  think w hat M r. H arrison  is up to w ith his pervading spirits. Everything 
alive naturally  has a spirit, be it tree, rock, horse, hound, cattle  or that not 
superio r creature, m an. I f  it were not so, how could they be alive? T h e  w itches’ 
creed is, ‘So it h u rt none, do w hat thou w ilt’. I f  tha t is carefully read  it can be very 
circum scribing indeed, even m ore so than the C hristian  creed. I see no difficul
ties in dealing w ith ‘difficult m odern  ethical p rob lem s’ by its m eans -  bu t then the 
anim al to be cloned, the w heat to be crippled, to me are lives like un to  our own.
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M r. H arrison  seems to be aware o f only one form  o f life on this planet.
Llewelyn was an unbeliever. H e certainly loved and  I suppose one could say 

w orshipped life, bu t his declaration about water, bread  and wine was too 
com plicated, whereas it is so simple. W ater belongs to the M other, and to pour it 
is a sacram ent, likewise to break the bread m ade from  the corn tha t grew in H er 
earth , or to pour wine m ade from  H er grapes.

By the by, I am not a witch. I will finish this little serm on with a quo tation  from  
the greatest of all the Powys bro thers, T heodore: ‘T h e  M other is a ll-im portan t’, 
he said ... ‘T he father is really only a secondary figure.’

T h eod ora  S cu tt

H ow  in teresting it was to read  in Newsletter 37 o f the effects of JC P ’s In Defence of 
Sensuality on two young wom en readers. T hey rem inded  me of the far-reaching 
effect the book had on ano ther young wom an who read  it at an earlier date and 
was led to the rest of John C ow per’s work.

T his was E lizabeth M yers who read the book in 1931, when she was 19. Ten 
years later in the L ondon blitz of 1941 she was fearful th a t she m ight be killed at 
any tim e w ithout ever having to ld  JC P how greatly his work had enriched her life. 
So she w rote to him , thereby beginning a correspondence that ran for the rest of 
her life and caused her to m eet L ittle ton  Powys w hom  she m arried in 1943.

W hile on the subject, let m e recom m end a book which I discovered only 
recently: Millions Like Us: British Women’s Fiction o f the Second World War, by 
Jenny H artley  (Virago, 1997). I t  is a detailed, scholarly and highly readable study 
of the work of num erous wom en w riters of the w ar period and my heart gave a 
leap of joy on discovering E lizabeth M yers and her first novel of 1943, A  Well Full 
of Leaves, am ong the au thors and works considered.

Since I have long been carrying a banner for E lizabeth M yers, I w rote to 
D r H artley, who lectures at the R oeham pton In s titu te  of F u rth er E ducation, 
saying how pleased I was tha t she had encountered  this au thor w ithin the context 
of her time. D r H artley  graciously replied, telling m e that A Well Full o f Leaves 
was one of the first w artim e novels she had come across. ‘I was really struck  by its 
individuality. I t was one o f the novels which convinced me what a rich area this 
is’, she wrote. T hus I was left with the warm  feeling th a t E lizabeth M yers’ work 
can still im press a younger generation and, indeed, had  the power to help inspire 
a valuable study.

A great m any wom en w riters of the war years com e u nder D r H artley ’s view 
and som e Powysians may like to no te that Sylvia Tow nsend W arner is am ong 
them . As a reading experience, I found tha t Millions Like Us struck  m any a 
personal chord b u t I have no doub t tha t those who do no t share my vivid and 
bitter-sw eet m em ories o f life on w hat we used to  call the H om e F ro n t will find it 
equally satisfying.
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In response to the fears expressed by M orine K rissdottir (July issue of the 
Newsletter) th a t we would inadvertently  provide free advertising space for 
secondhand book dealers should exchange lists of Powysiana be p rin ted  in the 
Newsletter I would suggest tha t if she wants to establish the m arket value of her 
duplicate Powys titles it would be sensible for her to consult the freely issued lists 
of those secondhand dealers, as so many Society m em bers do either to  value their 
own holdings or to add to them . W here would the reputations o f the Powys family 
be w ithout the  atten tion  given them  by booksellers and publishers? I can 
rem em ber when Jeffrey K w intner was persona non grata in spite of his pioneering 
publishing and  bookselling venture, and K enneth  H opkins was obliged to offer 
his publications from  the boot o f his car at conferences because o f the lack of 
support from  the Powys Society establishm ent.

Joan S tevens

Members’ News and Notes

Ian  R obinson has chided m e for saying in the last issue that there were ‘no crum bs 
of encouragem ent for adm irers of T h eo d o re’. I should have said th a t I knew of 
none. H e tells m e that Brynmill Press has in hand  plans for an edition  of Mr. 
Tasker’s Gods to include the cancelled chapters and a Selected Early Works which 
will transform  the understand ing  of the au th o r’s developm ent. T h e  next item , in 
2000, is to be T heodora  S cu tt’s m em oir Cuckoo in the Powys Nest which I am told 
will be essential reading for anyone in terested  in the Powyses, bu t particularly  in 
T heodore.

★ ★★★★

Sally Connely has brough t m e up to date concerning the publication o f Llewelyn: 
Skin for Skin  {Peau pour Peau) was published in France in 1991 by Les Editions 
H atier. Love and Death (L ’Am our la Mort) was published in F rance in 1998 by 
Editions Phebus. ‘W eymouth H arb o u r’ from  A  B aker’s Dozen was re-prin ted  in 
The Dorset M agazine in O ctober 1998.

★  ★ ★ ★ ★
M arjorie B arber, nom de plume M ichael Fairless, au thor of The Road Mender (see 
appreciation o f E leanor W alton, N L 35 , p.3): Sally Connely dots som e literary i’s 
and crosses som e t ’s. T h e  Newsletter wrongly referred to her as M argaret. H er 
sister Agnes, m arried  the b ro ther o f H enry R ider H aggard (see The Days o f M y  
Life, H . R ider H aggard, Longm ans G reen & Co. L td ., 1926. Vol.i, p .2i6,V ol. ii, 
pp .28-30).

★  ★ ★ ★ ★
H elen Zisul, looking for bargains on eBay the In te rn e t auction site, cam e across
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the following: “Black Laughter by  Llewelyn Powys, published in NY by H arco u rt 
Brace and C om pany in 1924, 216 pp. African H u m o r by one of the m ost fam ous 
of all black w riters the w onderful Llewelyn Powys.” Perhaps we sh o u ld n ’t believe 
everything the Web tells us.

★  ★ ★ ★ ★
‘N eedle and B obbin’, M arian  Powys speaking on the West o f E ngland  H om e 
Service. Paul R oberts has sent m e a photocopy o f h er talk which was p rin ted  in 
The Listener of 30 July 1953. It is u n fo rtuna te  th a t the BBC archives do no t 
contain a recording of this or o ther talks b roadcast by m em bers o f the  family.

★  ★ ★ ★ ★
Are you thinking of a holiday in Ireland? P. J. Kavanaghs Voices in Ireland, A  
Literary Companion to Ireland, norm ally £12.99, is available to Society m em bers 
at the special price o f £10 including p&p. Send your cheque to: P. J. K avanagh, 
Sparrow thorn , E lkstone, C heltenham , Glos GL53 9PA.

★  ★ ★ ★ ★
Look out for the April num ber of Country Living  in which there is likely to be an 
article abou t C haldon  and the Powyses.

★  ★ ★ ★ ★
Betty C o tton , who recently con tribu ted  an in teresting  letter abou t h er visits to 
JCP, has generously offered to the Society’s collection her book o f Yeats’ 
poem s, owned by John C ow per and m entioned  in Autobiography .

★  ★ ★ ★ ★
C olin H uggett has been in touch  to say he has a num ber of JC P  publications for 
sale. T hese include copies o f R ichard  B reckon’s John Cowper Powys The Solitary 
Giant; O loff de W et’s A  Visit to John Cowper Powys', Jam es H anley’s A  M an in the 
Corner, and A n  Englishman Upstate (all Village Press editions); together with 
Ellen M ayne’s New Mythology o f JCP; Venise (Su iv i de ma M alice), a 14-page piece 
by JC P translated  into F rench  (1964); copies of Essays on JC P , ed ited  by Belinda 
H um frey (1972); and JCP: A  Record o f Achievement, by D erek L angridge (1966). 
Anyone in terested  in purchasing copies o f any o f these publications should 
contact Colin directly atY  Bwthyn, D o b ,T reg a rth , G w ynedd 1x57 4PW.

★  ★ ★ ★ ★
list OF members A num ber o f m em bers have requested  th a t we re-pub lish  the 
List of M em bers, as the previous list is now alm ost 3 years old, and  so plans are 
under way to include this with the April edition of the  Newsletter. A t the sam e tim e 
it has been  suggested we also include a list o f m em bers email addresses, as m ore 
and m ore people are now going on-line -  so if you have an email address, or if you 
d o n ’t wish your nam e and address to be published  in the M em bers List, please 
let the H on. Secretary know as soon as possible, and in any case by 31 D ecem ber 
1999 at the latest. M any thanks.

★  ★ ★ ★ ★
weymouth weekend -  6/7 may 2000 Some m em bers have suggested we take
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the opportun ity  of the forthcom ing  re-issue of Weymouth Sands and publication 
o f the Weymouth Walk leaflet now being p repared , to hold ano ther W eymouth 
W eekend, and plans are now going ahead to do this on Saturday 6 and Sunday  
7 M ay 2000. A rrangem ents are only at a very early stage so any o ther suggestions 
from  anyone in terested  in com ing will be gratefully received, b u t the basic plan 
will be to spend as m uch as possible of the Saturday in W eymouth itself, visiting 
places o f p articu lar Powysian in terest, and then  on Sunday visiting the C haldon 
area with opportun ities to walk to Chydyok, the C oastguard  C ottages, R at’s 
B arn , L lewelyn’s stone, Beth C ar, etc., w ith lunch  at The Sailor’s Return. Bed and 
Breakfast accom m odation will be arranged in W eym outh for those wishing to stay 
over on the Saturday night. F u rth e r inform ation will be in the April Newsletter, 
b u t i f  you are in tere sted  in  a tten d in g , and p a rticu la r ly  i f  you  are likely  to  
req u ire  a cco m m o d a tio n , please contact Chris Gostick, Old School House, 
George Green Road, George Green, Wexham, Bucks SLj 6bj as soon as possible, and 
in any case before 31 D ecem ber 1999.

★  ★ ★ ★ ★
London meeting A num ber o f people have suggested the Society consider re
in troducing  occasional L ondon  m eetings if a suitable venue can be found, so if 
you w ould be in terested  in attending  such an event, which would be likely to last 
for a couple of hours or so, based  around a sh o rt p resentation and some m ore 
general discussion, then  please contact C hris Gostick as soon as possible, 
indicating w hether you w ould prefer a weekend or evening m eeting, together 
w ith any suggestions for topics etc.

★  ★ ★ ★ ★
sylvia townsend Warner society It is pleasing to be able to rep o rt that a 
num ber of Society m em bers are currently  involved with the setting up o f a Sylvia 
Tow nsend W arner Society. T h is  will be form ally launched at a m eeting at the 
D orset C ounty  M useum  on 14 January 2000, b u t anyone in terested  can join now 
by sending a cheque for £10 .00  m ade out to the Sylvia Townsend W arner Society 
to the Acting Secretary, E ileen Johnson, 2 V icarage Lane, D orchester dti il h . It 
is hoped tha t initially the new Society will publish  two N ew sletters each year 
together with an A nnual Journal, and hold occasional meetings.

★ ★★★★

questionnaire Enclosed with this Newsletteryou  will find a sho rt questionnaire 
abou t possible fu ture C onference and o ther arrangem ents. Even if you have 
never attended  a Powys C onference, nor have any in ten tion  of doing so, it would 
still be extrem ely helpful in helping plan fu ture events to have the views of all 
m em bers, so do please take a few m inutes to com plete the questionnaire , and j 
th en  re tu rn  to Chris Gostick, Old School House, George Green Road, George Green, 
Wexham, Bucks SL3 6bj, as soon as possible, and in any case by 31 D ecem ber 1999. 
W ith very m any thanks indeed for your help.
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Reviews

Powys Heritage Series 3 and 4
available from Cecil Woolf, 1 Mornington Place, London, n w i 7PR

The Powys F am ily: Som e Records o f  a F riendship, 
by G len Cavaliero. £3.50, isbn i 897967 57 8 

Alyse Gregory: A  Woman at HerWindow, 
by Jacqueline Peltier. £4 .95, ISBN 1 897967 62 4.

Following the inaugural issues in the Powys H eritage Series (reviewed in 
Newsletter 36), num bers three and  four have now arrived, and look set to m aintain 
the high standard  already set.

T he first of these is a m ore than  welcome addition  to the series for its au thor, 
G len Cavaliero, as well as being the Powys Society’s P resident, is a w ell-respected 
Powysian in his own right, irrespective of any titles he may hold, and to have a 
selection of his rem iniscences readily available in this handy form at is a boon  
indeed.

D r Cavaliero’s opening paragraph  explains his in tention: these are no t rem i
niscences plucked at random  from  m em ory, for m em ory is subjective and 
selective; so, he has chosen to  look again at le tters received from  JC P  and others, 
and to consult his long-kept diary. H e says, from  the po in t o f view o f w riting these 
‘records of a friendship’, as the subtitle  has it, th a t he is fo rtunate he has kept a 
diary. H e isn ’t the only one fortunate: we are too.

T h a t subtitle is, however, som ewhat m isleading, for it is n o t just one friend
ship described in these pages, b u t h a lf a dozen or so, each recollection enhanced 
and augm ented by the accom panying illustrations such as the photos of the 
‘gentle’ Lucy, and the oil by W ill Powys of the ‘indom itab le’ Katie. At tim es, the 
descriptions are, if anything, too evocative; when we read, on page 5, ‘In  [Lucy] 
the family likeness, although very evident, was softened . . .’, or, on page 7, ‘... a 
ringing voice [M arian’s] urged m e in unm istakably Powysian tones to come 
inside ... ’, we long to know m ore, to have tangible p ro o f that this was so -  we feel 
an urge to m eet, or, as tha t now can never be, a desire to have known the m em bers 
of this rem arkable family. R em iniscences like these of G len Cavaliero will always 
m ean m ore to the rem iniscer than  to the rem iniscee. Like photographs, such 
recollections can only ever be tantalising, tw o-dim ensional glimpses. (T ha t is not 
to say, I hasten to add, tha t the w riting is in any way tw o-dim ensional!)

T he highlight, for m e at least, is the descrip tion  o f the au th o r’s first a ttem p t to 
m eet JCP. Receiving a reply, to  the initial fan le tter sent, full o f underlinings, 
m arginalisings and exclam ation m arks, Cavaliero m om entarily  feared Powys 
may have been as m ad, as eccentric , as m arginalised him self, as all the reviewers 
of the tim e, the literary establishm ent (G od help it), and, le t’s face it, as m ost 
readers too, thought. Luckily for him , he persisted; bu t, as Cavaliero rem arks
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‘H e will always, I feel sure, have tha t power to  d isconcert.’
W hich begs the question, why should th a t be? T here  may be a num ber of 

reasons, the ch ief o f which seems to me to be: one is never sure w hether to take 
JC P  seriously or not. Is he a p rophet, a seer, or m erely a clown, a charlatan? To 
devotees he is som ething like the form er; to detracto rs, definitely the latter. But 
surely the po in t is, he isn’t one or the other, black or white, he can be one, bo th  or 
all these things, even on the sam e page of the sam e book, for in his world clowning 
is as valid as deep seriousness. As Cavaliero says (13), ‘I describe my journey in 
such detail since it was dom inated by the feeling tha t I was being drawn into a 
world of myth and fable; and if on the next day high rom anticism  tu rn ed  to farce, 
th a t too was in keeping with John C ow per’s Active world!’

As to the m eeting itself, who -  which tru e  adm irer of John C ow per Powys -  
does no t envy G len Cavaliero his first encoun ter with the great m an, as described 
a little later on the sam e page? ‘T here , plain to see, was the head [of JCP] in 
profile at the upstairs window, writing . . . ’ I t w ould be invidious of a reviewer to 
quote any m ore: read it at first hand  in this booklet, where th e re ’s at least as m uch 
again on tha t elusive figure, John’s partner, Phyllis Playter, the whole written 
with insight and reading w ith ease.

G len Cavaliero only once m et Alyse Gregory. ‘Everything abou t her was 
in tense’, he writes; ‘she was at once vulnerable and dau n tin g ’. In  Powys H eritage 
N o 4, a thorough, lucid and clearly heartfelt essay by Society m em ber and French 
resident Jacqueline Peltier, we learn this and m uch more.

M m e Peltier shows us tha t there is m ore to  Alyse G regory th an  just wife of 
Llewelyn and au thor of a few forgotten books. C onsequently, her study is partly, 
and surely rightly, revisionist. If  readers know Alyse G regory at all it is through 
The Cry o f a Gull, her edited journals; the key word there is ‘ed ited ’ -  as M m e 
Peltier points ou t, her thoughts, im pressions, opinions were all selected by the 
editor to show Alyse as som eone who lived through, for, and by Llewelyn Powys, 
come w hat may. And as this essay goes on to show, Alyse did have a life of her 
own, b o th  before and after her fifteen years o f m arriage to Llewelyn.

Indeed , one gets the im pression Alyse’s character was the antithesis of that of 
her husband; she was introspective, m elancholy, lonely, none of which qualities 
(for tha t is w hat they are) one could ascribe to  Llewelyn. As a friend of Alyse 
writes in a le tter to M m e Peltier: ‘She took life m uch too hard  and seriously . . . ’ 
T his isn’t exactly the opposite of Llewelyn, who can ’t be accused of taking life 
lightly or superficially; b u t likewise, he w asn’t one to let the cares o f the world, or 
even the cares of those nearest and dearest to him , get him  down.

Alyse’s seriousness, though perhaps in som e ways studied, was nevertheless in 
earnest. R ead her im pressions, too long to quo te here, at the bo ttom  of page 13, 
a penetrating deep-felt rem iniscence tha t recalls Yeats’ poem  with its lines, 
‘Som ething drops from eyes long blind / 1 com plete my partial m ind .’

O f course, Alyse was never the same person after m eeting Llewelyn, and the
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fateful triangle of Llewelyn, Alyse and GamelW oolsey is discussed here at length; 
perhaps m ost touchingly at the po in t when G am el breaks off her relationship with 
Llewelyn to begin her life w ith G erald  Brenan; far from  being a happy tim e for 
Alyse (after all, she was getting back the m an she loved), this was the w orst tim e 
of all, as she had to endure -  had  to because she chose to -  the agonies the m an she 
loved went through at losing the wom an he loved.

Alyse G regory lived for m any years following Llewelyn’s death , b u t it can truly 
be said a huge p art of her d ied with him . W hat kept her going was art -  books, 
m usic, natu re  (for w hat’s natu re  if n o t art?). As she herself said, ‘A rt can always 
transcend  life.’ If  it does anything, it can do that; indeed, i t ’s doubtfu l if it could, 
or needs to, do anything else.

As handsom ely produced  as the first two in the series, bo th  booklets have four 
pages of illustrations as well as notes for reference. In  addition, Alyse Gregory: 
A  Woman at Her Window has a substantial bibliography, and at fifty-two pages is 
the longer of the two booklets, and consequently  is slightly m ore expensive.

B a rry  C ronin

The Powys Brothers, Selections from the writings of 
John Cowper Powys, T. F. Powys and Llewelyn Powys.

T he Powys Press, H am ilto n ’s, K ilm ersdon, near Bath BA3 5TE.
1999, ISBN 1 874559 22  8, £ 9  in c lu d in g  p& p.

T his audio-book, professionally p roduced  and using professional actors, con
tains three hours of readings from  the works o f the th ree bro thers. T h e  m aterial 
was selected by Oliver and C hristopher W ilkinson and the readers are: Oliver 
W ilkinson (JCP), Freddie Jones (T heodore) and C hristopher K en t (Llewelyn). 
T he sho rt m usical in terludes betw een readings are w ritten by Will Powys, great- 
grandson o f T heodore and the attractively designed inlay is the work o f Bev 
Craven.

All the readers are excellent. I t is good to have such a fine record ing  of the late 
loved Oliver W ilkinson.

Llewelyn is well represen ted  by selections from  a num ber of his books. H e has 
always been my least favourite of the three b ro thers and it is only now, having 
heard  him  read aloud, that I have realized his m astery  of words, the accuracy of 
his observation o f people as well as N atu re  and the variety of his subject m atter.

I was touched  by the tenderness of ‘U n d er the S tars’ and caught up in the 
small tragedy described in ‘An Owl and a Swallow’. T h e  hom eliness of the 
fam iliar ‘T he Village Shop’ w ith its tender observation of the affection between

H ave y o u  b o u g h t y o u r  A u d io -  Tapes y e t?
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M iss Sparkes and  her p a rro t contrasts strongly w ith the violence of the porcupine 
h u n t described in Black Laughter, ‘Kill, Kill, K ill’. Llewelyn accepts this violence 
as an integral p a rt o f N atu re . A reading from  Glory of Life speaks Llewelyn’s 
hedonistic philosophy played ou t against the prospect of eternal death.

T heodore  and John are no t as fortunate as their b ro ther in the selections from 
their w ritings.T hese are too limited.

Readings from  T heodore  com prise two from  The Soliloquy o f a Hermit, two 
from  Mr. Weston’s Good Wine and the short stories ‘T he C andle and the Glow
w orm ’ and ‘W h en T h o u  W ast N aked’. One passage each from  the early Soliloquy 
and Mr. Weston would have allowed time for fu rth e r readings illustrative o f o ther 
aspects o fT h eo d o re’s genius.

John C ow per suffers sim ilar lim itations. His novels are represented by one 
reading from  Weymouth Sands (M agnus M u ir’s wait for Perdita W ane’s arrival at 
W eym outh and three, yes three from A Glastonbury Romance. All are prim arily 
reflective passages with little action, particularly  JC P ’s m usings on the erratic 
ways of the Janus-faced F irst C ause to whom John and M ary Crow pray that their 
love may have a happy future. T h e  novels contain  m uch lively, dram atic action 
b u t there is none of it here.

Oliver W ilkinson’s in terp re ta tion  of John C ow per’s account of his lecturing 
m ethod -  ‘I worked m yself up  to such a pitch that I became the figure I was 
analysing’ -  becom es an apt description o f O liver’s own readings. Also from 
Autobiography is an account o f JC P ’s attem pts to satisfy his cerebral sex longings 
at penny-in-the-slo t m achines in New York hallways and in the ‘Caves ofVenus 
M echanistica’ in the Bowery.

T he readings also include a le tter from John to F rances Gregg, poignant in 
his expression of love and also illustrative o f his m ental sadism . O r was he just 
playing verbal gam es?The d iary account of the  death  o fT he Old haunts precisely 
because of its dispassionate objectivity.

M ost Powysians will find m uch to enjoy in The Powys Brothers. Some, Like me, 
may make new discoveries. I appreciate Llewelyn’s writings m ore; and an extract 
from  Lucifer encourages m e to  take that neglected poem  from the bookcase and 
read it.

T here  rem ains the question which prom pted  my criticism  of theT heodore  and 
John C ow per selections. For w hat audience was this audio-book intended? Was it 
m eant for Powysians or for new com ers to Powys books?T he C hairm an’s rem arks 
at this year’s C onference indicated  that it could be a way of in troducing  others to 
the b ro th ers’ w ritings, a way of whetting appetites and gaining new readers.

The Powys Brothers begins w ith 15 m inutes o f The Soliloquy o f a Hermit (how 
m any of those com ing to the Powyses for the first tim e will get beyond that?) and 
it ends with an account of a dying dog doing N o 1 and unsuccessfully attem pting 
N o 2. Will this a ttract new readers?
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Wessex -  A  L itera ry  P ilgrim age, b y  P e te r  T o lh u rs t  
a n d  w ith  a F o re w o rd  by  R o n a ld  B ly the .

Black Dog Books, n  T rin ity  S treet, N orw ich, N orfolk NR2 2BQ.
1999, isbn o 9528839 1 o, £19-95-

T his book is a real treat, and I doub t there will be m any in the Society who w on’t 
find som ething of in terest w ithin its covers. T hose fam iliar with Peter T o lhu rst’s 
earlier book on literary E ast Anglia with no t be d isappointed w ith another 
sum ptuously designed and p roduced  book, full o f strikingly evocative pho to 
graphs and a carefully considered text; bu t they will also find a good deal m ore 
besides. A lthough subtitled  A  Literary Pilgrimage, the book far transcends that 
description to becom e a fascinating study o f the im pact of the landscape of 
Wessex on both  w riters and their w ritings.T his is an idea that has been explored 
before, m ost recently by Jeremy H ooker’s excellent Writers in a Landscape (1996), 
bu t T olhurst evokes a broader canvas and a w ider cast -  w riters who them selves 
becom e characters w ithin their own landscapes.

Wessex for the purpose of th is book is defined by a triangle w ith Swindon at its 
apex, Lym e Regis to the west and Poole Bay to the east; an area that broadly takes 
in W iltshire, E ast Som erset and D orset, b u t n o t G lastonbury. T h e  book starts 
gently enough in N o rth e rn  W iltshire with F rancis K ilvert at Langley Burrell and 
R ichard Jefferies at C oate, bo th  w riters w ith a particularly  weli developed 
response to landscape, before moving south to the Salisbury of E. M . F o rster and 
W illiam G old ing’s The Spire. W ithin this whole area H ardy is necessarily a 
dom inant figure, and the exploration of Egdon H eath  and The Return o f the Native 
is superbly achieved. Indeed  w ithout H ardy it is unlikely we should  any longer 
even think of this as Wessex at all, bu t T o lhurst m anages to bring  in plenty of 
Powys too, w ith special em phasis on M ontacu te , W eym outh and C haldon.

H e is especially good on Wolf Solent, and explores the landscape of JC P ’s 
childhood around  Sherborne and Yeovil with great effect, associating the m ore 
broken D orsetshire countryside to the south  w ith the voluptuous G erda Torp, 
and the Som erset Levels to the west and n o rth  as the  spiritual hom e o f C hristie 
M alakite, which allows him  to throw  in teresting  light on the way JC P  uses 
landscape as bo th  symbol and m etaphor. D orchester and M aiden Castle also 
receive effective a tten tion , and the discussion is carefully linked to  Sir M ortim er 
W heeler’s excavations at the tim e JC P was w riting the novel, b u t above all 
T olhurst shows how dreadfully em asculated was the original published text, and 
how indebted  we are to the University ofWales Press for publishing the full text in 
1990. T his no t only restores the com plex sense o f place into the narrative, b u t 
indicates the striking difference betw een the early novels full o f beautiful 
evocations of the Wessex countryside nostalgically w ritten  in exile in Am erica, 
and the way that Maiden Castle was gradually nourished  from  JC P ’s daily walks 
around the very places he was describing.
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W eym outh and Portland  also receive their fair share o f a tten tion , with 
in teresting discussions o f bo th  Weymouth Sands and H ardy’s m uch under-rated  
penultim ate novel The Well Beloved. A whole chapter is then  devoted to 
‘Powysland’, th a t m agical area around  C haldon  and  the D orset coast.T . F. Powys 
inevitably receives the lion’s share o f a tten tion  here, b u t there is also plenty of 
in terest to say about Llewelyn, Alyse and Gam el Woolsey, as well as Sylvia 
Townsend W arner, Valentine A ckland, David and Ray G arn ett and other m em 
bers of the Powys Circle.

T he Powys family are certainly well served by this book, bu t there is very m uch 
m ore besides. T h e  Tyneham  Valley of M ary B utts is particularly  well done, as is 
the Lym e Regis o f John Fowles, and the m ysterious Pilgrim  Valley of Peter 
Ackroyd’s First Light. I also suspect there will be surprises here for everyone. I 
have to confess no t knowing before that O tto line M orrell actually inv itedT F P  to 
G arsington M anor, and w hen he inevitably refused visited C haldon herself, 
apparently  anxious that B eth C arr and its circle m ight begin to eclipse her own 
literary hegemony. But satisfied th a t it w ould not, she never re tu rned  again! 
Equally, to my sham e, I was unaw are of the M arlborough poet C harles H am ilton 
Sorley (1895-1915), which I shall take im m ediate steps to  rectify, whilst 
T o lhu rst’s irrepressible enthusiasm  for m any sadly neglected w riters kept me 
revisiting my own bookshelves far too frequently when I should have been writing 
this review, and I have no d o u b t th a t others will find the same.

Inevitably there are also om issions. For m yself I was sad th a tT o lhu rst had not 
explored the Salisbury Plain ofV. S. N aipaul, where he has lived within walking 
distance of Stonehenge for m any years, and w hich he wrote about so hauntingly 
in The Enigma o f A rrival (1987), probably one o f the m ost tantalizing novels of the 
past twenty years. N aipaul seem s to go beyond the idea of landscape simply 
influencing w riters, to the concept that w riters may actually re-im agine that 
landscape for themselves :

L and is no t land alone, som ething tha t sim ply is itself. L and  partakes of 
what we breathe into it, is touched  by our m oods and m em ories.

T his seem s to me to be a particu larly  im portan t idea for understand ing  m uch 
of JC P ’s writing, and indeed for re-conceptualizing the very m eaning o f land
scape itself, as Jeremy H ooker has so perceptively suggested, so I would have 
been especially in terested  in T o lh u rst’s com m ents on Naipaul. But this is a small 
quibble abou t an excellent book tha t can be unequivocally recom m ended to 
anyone w ith an in terest in the Powys bro thers or in Wessex, or simply in the way 
that landscape and art som ehow transcend  each other to create som ething even 
greater. W hy else would we get so m uch pleasure from  actually visiting the places 
that feature in our favourite books?
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A Tribute to Alyse Gregory

The publication of Jacqueline Peltier’s revealing essay on Alyse Gregory (see review on 
p.31) provides an opportunity for the N ew sletter to offer readers an example o f her 
writing for T h e  Dial. By way o f introduction Jacqueline writes: ‘C ities of the Plain is 
not the last volume o /R em em brance ofT hings Past. I t was followed by T h e  Captive, 
T he Fugitive, and T im e Regained, which in France were published in ’23, ’25 and 
’2 j, and a few years later translated by C. K. Scott Moncrieff, and Stephen Hudson in 
the case o f the last volume. Alyse throughout her life retained her love for Proust, “who 
in the days o f my greatest unhappiness supported me, gave me back my desire to live”, as 
she wrote in her Journal in 1958.’

It is appropriate to reproduce a paper on Proust to celebrate her memory. Ed.

P O E T IC  E N F R A N C H IS E M E N T

C IT IE S  O F  T H E  PLAIN. By M arcel P roust.
T ranslated  from  the F rench  by C. K. Scott M oncrieff.

Two volumes. i2mo. 352 and 384 pages. Albert & Charles Boni. 8I5.

W IT H O U T  our knowledge or concurrence we are, each one of us, a little closed 
system  of preconceptions, our im aginations hobbled by custom , our thoughts as 
sedately guarded, as carefully regulated, as those long lines of pale orphans in 
their black uniform s led ou t for their daily walk by the unsm iling head o f the 
establishm ent. O ur illusions, so sedulously garnered, so anxiously cherished, so 
bitterly  defended, are the props by which we live; hab it, the prison through  which 
we move; fear, the sentinel th a t foils us in our endeavour to issue into a universe 
too vast and frightening for our uncerta in  nerves.

It is the privilege of great and original m inds to let down for us those bars held 
in place by the unconscious conspiracy of a tim orous and to rp id  society, and to 
guide us w ith firm  directions into a m ore audacious view of existence; it is the 
greater privilege of the artist, n o t only to heighten our vision o f that reality 
beyond reality, the tru ths which lurk so fugitively under the o rd inary  accepted 
aspects of the objects surrounding  us, bu t to charm  and fructify us at the same 
tim e, to rouse our own d o rm an t potentialities, to force us in to  creative thought, 
to render us m ore aware o f the im plications of our own lives, to  indicate the 
greatest d isaster tha t can befall us, apart from  disease, destitu tion , or death, 
namely, th a t of losing our capacity for fresh and penetrating  response. T his no 
au thor has done to a m ore m arked degree than  has M arcel P roust. O pen any of 
his volumes at random , and you are led on from  sentence to sen tence, from  page 
to page, from  chap ter to chapter, until stirring w ithin you is a new power, a more 
bold  and delicate insight, a whole fresh set o f in terests and appreciations, and at 
last an entire world of people takes sensible shape, a world m ore vivid, more 
intim ately realized, m ore in teresting , than  any you have known or will probably
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ever be privileged to know .This, to a certain  ex ten t, m ight be said of any novelist, 
of H enry  Jam es to w hom  P roust has by an authoritative English critic, been 
unfavourably com pared. B ut how restric ted , how narrowly genteel, how lacking 
in hum our, is this m aster o f the social situation , rare as his gift to us will always 
rem ain, com pared to the unfe tte red  perspicacity  o f the disillusioned Frenchm an. 
And o f the two it is certain ly  n o t M arcel P roust whom  one can accuse of 
snobbishness. Only the m ost obtuse o f critics could have s tarted  such a rum our. 
He has chosen to portray  th a t portion  o f society which, since it is the m ost 
aristocratic, is also the m ost historically in teresting, in which m ore diverse and 
com plicated types sooner or later appear, and where the assum ption of superio r
ity being greater and the play of wit m ore fierce and m ore light, the challenge to 
discrim ination is proportionate ly  m ore exigent. B ut he has, at the sam e time, 
parallel w ith this privileged upper world, dep icted  with an insight heretofore 
unequalled  the world tha t serves it, tha t m ust bow down to its whims— the valets, 
the cooks, the bell-boys, the coach m en— a world m ade up o f the sam e types as its 
m asters, as arrogant and as lim ited, bu t rendered  servile, cunning, and affable 
through necessity.

In  these last o f his volum es to be translated , alternating with the them es 
already fam iliar to us in his previous w riting—the to rtu res of norm al attraction  
with its unrelen ting  doub ts, its ennuis and its sudden rewards, all so fleeting and 
all so im portan t; the outw ard pretentiousness and the m alicious undercurren ts 
of a sm all, hom ogeneous group; the delicious sensations o f the country; the 
changing aspects of the sea—is the m ajor m o tif of a love heretofore banished from 
the pages of fiction. By society at large sexual inversion has been regarded either 
as a vice so revolting and unnatu ra l that a conspiracy of silence has prevailed, or 
so dangerous tha t it m ust receive im m ediate public castigation. Since the newer 
psychology has explained it in term s of a malady, another attitude has am ong the 
enlightened com e into fashion, b u t even this attitude, so supercilious in its 
to lerance or so vulgar in its frivolity, veils a contem pt which betrays a sense of 
superiority  and a lim ited sympathy. N o w riter before M arcel P roust has dared, or 
has perhaps been perm itted , to touch with so free a pen on so dark a subject. We 
can im agine no au thor who could have possibly done it with so relentless yet so 
tender an understand ing , with such consum m ate art. And be it said, we are not 
am ong those who discover a “defect” in his “m oral sensibility” because of the 
inclusion of certain  m uch discussed episodes. C andour absolves everything, and 
for the artis t curiosity, com bined w ith spiritual detachm ent, is essential. Sensi
tiveness is the un ique v irtue, and the passionate weight of certain  pages of this 
p rofound and revealing book should cause hesitation to those who judge certain 
o ther passages with too great tem per. As alert to the conflicts of his characters, to 
their sufferings, their pitiable subterfuges, the nervous masks through which their 
telltale eyes look out, as a lover to the steps of his m istress, P roust can never be 
accused of m oral insensibility.
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To follow the possessed divagations of the Baron de C harlus, the sly, self- 
in terested  deceptions of M orel, is to be in itiated  into a life as fantastic as it is 
absorbing. Tragedy and com edy alternate with so swift and so equal a balance, 
and our shocks are so softened by our increasing perceptions, that presently  our 
dispraise dissolves, and only our understand ing  rem ains, our instructed  and 
com passionate understanding. M oral indignation has no place where the in
stincts are seen striving, with the desperate zeal of necessity, to create w ithin the 
small space alloted them  by a w ithered or frightened society the very b reath  o f life 
itself.

To blam e or criticize M arcel P roust because his philosophy is one o f despair 
is to miss m uch of the intensity o f his writing. Because he never forgets death  he 
equally never forgets life. U nlike Leopardi, “pale amant de la mort,” P roust seeks 
to extract from  life each little d rop of experience it has to give, to bathe h im self in 
it; he does no t court death, he covets life, b u t at the same tim e sees it, like the wild 
ass’s skin, shrinking hour by hour. H is descriptions of nature are like those of a 
convalescent re turn ing  to the strange and overpowering revelation of an exist
ence which only one who realizes its dream like quality, its fleeting dura tion , is 
able to achieve. It is largely the secret of his rich, rash, and subtle m editations, 
this constan t accom panim ent in his m ind of the knowledge that suddenly each 
sense, so swift to his bidding, so perfect an in strum ent o f ravishm ent, will be 
b lo tted  ou t, extinguished, and darkness will prevail. It is why his observations 
of the ephem eral niceties of an artificial society, its colossal illusions, its 
sentim entalities, and its crudeness, are so acute. All is nothing and therefore 
anything is everything.T hat he w ithdrew  from  life was due to  his illness and it was 
only because he had lived with so submissive and  dedicated an a tten tion  to the 
m inutest m easurem ent of experience that he was able to build  with his a rt so 
splendid and so enduring an edifice.

ALYSE GREGORY.

Reminiscences ofA .R . Powys and The S.P.A.B.

(.Including the answer to the riddle o f theWinterborne Tomson manuscripts.)
W hen Thackeray T urner resigned the position he long held as Secretary to the 
Society for the P rotection of A ncient Buildings, Powys, strongly recom m ended 
by T urner, was appointed to fill his place. T u rn e r’s estim ation of Powys’s 
character and abilities was m ore than justified, for except for a break  during the 
war, Powys devoted his m ind and energy to the work of the Society. He carried  on 
the ordinary practice of an architect, latterly assisted by his partner, J. E. M. 
M acgregor, bu t the Society’s work always w ith him  took first place and absorbed
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his best though t and zeal. Visiting, inspecting, reporting  and interview ing were 
b u t a p a r t of his days work, and he would fill in the evening by travelling to some 
provincial town to lecture on the work he had so m uch at heart, the preservation 
of som e noble building or the saving of a row of ancient cottages. Recently m uch 
of the work of the Society and its Secretary has been, with the help of C .P .R .E., 
devoted to attem pts to save from  ill-considered road w idening the ancient 
cottages and bridges of the country.

T h e  establishm ent of the C entral C ouncil for the Care o f C hurches and the 
appo in tm ent of the D iocesan Advisory Councils relieved to some extent the 
feeling of responsibility th a t the Society seem ed to have for the repair and 
additions constantly being m ade to ancient churches, bu t it was far from 
reducing the work of the Secretary, who was unrem itting  in his watch on behalf of 
these bodies. Frequently  technical advice was sought from  the Society and its 
Secretary by the Councils.

W ith all his ardent appreciation of ancient buildings and old work generally, 
Powys held a very practical outlook on every branch of building work and 
construction . His reverence for the old did no t prevent him  from  considering and 
adapting the new when it was useful or sound .T h is may be seen in his book Repair 
of Ancient Buildings, where he deals in tu rn  with all the different crafts connected 
with build ing and gives reasons why the old m ethods and custom s are nearly 
always the right ones right at any rate at the date they were done.

T h e  executive of the S.P.A.B. contains six or eight practising architects, with 
the result tha t the Secretarys proposals or his reports were pretty  thoroughly -  to 
p u t it m ildly -  discussed. Powys held strong views and did no t hesitate to state 
them , while he was at the same time the perfect Secretary and deferred at once to 
the decision of the C om m ittee -  which was som etim es wrong! I can rem em ber 
only one occasion when Powyss enthusiasm  quixotic it m ight -  be called carried 
away the C om m ittee on a course m ost of us now regret.

Powys’s sincerity won him  friends from unexpected quarters. He shocked his 
C om m ittee one day into silent am azem ent by calmly handing the C hairm an a 
cheque for £20 ,000  and announcing that it had been given by an anonym ous 
donor specifically to acquire and preserve ancient buildings, which we might 
judge to be worthy of preservation. B ut the Secretary had done m ore than  merely 
accept the gift; he had to ld  the donor at once and got his approval for the m oney 
to be used as capital to purchase buildings which could be p u t in repair and either 
let or sold (under restrictions) so that the capital would rem ain and continue to 
be used over and over again. T h at at any rate was the aim and a com pany called 
the A ncient Buildings T ru st was form ed to carry on this b ranch of the work on 
behalf of the Society. A lready several buildings have been acquired and dealt 
with. O ne example m aybe c ited -4 8  D evonshire Street, B loom sbury.This is now 
a m useum  for ancient m usical instrum ents and is worthy o f a visit, bo th  for the 
build ing and its contents.
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T he donor, however, was no t done with his gifts. H e next bought and handed 
over to the Society the old Assembly Rooms in Bath.

Finally he handed over another cheque, with instructions to purchase 
M ontacu te House in Som erset. T he freehold of these two properties the Society 
vested in the N ationalT rust, the Society rem aining responsible for m anagem ent 
and m aintenance.

N one of the C om m ittee knows the nam e of this generous donor; and it seems 
to m e they m ight never have heard of him  b u t for Powys, who m ust have 
im pressed him  and been the im m ediate cause o f the unparalleled  m unificence, 
and this is my only reason for giving these details.

Am id all his serious work and the heavy task of guiding his executive 
com m ittee, Powys had a very keen sense of hum our, which came out from  tim e to 
time. In  one of his lighter m oods he caught the w riter tu rn ing  up his nose at a 
photograph  of some doubtful ancient building labelled ‘an tique’. ‘T roup ,’ he 
said, ‘can smell a faked building before he sees it! ’ A little frivolity in a com m ittee 
is a good thing, and Powys knew it.

T hom as H ardy started  life as an architect and was a m em ber of the S.P.A.B. 
T he Society possessed som e reports and specifications w ritten  by Hardy, and the 
m anuscrip t of an address he gave at an annual general m eeting. We decided that 
as they were no longer of use to us we would sell them , and this was done. Powys 
again took the lead and persuaded the C om m ittee th a t the money, or p art of it, 
should be used in repairing som e building in the H ardy country  as a m em orial to 
the novelist. T he little church of W interborne Tom son, which was half roofless 
and in a derelict condition, was chosen, and Powys h im self saw to its reparation 
and to a small bronze panel being affixed to the walls recording what had taken 
place. H ere it was he chose his own burial place, and here his body was laid to rest 
on the 12th of this m onth.

Powys had m ore than  one serious attack o f the com plaint from  which he died. 
We urged him  to ease off and let others do the hard  work, b u t nothing would 
persuade him  that he was n o t -  as he certainly looked -  a strong and healthy m an. 
He had no t allowed for being a prisoner in G erm any during the War. T h at 
privation and hardship may well have m ade him  less able to resist disease.

A splendid  and loveable m an cut off in his p rim e, it will be long before his place 
can be filled as he filled it.

F. W. Troup

This obituary was published in the Journal of the Royal Institute of Architects for 21 March 
1936, following A. R. Powys’s death on 9 March. Its author, F.W. Troup fr ib a  fs a ,  was among 
the ‘six or eight practising architects’ on the S.P.A.B. Executive at the time, and had been on the 
Committee since 1903, well before A R P  was appointed Secretary in 1911.

The ‘the generous donor’, whose gift saved Montacute House, was Ernest Cook, art collector 
and connoisseur, and grandson of the founder of Thomas Cook and Son.
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Letters from Louis Wilkinson to Theodore Powys 
About Their Books

Selected from 26 letters from Louis Wilkinson to Theodore Powys in the Powys Society 
Collection. In most cases references to fam ily and other matters not concerned with 
books have been omitted and cuts are indicated thus: . . . .  Ed.

D eepdene,
A ldborough,

Suffolk.
June 26 1919

M y D ear T heodore,
... I have w ritten a novel with this nam e ‘B ru te G ods’, it comes out in America 

next Septem ber and I will send you a copy.
I am sorry tha t the b ru te  gods have no t been kinder to you. Perhaps it is only to 

b ru tal people that they are really kind for long. I suppose my lechery puts them  on 
my side, a little. It becom es clearer and clearer to me that life becom es tolerable 
to us through our selfish and evil qualities. Lechery protects us as stoutly as ever 
it did, b u t the business of m oney has been pinching my heels lately. In England I 
notice the war has m ade all the scoundrels richer and all the honest m en poorer 
than  ever. I have had to take up £200  this year and am  already in view of the 
shadow of the worry of how to get more when that is done. It was no t that America 
yielded so m uch less gold, b u t illness expenses and voyage expenses (they have 
doubled the fares) pressed on me.

T h e  war seems to have done England harm  in every way. But I am glad to be 
back. T hese new countries d on’t suit me and they never will -  my m other is very 
little changed (found her well and active) she sends her best love and wants me to 
tell you how m uch she liked your ‘Soliloquy’ -  she often looks at it and reads over 
and over again the parts she likes best. I still feel confidence that your books will 
be published and recognised. It is a bad  tim e now, with the level of public taste 
never lower, bu t things will change, and they may change quickly. If  only we 
would copy Russia instead o f trying to bite her, we should do better. I w ant very 
m uch to see you. If  I have enough m oney I will come down later in the sum m er -  
to W eymouth, perhaps? I hope you are all well. M uch love, Louis.

D eepdene,
A ldborough,

Suffolk.
11 April 1923

My D ear T heodore,
I hear with great delight that a book o f your stories is very soon to be published; 

and you may be in terested  to hear that it is already being spoken of with great 
enthusiasm  by the critics of the literary ‘coteries’. I saw my A m erican publisher
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Mr. Alfred K noff in L ondon the o ther day and h e’ll probably try  to get the rights 
of Am erican publication.

T h e  very people whom I used to try to get in terested  in your work, and who 
pre tended  to have read what I showed them  of yours and m ade rem arks like, ‘of 
course th e re ’s some fine original stuff in [it] i t’s too uneven and would only appeal 
to a very few’ .These same wise m en now chant your praises and will no doub t give 
you excellent reviews and probably inform  their friends tha t they arranged for the 
publication of your book -  However that doesn’t m atter: the great thing is th a t the 
book is com ing out. I very m uch look forward to reading it. It seems to have been 
fairly widely read in ‘page-proof’ already: at a ‘literary p arty ’ the o ther n ight I 
went because the liquor w ould be good and plentiful -  they talked o f hardly 
anything else -  particularly  o f ‘Left Leg’.

I hope you get m oney as well as recognition, ever yours Louis.

27 April 23

D uke’s Avenue, 
Chiswick, W4.

My D earT heodore ,
Your letter was m ost welcome and I am very glad to know tha t M r. K noff has 

taken 1,000 sheets o f ‘T he Left Leg’ and may set up the book later. H e is a good 
m an of business -  an Arabian type of Jew -  a person of som e sensibility, though I 
think he loves m oney be tte r than  anything else.

If  I can get a chance to write about your book I shall n o t miss it. ...

3 St. John’s S treet, 
Oxford.

17 A ugust 26
My D earT heodore ,

I particularly  wish tha t we could be m eeting now and talking about your 
work. Do you really feel that you can go by David G a rn e tt’s advice no t to publish 
‘T he M arket Bell’? I did no t know before Bernie told me tha t you th ink  that 
unpublished book your best -  very likely it is -  for I can ’t believe that David 
G arnett is a b etter judge of your work than  you are yourself. H e has w ritten well, 
bu t that doesn ’t m ean tha t he can judge well: in fact considering his ‘Sailor’s 
R etu rn ’ which showed in some ways the influence of your w riting, I th ink  he m ust 
be susceptible to just what are no t the strongest and m ost distinctive qualities in 
you. My feeling is that he m ay be so bad a judge that your best work would seem 
to him  your worst - 1 th ink  I am  a m uch b e tte r critic than this David G arnett.

I d o n ’t ask you to send m e the Mss o f ‘T h e  M arket Bell’ because it is probably 
the only fair copy that you have, and I should be very nervous abou t it getting lost 
in the post, or my bringing it myself. B ut I w onder if you w ould let m e read  it 
when we next meet? And why no t reconsider this m atter of no t publishing it? As
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you are taking a rest from  writing now, it would be very good thing to publish this 
book, so as no t to leave too long an interval.

I hope you do not continue to be discouraged about your writing. You have no 
need to be .T h ere  is no d o u b t that your repute stands high and it is widely spread 
everywhere except am ong the mob. ever from  Louis.

is t  February  1934

26 Prim rose Hill Road, 
NW3

M y D ear Theodore,
T h an k  you for your kind letter. I m eant to have w ritten  when I sent the book, 

b u t I have been rather occupied these last days. I hope you will no t feel tha t either 
you or your family have been badly treated  in this ‘Sw an’s M ilk’ Llewelyn writes 
to m e o f his ‘outraged fam ily’. I do not th ink you will agree, and I hope you will 
not. B ut I should be glad if  you could reassure me. Llewelyn has w ritten words of 
praise on the w rapper o f the book - 1 will send you a copy of this when it is ready 
-  and he has alluded there to my ‘m alicious m isrepresen tation’ of his bro ther 
John, and m ade it clear th a t he doesn’t like things I said about his fam ily.The joke 
was th a t Fabers left all th a t out, b u t they’re now prin ting  new w rappers with all of 
it in .T h a t was why I d id n ’t  send you the old wrapper. Lulu will no doub t tell you 
about this.

I cannot think you will be outraged. I t would be very dull to say nothing but 
praise o f people, to be always cautious and safe about them ; it would be dully 
un true . N o one would believe it either.

Love from us bo th  Yours ever Louis.

27 M ay 1947
Louis M arlow  Esq.
17 St Leonards Terrace,
L ondon SW3

Sylvan Press Lim ited 
24 M useum  Street 

LondonW C i

D ear Sir
Living W riters 

A Collection ofTwelveTalks Broadcast by the B.B.C.
Edited by M r. G. H. Phelps 

It gives me m uch pleasure to inform  you tha t our preparations for the publication 
of the above, incorporating your broadcast talk onT . F. Powys are well in hand, 
and there is every hope tha t the volume will be ready during the com ing summer. 

We understand  from M r. Phelps tha t he has received your perm ission for the
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inclusion o f the talk in the above volume, and that d irect arrangem ents have been 
m ade betw een him  and yourself concerning the fee payable to you in respect of 
publication.

We beg to rem ain, D ear Sir,
Yours faithfully 

For Sylvan Press Ltd.
(signed) Charles Rosher, M anaging D irector

T he following postscrip t is added by Louis W ilkinson:

My D ear T heodore, M r. Phelps seemed to th ink that this volume would be very 
m uch delayed or not appear at all. So I ’m glad to have this letter this m orning. I 
d on ’t w ant it back of course. T hank  you for sending m e the announcem ent of 
‘G od’s Eyes A-Twinkle’ - 1 hope it will sell m any copies and I know I shall read  it 
with a great deal of pleasure. I wish I liked the title be tte r - 1 feel sure you d id  not 
invent it. ...

W ith m uch love etc. Louis

Tetsuo A kiyam a (1910-1998)

I have recently learned of the death o f Tetsuo Akiyama, a poet and professor of 
English L iterature who becam e a friend of John C ow per Powys in the last years of 
the la tte r’s life. Among his published works were a study of English epic poetry  
and several volumes of poem s.

His correspondence w ith John Cowper began in 1958 when he sent him  a copy 
of that year’s Rikkyo Review, a journal published by St P aul’s (Rikkyo) University 
in Tokyo, which contained an essay Akiyama had w ritten called ‘J. C. Powys and 
His N ature C u lt’. T he article was in Japanese b u t had a two-page synopsis in 
English, which concluded w ith this passage:

As the world becom es m echanised and m an becom es m ore and m ore 
de-hum anised, so the nostalgia for nature will tend  to be m ore strongly 
felt am ong people, since they are bo rn  of m other-earth . A new type of 
R ousseau is needed today. O n tha t account it seems tha t the advent o f a 
Powysian cult will be b u t a question of time.

Powys w rote in response on 1st February  1958 in the first o f his letters to 
Akiyama: ‘One observation in this article & tow ards the end of it is to me specially 
exciting & pleasing, nam ely the in troduction  of R ousseau. D id n ’t R ousseau 
come from  Geneva? Well! M y fa ther’s m other came from  Geneva, and I have now 
got several cousins in Geneva who bear her nam e before she m arried  my 
grandfather ... H er nam e was M oilliet and I find m yself often w ondering w hether 
this M. M ollet who is one of the chief statesm en in F rance today may no t have the

45



same ancestors as my M oilliet relatives in G eneva!’ [A reference of m ore than 
passing in terest to myself, since my m other was a M ollet].

M uch o f the con ten t o f John C ow per’s letters to Akiyama is, o f course, similar 
to those w ritten  to o ther correspondents during  these years. But Akiyam a’s first 
im pressions on receiving this letter from  Powys are clear from  John C ow per’s 
next: ‘My dear Professor, T his wondrous letter o f yours does make m e feel so so 
proud! Just think of your liking my handw riting! You are the only person in the 
world who has ever said tha t to m e!’ A kiyam a’s letters are probably no longer 
extant, b u t Powys’s often suggest their content:

w hat you say about this rough and rude and often vulgar urbanisation  of 
beautifu l country  is tru e  over here too. I ’ve just seen in one of our Sunday 
papers here a p icture of a little village in N orfolk where som e of my 
M o th er’s family lived and of which I have heard  my Aunts speak from 
childhood -  a perfectly lovely little medieval village in danger of being 
com pletely destroyed -  and for what purpose my friend?To m ake a road!
I t ’s alm ost comical i t ’s so outrageous! I love your description of the trees 
you rem em ber from  childhood.

In  o ther letters Powys expressed gratitude and adm iration for his other 
Japanese friend, Ichiro H ara. H ara claim ed no t to have read Powys’s novels, 
being m ore interested in his philosophical works, bur Akiyama clearly enjoyed 
them  all -  In Spite Of, The A rt of Happiness, Up and Out, A ll or Nothing, A  
Glastonbury Romance. Powys recom m ended him  to read Llewelyn’s Love and 
Death and Akiyama m ust have got hold of it quickly, for John C ow per begins his 
next le tter, ‘My dear F riend, for anyone who can appreciate and follow 
Llewelyn’s Love and Death and my Glastonbury Romance as you do is indeed a real 
friend to  us bo th  . . .’

Akiyama sent Powys photos of him self, his house, and his son, and also 
pictures of places in Japan, providing explanations of their geography and 
history. ‘I have learn t a great deal from all this trouble you have taken’, Powys 
w rote,

I do indeed learn from  these pictures w hat a wonderful and magical 
country  Japan is. I rem em ber in my youth long ago when there was a war 
betw een Japan and Russia how strongly I took the side of Jap an .T h at was 
in the days of the Czars and before the word Soviet had ever been used! I 
can even rem em ber com posing a poem  in favour o f Japan against that old 
Czaristic Russia!’

Akiyama wrote another essay called ‘T h e  E lem entalist Faith  of J. C. Powys’ 
published in H ara’s journal Sozo in June 1959. T his drew  m ore expressions of 
pride from  John Cowper, who was also pleased that Akiyama liked the black and 
white feather he had sent him. W hen H ara visited Powys in the sum m er of 1961 he 
b rough t with him  two prin ts from Akiyama as gifts -  a H okusai and an U tam aro. 
Powys replied with gratitude and delight, and looked forward to the day that
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Akiyama him self could visit. His last letter w ritten in July 1961 expressed his 
pleasure in Akiyama’s descrip tion of his travels around Japan.

Akiyama determ ined to m ake that visit, and did so in the au tum n o f 1962, the 
90-year-old John Cowper bed-ridden  with ‘Asian F lu ’ b u t with Phyllis P layter in 
caring attendance. Akiyama was later to write tha t she seem ed to him  a so rt of 
D orothy W ordsworth to John C ow per’s W illiam. H e perhaps has claims to be the 
last o f  John C ow per’s overseas adm irers to see him  before his death , and he 
touched on his visit in an essay called ‘M y C hance E ncounter with John Cowper 
Powys’ published in 1980 in an issue of Juvenilia the journal of A tom igakuen 
W om en’s University.

I first m etT etsuo  Akiyama -  or ‘W illie’ as he liked to be called -  in 1994 by 
arrangem ent in a hotel restau ran t in Tokyo. H e w rote to m e shortly thereafter: ‘I 
rem em ber we had a happy tim e at the H otel M etropolitan . L et’s get together 
som etim e again, if it makes you feel alright.’ It did, and when we m et again he 
generously gave me the letters Powys had w ritten  to him . T h a t delight in John 
C ow per’s handw riting was genuine, for he w rote to m e later about it, describing 
it as ‘free and picturesque w ith no trace of artifice.’ In  his re tirem ent and own old 
age, Akiyama enjoyed him self as m uch as John Cowper, despite a h eart problem , 
and w rote in 1966, ‘As for myself, every day is Sunday. Such a condition as mine 
rem inds me of ‘T he Superannuated  M an ’ by C harles Lam b. To kill tim e 
yesterday, I watched C hap lin ’s City Lights and Modern Times again, recalling that 
I enjoyed them  m ore than  60 years ago.’

In  tha t year, too, he wrote th a t he was reading In Spite O f again, and in another 
letter lam ented that Powys was no t m ore widely known or appreciated  in Japan: 

After H a ra ’s death, JC P ’s works have scarcely been talked about in Japan.
It seems to me that his attractive charm , originated in the philosophy of 
life m aking m uch of solitude, does n o t always appeal to the tem peram ent 
of the Japanese people who are ap t to be gregarious all the time.

I did no t hear from him  for a while, and then  early in 1998 he wrote:
Allow m e to apologise for my long silence. To tell the tru th  I was in 
hospital last January for three weeks on account of h eart disease. If I were 
m uch younger, it would be possible for m e to undergo a bypass operation.
As it is, I am taking good care of m yself before anything else. H appily I ’ve 
got alm ost well.

Well enough, it seem ed, to set off on his travels again with his wife. We had 
hoped to m eet up again later in the year, b u t there came no response to a le tter of 
mine in the sum m er, and shortly thereafter I learned he had died on 10th April 
from heart failure, brought on by tha t quintessential Powysian activity -  walking.

Willie Akiyama was a sho rt and sprightly m an, hum orous and self-deprecat
ing. I regret no t having seen m ore of him . But it was a privilege to have m et him  at 
all and to share his company.
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Notes from the Collection

Arjen M ulder donated to the collection De KunstVan Het OudWorden, translated 
by N. Perk-Perk, D en Haag: Ad. M .C . Stok, n .d . Any fu rther inform ation about 
this publisher and the possible date of translation would be welcomed. Arjen and 
M arius B uning were bo th  at the August C onference. Perhaps we should have a 
one day m eeting in A m sterdam  -  we now have a num ber o f m em bers living in the 
N etherlands.

T hanks also to M rs Susan Ellis, C hickerell, who has donated  Powys books and 
journals to the Society to be used to forward the work of the Collection.

W orking on the C ollection is a slow, painstaking job, and often a ra ther lonely 
one. B ut occasionally som ething unexpected tu rn s  up which m akes it all almost 
w orthwhile. I have been working at the JC P  m anuscrip ts, checking to make sure 
they are in order before re-housing them  and keying in inform ation such as 
num ber o f pages, noting if the m anuscrip t differs from  the published version, the 
physical condition of the m anuscrip t, etc. L ast m onth  I checked a m anuscrip t 
which M r Bissell had labelled ‘early version o f in troduction  to Wood and Stone’. 
T his is apparently  what it is, bu t Powys has n o t given it a title, and only the first 
sentence bears m uch sim ilarity to the published in troduction . D ating such things 
is alm ost im possible, b u t raises interesting questions in the m ind.

M ore recently  I have been  re-housing a m anuscrip t which JC P did  give a title 
to -  ‘M y Welsh H om e’. I have no t finished sorting it out, bu t it m ust be a long 
essay w hich eventually was chopped to becom e two essays in Obstinate Cymric 
entitled ‘M y Welsh H om e’ and ‘Wales and A m erica’. I have no t discovered who 
pu t together Obstinate Cymric and would welcome any enlightenm ent about this. 
However, the m anuscrip t essay we have in the C ollection has m ore in it about 
Am erica and about C orw en than  appears in the two essays. F u rth er, as one long 
essay it holds together m uch better than the two separate published ones.

T h is m anuscrip t is w ritten  on different bits o f paper, including the reverse 
pages o f som e o f the typescript o f ‘Farewell A m erica’. T h e  Collection does not 
have either the typescript or the m anuscrip t of ‘Farewell’, so this was an 
intriguing find. M uch m ore exciting was the discovery that two pages of the 
m anuscrip t were w ritten on the back of an alm ost com plete le tter from  Blundell, 
Baker & Co, dated  4th  D ecem ber 1934 (see back cover). T hose of you who read 
The Dorset Year will know who they are and that this was the period of the 
G lastonbury  libel. I f  we look at JC P ’s diary entry  for 5th D ecem ber 1934 we read 
‘A letter from  “B&B” “B lundering and Bakering” in their gentlem anly m anner ... 
It is clear that S. & S. are being sued & it is clear that what they have to pay can 
legally be got ou t of the A uthor. So there you arel’T he editors o f The DorsetYear 
had deduced  this outcom e from other evidence, b u t here is the very letter! Such 
are the sm all pleasures of a curator.
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