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“Ihave lived in a cottage in

daffodil country... and I have
known what it is to have

Wilfrid Gibson and Robert Frost for
my neighbours; and John Drinkwater,
Rupert Brooke, Edward Thomas...
have drunk my cider and talkt in my
garden. I make no cider now, and I have
no garden. But once I lived in
Gloucestershire.”

These are the words of Lascelles
Abercrombie recalling his time spent
living at Ryton, near Dymock, between
1911 and 1914. A recognised poet in
his own right, he was the central figure
of the poet-colony that briefly
established itself on the north-western
borders of Gloucestershire shortly
before the First World War, a group
now known as the ‘Dymock Poets’.
Abercrombie’s litany of names reads
like a who’s who of Georgian poetry
but why did an obscure little village near
the Forest of Dean become the meeting
place for some of the early twentieth
century’s greatest literary minds?

As Abercrombie himself states,
Dymock was, and still is, the land of
the daffodil: the home of the narcissus
pseudonarcissus. Its abundance of wild
flowers drew so many tourists from
towns such as Ledbury, Worcester and
Gloucester, that special public conve-
niences had to be built. But despite the
appeal of “dancing daffodils”, as John
Masefield put it, of the dense woodland,
and dramatic Malvern Hills, the associa-
tion came about largely by chance. 

Sean Street, author of The Dymock
Poets, explains: “Abercrombie was
living at Much Marcle, a couple of miles
from Dymock, and suggested Gibson
came out. Gibson and Brooke were
friends and Drinkwater was up the
road, working at the new Birmingham
Repertory Theatre. Gibson met Frost at
the Poetry Bookshop (in London) and
suggested he come up. Edward Thomas
interviewed Frost and they became
friends and so on. It could have been
anywhere, but then you have to ask
yourself would the great poems have
happened? ‘The Sun Used to Shine’ is
out of that landscape as is, of course,
Frost’s ‘Iris By Night’. Had Thomas not
made a certain train journey, we’d never
have had ‘Adlestrop’!”

The poets drew inspiration from
the natural beauty that surrounded
them and attempted to mirror this by
creating a poetic diction modelled on
everyday speech; the resemblance to
Wordsworth’s romancing of the Lake
District is clear. They were constructing
their own pastoral idyll or ‘English

Eden’ to which they could escape from
the political tensions in Europe. Years
later, after her husband was killed at the
Battle of Arras in 1917, Helen Thomas
said: “We spent those happy weeks in
the open air, in the evenings sitting
with our friends and talking – talking
of people and life and poetry... We did
not then realise all that brooded over
our lives.”

The Great War not only shattered
the Romantic haven they had built, it
also profoundly altered the course of the
poets’ lives. Frost returned to America.
Brooke died aboard a troopship bound
for the Dardanelles. Abercrombie and
Gibson both tried to enlist but were
turned down as medically unfit, later
trading literary glory for distinguished
academic careers. Drinkwater would
forsake poetry for the theatre.

Abercrombie later returned to
Dymock in 1919 to find that a small
wood near his old home had been felled.
In ‘Ryton Firs’ he laments the loss of
their Arcadia:

But where is our cool pine-fragrance
fled?

Where now our sun fleckt loitering
hours,

Wading in yellow or azure or red,
Daffodil, bluebell, foxglove flowers?

Similarly, Edward Thomas would
leave a lasting reminder of his summer
with Frost in ‘The Sun used to Shine’:

[...] We never disagreed
Which gate to rest on. The to be
And the late past we gave small heed.
We turned from men or poetry

To rumours of the war remote
Only till both stood disinclined
For aught but the yellow flavorous coat
Of an apple wasps had undermined [...]

Today, their legacy survives not
only in their words, but in the village
of Dymock and the countryside which
surrounds it – a living monument to
their work. It is possible to re-tread the

dirt which these poets trod, with
several Poets’ Paths, circular walks
around the Dymock area, having been
set up since 1988. 

Any visit to Dymock, however,
must begin inside the picturesque
reddish-brown and grey stone walls of
St-Mary’s Church in the centre of the
village, where an extensive permanent
exhibition on the Dymock Poets can
be found. It offers information on the
poets’ lives, wives, friends and work,
and also includes detailed maps of the
area, first editions of the poets’ books,
a children’s section and audio visual
presentations. A range of lovingly
produced maps, books, postcards and
posters is available for purchase.

The three Poets’ Paths all start and
end near the church. The main walk is
rather romantically called the ‘Daffodil
Way’ and, although best undertaken in
the spring, the route has plenty to offer
whatever time of year you should
choose to visit. As the £1 paper map
from the church explains: ‘The Way’ is
a ten-mile circular path offering “a

wealth of woods and orchards, ponds
and streams, meadows and fields”.
There are “vistas of distant hills and
glimpses of historic houses like the
partly Elizabethan Allums Farm” and
the now derelict Boyce Court, the
grounds of which form the latter stages
of the walk. What strikes you most is
the sheer variety of countryside it
encompasses – this is a slice of the
finest that Gloucestershire has to offer.

On top of stunning scenery, the
Daffodil Way has two other major
highlights to recommend it. About
three miles in, and enough to justify a
visit on its own, is another St Mary’s
Church (or Kempley Old Church). Its
diminutive nave and chancel contain
several sublime frescoes dating back to
the 1120s. It is the perfect spot to stop
and catch your breath, before
continuing on into Kempley itself. 

Beyond Kempley, the path leads
through Dymock Wood, which has its
own considerable literary heritage. It
was Edward Thomas’s uncertainty over
which path in the “yellow wood” to
follow, when out walking with Robert
Frost, that prompted his American
friend to immortalise the occasion in
‘The Road Not Taken’. Although the
daffodils are only present for a short
time, the numerous dirt tracks and
dense undergrowth make it easy to
imagine the dilemma Thomas must
have faced.

The walk can be hard going in
places and refreshment at the Beauc-
hamp Arms is ten miles back in
Dymock. Sitting outside the pub after
a three-hour hike, you feel your drink
has been duly earned; it offers the
opportunity to ponder the sights that
have passed before you. It’s the diversity
of Dymock’s countryside, added to its
poetic posterity, which makes it such a
treat to visit. As U.A. Fanthorpe
asserted in her lecture Dymock: The
Time and the Place, published by The
Cyder Press: “It was – it is – a small,
obscure place. But it matters.”

Benjamin Miller is a writer and teacher
in Berkshire. He thanks Sean Street, Cate
Luck and Paula Iley for their help with
this article. 

POETRY REVIEW 
SUMMER LAUNCH
OFF THE PAGE
Reading by Ruth Padel 
– and in discussion with
Editor Fiona Sampson

Wednesday 7 July, 7pm-8pm
British Library, 96 Euston Road 
London NW1 2DB

£3 Poetry Society members 
Full price: £6. Concessions: £4 

To book call 01937 546 546 
or visit www.bl.uk/whatson

Write better poetry
Visit www.poetrysociety.org.uk/

content/info/prescription
20% discount for members

poetry
PP RR EE SS CC RR II PP TT II OO NN

POETS IN THEIR PLACE

DYMOCK
POETS

Loitering hours
Benjamin Miller explores the Arcadia founded by the
DDyymmoocckk  PPooeettss  in Gloucestershire, a refuge from the
political tensions of early 20th century Europe

The Friends of the Dymock Poets,
founded in 1993 to “foster an interest in
the work of the Dymock Poets”, offers
lectures, readings, walks and an annual
journal to members.
www.dymockpoets.co.uk

The Dymock Poets Archive and Study
Centre, run by the University of

Gloucestershire, has a wide collection of
manuscripts, biographical material, and
multimedia resources on the Dymock
Poets. Visit www.glos.ac.uk/archives 

The Cyder Press, run in association with
the University of Gloucestershire, “prints
long out-of-print or little-known works by
the Dymock Poets”. www.cyderpress.co.uk

Hand-drawn map by Barbara Davis, available from the Friends of the Dymock Poets, http://www.dymock.org.uk/history/poets.asp Image © the artist
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I’m tough, you said, towards the end, knowing
it is hard to stop. The shuttle wants to
weave new cloth – we find words; we slot the tongue
of the buckle into a makeshift notch.

Your old saying – I want a new nothing
to hang by my side – resounds. Its after-
shocks of silence taste bitter in my mouth.
I lick the iron bridle, then spit it out.

We are swayed to be makers. Taken with
the class on a lashing afternoon to
a still-raw dual carriageway that mocked up
the land, with plastic earth on our hard hands
we twisted bulbs into an embankment,
so they might bloom one day in the distance.

““TThhee  mmoosstt  oobbvviioouuss  tthhiinngg  ttoo  ssaayy  aabboouutt  hhooww  
ttoo  iilllluussttrraattee  ppooeettrryy  iiss::  ddoonn’’tt  ––  iinn  tthhee  sseennssee  ooff
ddoonn’’tt  bbee  lliitteerraall””  IInn  tthhee  ssppaaccee  bbeettwweeeenn  PPAAGGEE  44

To book: Poetry News advertising rates are £1 per word
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