Home
BOLDRE STILL AND BOLDRE
(November 2020)

The walk to St John’s
The Reverend Canon Andrew Neaum became the “House for
Duty” Anglican priest of the lovely Boldre Benefice in
August 2013. The Vicarage in which he and Diana live is on
the edge of the New Forest, a couple of miles north of
Lymington in Hampshire. He is old fashioned enough a priest
to visit his flock in their homes, but “house for duty” clergy
are supposed to work only two days a week and Sundays,
which means visiting everyone in the parish takes a long
time. The following are the November 2020 weekly
ruminations, aired prejudices and footling observations that
in the weekly pew sheet augment his visits and help keep folk
in touch week in and week out. Earlier articles are available
from the Article Page on this Website:
http://www.andrewneaum.com/articles.htm

(376) "This and That" - 29 November 2020
Through a small, always open bedroom window, tawny owls lullaby us to sleep every night at
present. They are still calling just before dawn, when I open the scullery door to have a look at the night
sky and test the weather. Eerie, haunting, melancholic thrilling. To mice, voles and little birds, ominous,
terrifying, heart-stopping, chilling.
Inter-generational conflict
Unlike spring’s dawn chorus, their incessant autumnal hooting is not a joyous, heart-warming
hootenanny. It has nothing to do with bonding, binding, nesting, mating and togetherness. It is
intergenerational warfare. Dad and Mum are hooting and booting their children from their territory. If
the young owls are unresponsive to argument, their seriously territorial parents resort of violence.
A fishy story
On our early morning daily walk we not infrequently come across a patch of ground liberally
splashed with bird droppings. Invariably I look up, to work out why a particular perch in a particular tree
should make a long-term, attractive and strategic perch. To look up is dangerous though. The bird might
still be there, it’s cloaca active.
In the Apocrypha, Tobias’ beloved father Tobit settled down one night to sleep in the open air,
beside his courtyard wall. While lying there sparrows “muted warm dung” into his open eyes and
blinded him. He was healed by Tobias applying to his damaged eyes the gall of a great fish he’d caught.
The Book Tobit is one of the most attractive of all biblical fishy stories.
The sign of an empty life
My current daily journal, dates from 1998 and contains 1,575,142 words. According to the poet
William Allingham this means that in all likelihood I have led a very empty life:
A man who
keeps a diary, pays
Due toll to many tedious days;
But life becomes eventful-then
His busy hand forgets the pen.
Most books, indeed, are records less
Of fulness than of emptiness.
He is wrong. I have led a very full life. Though not entirely wrong. When life becomes too intense,
interesting or active journal entries do flag.
Galled, sore-footed and refractory
One of the best of all Christmas poems is T S Eliot’s The Coming of the Magi. It’s an account
of the journey to Bethlehem by the three Magi, as told by one of them, now an old man. It is deeply
satisfying. In his poem Eliot describes the camels as: galled, sore-footed, refractory…. While trolling
my journal for something I couldn’t find last week I discovered a pleasing parody of Eliot’s great poem.
It’s by Nick Syrett about whom I know nothing except he’s good!
The Trip to Bethlehem
Camels “galled, sore-footed, refractory”?
My beast was never so satisfactory,
A knock-kneed freak even in that race of
freaks,
A bastard camel bought from bastard Greeks.
That first evening, as we climbed from the
gentle valley floor,
He belched his resonant declaration of war,
Then kicked and bit and stalled, exhausting
every stratagem,
Down the dusty roads, through olive

groves, to Bethlehem.
A prince cannot ride a mule or a moke,
And so I swayed away the days upon my
lurching, standing joke.
I never saw the star grow vast and still,
Nor knew the journey over. Instead I
drank my fill
And sat scowling in the inn until pulled
from my chair
To see my camel kneeling by a stable,
watchful, silent there.
I have him still, sullen by my door,
For where I saw a child,
I think that he saw more.

(375) "This and That" - 22 November 2020
A wild, wet and windy Sunday morning last week. Frenziedly autumnal. Thrilling. Forty five
millimetres of rain in the gauge.
Where late the sweet birds sang
The walk to a quiet Eucharist for two, in wind and squall buffeted St Nicholas’ Chapel, was
exhilarating. Sodden leaves clumped into elbow crooks and eyots guided rivulets of rain down the side
of the road. Airborne leaves, ripped from shuddering branches, ecstatically soared, swooped and sped,
before settling to a sodden fate. Just the sort of day upon which to enjoy, for the last time, being closer
to seventy years of age than eighty:
That time of year thou mayst in me behold
When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang
Upon those boughs which shake against the cold,
Bare ruined choirs, where late the sweet birds sang
By the time it came to walk up Rodlease Lane to St John’s for matins, the sun was breaking
through, the wind had died and autumn had taken on a different complexion:
…...not wind enough to twirl
The one red leaf, the last of its clan,
That dances as often as dance it can,
Hanging so light, and hanging so high,
On the topmost twig that looks up at the sky.
Stoical, uncomplaining, accepting and Christian
The night before I had been transported back to the era of my birth, the late 1940s and early
1950s, by beginning to watch the box set of Dr Finlay. It was strangely heart-warming. I feel no more
alienated and distant from that world than I do from the one in which I now exist. To watch films and
television series like Dr Finlay, Call the Midwife and All Creatures Great and Small, brings an instant
frisson of appreciative recognition. It is the world of my parents. It is the world that formed me. Stoical,
uncomplaining, accepting and, let it be said, Christian.
Full of hypocrisy, wickedness, prejudice and exploitation, of course. Because, as the prophet
Jeremiah reminds us, mankind’s “heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked”, no matter
what era we happen to call home. If the world of the nineteen forties and fifties was no more virtuous
than today’s woke world, it is no less so either. How glad I am to have been born when I was. A vintage
era, and 1945 a vintage year.

Quelle horreur!
We celebrated the actual birthday modestly. Another way of saying: more or less as usual. I began
this column, distracted by all of Schubert’s choral music for male voices. There was no Spotify in the
1950s. What a boon and blessing to be able to explore and enjoy remote recesses of the musical
repertoire we’d be unlikely ever to consider buying.
For lunch we wrapped up warmly to picnic in the churchyard overlooking the paddock down to
the flooded Lymington river. Hugh Colley’s horse Kalley ambled up the hill to greet us, eyeing our
thermos and tucker bucket in hope of a feed. He had to rest content with a thorough scratch, rub and lean
on a fence likely soon to collapse from such regular attention. A beautiful beast. We didn’t linger
though. A sharp westerly breeze persuaded us to answer the call home exerted by a birthday cake of
birthday cakes. Made earlier in the day by Diana and generously wrapped in marzipan, which we both
love. Best of all it was cooked with a layer of marzipan inside. This melts in the cooking to infuse,
permeate and sweeten the whole, glorious extravagance into intense almondy delight.
I was born in rural Staffordshire. An under appreciated county. My father was vicar of Kingstone
with Gratwich and I was baptized by him in tiny Gratwich church, though my earliest memories are of
Church Leigh, his next posting. From there we moved on to Tristan da Cunha in 1953.
In Call the Midwife and Dr Finlay, it is the scenes in hospitals that most resonate. My brother and
I, before leaving for Tristan, had our tonsils out. In the television series, the nurses uniforms, the iron
beds and the size of the wards are all so right, and above all else, the terrifying trolley with it’s bottle
of soapy bum-burning liquid for a pre-op enema! Quelle horreur!

(374) "This and That" - 15 November 2020
Closed vicarages like closed pubs are sad. Untrue to character, frowning, forbidding,
unwelcoming. Our Pilley Hill vicarage has admitted no one but ourselves for months. Interviews and
confabulation take place in the garden.
Don and Sancho, Tramp and Tray
For 73 years my home has been a vicarage or rectory. They’ve been the best and liveliest of
abodes, especially when sited alongside the parish church. The door bell irresistible to passing oddballs,
beggars and scoundrels; welcoming to the needy, broken and despairing; a drop in, pop in spot to the
soundest of parishioners and the worthiest of citizens. A parish hub for feasts, parties, meetings, choir
practices and study groups.
Last week I inflicted upon the small group to whom I send a daily poem, a fairly long piece of
light verse by Winthrop Mackworth Praed (1802-39). I did so because I like it, but also because, on the
subject of vicars, it is sympathetic and gets much right, not least the hospitality required of them. It is
called “The Vicar” and its first two stanzas go:
Some years ago, ere time and taste
Had turn'd our parish topsy-turvy,
When Darnel Park was Darnel Waste,
And roads as little known as scurvy,
The man who lost his way, between
St Mary's Hill and Sandy Thicket,
Was always shown across the green,
And guided to the Parson's wicket.
Back flew the bolt of lissom lath;
Fair Margaret, in her tidy kirtle,

Led the lorn traveller up the path,
Through clean-clipt rows of box and myrtle;
And Don and Sancho, Tramp and Tray,
Upon the parlour steps collected,
Wagg'd all their tails, and seem'd to say -'Our master knows you - you're expected.'
A strange affinity
There are advantages to a lack of visitors though. Our large, dining room table is no longer used
for family or parish meals. We eat at the kitchen bench or in the sitting room. So Diana delights in an
office “desk” whose surface area rivals the runway of an aircraft carrier.
House cleaning too is more spasmodic with no one ever entering to run a dust-testing finger along
the mantlepiece. Furniture can be arranged for convenience and comfort rather than for appearance.
Nor need we often turn on the heating, wrapping up warmly instead. Not to save money, but
because we’ve spent years in warm, open-windowed climes, so double-glazed, ill-ventilated, heated
houses stifle.
Last week I talked of cockroaches in vicarages. I have some sort of an affinity with them. As
these stanzas from a verse by Christopher Morley (1890-1957) demonstrate:
Scuttle, scuttle, little roach-How you run when I approach:
Up above the pantry shelf.
Hastening to secrete yourself.
Most adventurous of vermin,
How I wish I could determine
How you spend your hours of ease,
Perhaps reclining on the cheese.
How delightful to suspect
All the places you have trekked:
Does your long antenna whisk its
Gentle tip across the biscuits?
Do you linger, little soul,
Drowsing in our sugar bowl?
Or, abandonment most utter,
Shake a shimmy on the butter?
Timid roach, why be so shy?
We are brothers, you and I.
In the midnight, like yourself,
I explore the pantry shelf!

(373) "This and That" - 8 November 2020
Last Sunday evening I prepared one of our favourite, and most simple meals: bacon, egg, potato
cakes and baked beans. My mouth waters as I recall the happy result, though along the way there was
a minor mishap.
Octopuses and cockroaches
The potato cakes were made, cooked to perfection and keeping warm in the oven. I clasped in
one hand an egg and with the other reached for a spatula. In doing so I knocked over the cooking oil
bottle which I managed to catch and hold against the cupboard, with the help of my hip. Sadly it was
upside down. In anguish, as I watched oil drip to the floor, I clenched into a fist the hand holding the
egg. Liberated from its shell it plopped down onto the workbench, hesitated slyly for a second and then,

as smoothly and gently as an octopus glides into a rock crevice, the yoke and albumen, all of a piece,
slid gently down between the workbench and the oven. There it is likely to dry and harden into a
nutritious food source for a generation of cockroaches. Unless we pull out the oven for a good clean,
and that right soon.
In fact, though, Boldre Vicarage is the only one in which I’ve never, encountered a cockroach.
In Australia early morning tip toes into the kitchen sent a small swarm scurrying for shelter. In
Jamestown, on the Island of St Helena, they were everywhere and huge. To pad around barefoot after
dark required an Agag-like delicacy of tread.
Tempted to break the law
It is becoming more and more difficult to be a law-abiding citizen. The blanket ban on collective
worship tempts even law-abiding me to rebellion. Over the past months Sunday services at St John’s
have been an oasis of delight, joy and hope to an average number of 70 worshippers. Some of whom live
isolated lives. No one’s been turned away, two-metre distancing has been strictly enforced, sanitising
before and after services dutifully undertaken and proceedings filmed for those too vulnerable to feel
safe attending. Is it really necessary to deny folk the joy and solace of worship I wonder?
Remembrance Sunday
For today’s Remembrance Sunday, we’d planned an entirely outdoors ceremony, there being
plenty of space for safe distancing. There was to be the solemn wreath-laying, Last Post, “O God our
Help in Ages Past”, “Eternal Father Strong to Save” and the National Anthem, recorded for humming
along with, the solemn recital of the names of local wartime casualties, the Kohima Epitaph and so on.
However, though not quite forbidden, such outside ceremonies required us to discourage public
attendance. So we called it off. The temptation to rebel reluctantly resisted.
All was not lost. Before Thursday’s lockdown, in Wednesday’s brilliant sunshine, with a few of
the intended participants willingly present, we filmed a version of the ceremony. It won’t be quite as
effective as the real thing because some of those who would have been present, and old enough to
remember the Second World War’s severe restrictions and privations, are not online. However, their
generation is more stoical than ours. They’ll forgive us.
Destructive negativity
I was a student at the University College of Rhodesia and Nyasaland when Rhodesia
unilaterally declared itself independent of Britain. A sort of Brexit that Britain found disagreeable.
Afterwards censorship was imposed throughout Rhodesia and the daily papers appeared with blank
columns to indicate how much had been declared unacceptable for publication. Troubled and
exciting times.
Censorship is deplorable, a free press essential to a true democracy. Yet during World War
II, had there been no censorship and the press as doom-dealing, and dispiritingly negative as during
this pandemic, we’d surely by this time have capitulated to Hitler.
A frozen mammoth
Delving into our freezer is like excavating a glacier and finding a frozen mammoth. A
monster lasagne has been there for aeons. It was made and frozen to satisfy the voracious appetites
of our visiting children and grandchildren who are now banned from visiting us.

(372) "This and That" - 1 November 2020
Even the bravest and brashest of men, when brutally tortured or about to die, cry out
for their mother. Or so it is claimed, usually disparagingly, as if this is deplorable, shameful and in
some way calls into question their bravery, manliness and courage.
Heart turns
It does not. It is beautiful and touching. In the agony of his execution, the heart of Jesus of
Nazareth turned to his mother. He commended her to the care of the beloved disciple. On All Souls

Day my own heart turns to three people in particular. My father David, of course. But also to two
mothers. Margaret, the mother of my children and Dorothy my own mother.
The poet Charles Causley was close to his mother. She brought him up. Working tirelessly
at menial jobs. His father, a gardener and groom to a local doctor, had his lungs wrecked in the
trenches and was “brought home, the war stowed in his body's luggage”. He died in 1924 from the
effects of gas when Charles was only seven. His mother took in washing and cleaned in order to
afford to bring him up. He loved her. When she was immobilised by a stroke in 1966, he, with the
help of a saintly neighbour during his working hours as a teacher, continued to care for her. She
died in 1971 and is buried in St. Thomas Churchyard in Launceston, Cornwall. Charles died in 2003
and his grave is beside hers, barely 100 yards from where he was born.
Better than any preaching
Of his mother he says: “Her simple, Christian faith never wavered. She never sought,
consciously, to impose it on others; certainly not, since the statutory days of Sunday School, on me.
I lost my faith in the Thirties, but 20 years later, achieved the beginnings of a kind of recovery. At
heart I knew that her faith was the same as mine. A forest, a church, an art gallery, a seascape, a
concert-hall, a river valley, a theatre, an expanse of moorland, all these were in one important
respect the same to us both: temples of the spirit in which life, and its creator, were to be
reverenced. She loved a church service, and for 75 years had hardly missed one of a Sunday. On
the other hand, my feeling was - still is - that of Emerson: ‘I like the silent church before the service
begins better than any preaching’……”
The epitaph he chose for his mother’s tombstone reads: “Blessed are the pure in heart: for
they shall see God.” His biographer, Laurence Green remarks: “The italics on the word ‘shall’ in
the text of ‘Slowly to Harbour’, but not on the epitaph, are Causley’s and can be seen as a rare
affirmation of faith in a Christian God.”
On All Souls’ Day
Last night they lit your glass with wine
And brought for you the sweet soul-cake,
And blessed the room with candle-shine
For the grave journey you would make.
They told me not to stir between
The midnight strokes of one and two,
And I should see you come again
To view the scene that once you knew.
‘Good night,’ they said, and journeyed on.
I turned the key, and – turning – smiled,
And in the quiet house alone
I slept serenely as a child.
Innocent was that sleep, and free,
And when the first of morning shone
I had no need to gaze and see
If crumb, or bead of wine, had gone.
My heart was easy as this bloom
Of waters rising by the bay.
I did not watch where you might come,
For you had never been away.
For you have never been away.

At present Diana and I read daily a poem from Causley’s ‘Collected Poems 1951-1997’. We
delight in almost every single one. Last Tuesday’s was a most moving family vignette: A Wedding
Portrait. A masterpiece.
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