Foreword

The fascination of The Oaken Heart lies in its immediacy. There are countless histories, official and local, of those strange months when these islands expected to be invaded after the fall of France, but most of them are retrospective. Many diaries give vivid day by day experiences nevertheless it was an American publisher who, seeing the unfolding of a vast drama, believed that a young novelist whose stories were set in accurate descriptions of ordinary English village life should describe these events as they occurred. Time was of the essence. Hitler was at the gates. 

And so the thirty-six year old Margery Allingham put aside her latest Campion whodunit, placing it in a biscuit tin for safety, and wrote this astonishing book. It was published to great acclaim in 1941. In the writing of it she soon found that not only did she have to deal with the problem of revealing her rural neighbours as actual people, and not as ‘characters’, but also face up to the person she really was behind the comfortable privacy which class and literary success gave her. She emerges as what was then called a ‘modern’ young woman with Christian Socialist values, as well as a professional author. And The Oaken Heart reflects her truthfulness on every page. Her only fantasy, as it were, is to give her bit of Essex transparent names, calling her own village after Oliver Goldsmith’s ‘sweet Auburn’. 

This play with Essex coastal geography apart, her eye is fixed on reality. Tremendous happenings such as the Battle of Britain, Dunkirk, the Blitz etc. are kept within the comprehension of a farming community as it was at the time. Her set pieces are the hugger-mugger situations of wartime, the uncomfortable throwing together of people of all backgrounds and ages, the drab days, the dreadful ‘cheerfulness’, the suppression of fear, the weariness and the sheer goodness of folk. Being young, she is often a bit wild and funny, and now and then almost out of a novel herself. For us readers seventy years hence The Oaken Heart is more delightfully readable as an often-enchanting autobiography than as world war two history. Margery Allingham is, mercifully, no ‘Mrs Miniver’, that paragon of British womanhood, and she saves the conventional patriotism and morality of the period to the last page. Her strengths are those of a professional storyteller and of an honest soul. She sees, she watches, she misses nothing. Commissioned to write the kind of book which ordinarily would not have crossed her mind, she does her very best. The result is unusual and pleasurable, informative and surprising. 
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