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Marker for Eliotõs 

ashes, St Michaelõs 

Church,  

East Coker  

Friday, the 31st October 2008 saw 

a cluster group meeting of the So-

ciety, held on this occasion in 

Abington, Northampton. A quality 

turn-out of peo-

ple came out on 

a cold and icy 

evening to hear 

Dr Andrew Ray-

ment present a 

fascinating lec-

ture entitled 

ñThe Pilgrim 

Poetò. This 

traced Eliotôs 

search for spiri-

tual connected-

ness which led 

up to his decision 

to join the Anglo-

Catholic Church 

when nearly 40 years old, and the 

responses from colleagues and 

friends to this event. 

 

By studying selected pieces of 

Eliotôs poetry, and the reflections 

of others close to him, we were 

led to build up a clearer picture of 

his psychology, and his dedicated 

search for something greater. At 

the end of the talk Dr Rayment 

encouraged a lively question 

and answer session which 

brought out many interesting 

points of view. The fact that 

the talk took 

place at Hal-

loweôen would 

surely have 

elicited a wry 

smile from 

Eliot, perhaps 

even evoking a 

few choice 

lines as well. 

 

Our thanks go 

to Dr Rayment, 

to St Gregoryôs 

Church for wel-

coming us, and 

to all who helped 

with preparations, and much-

appreciated refreshments after-

wards.  It is hoped that a simi-

lar meeting can be arranged in 

the Spring on a lighter and 

brighter day next year.  The 

text of the talk is now held in 

the Eliot Room of Ferrar 

House at Little Gidding, and 

may be published in the Soci-

etyôs first Journal in 2009. 

St Gregoryôs Church, 

Abington, Northampton  
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 A SILENT FUNERAL 

Audrey Whiting 

In the last year of Eliotôs life, when he 

was 75, he and Valerie had dinner in 

New York with the Stravinskys, who 

were there for a production of the 

Petrouchka. They drank a toast to 

ñanother ten years for both of us.ò But 

in fact Stravinsky, who was then 81, 

outlived Eliot by six years. Not long 

after this, Eliot collapsed paralysed 

down one side and in a coma. On the 4th 

January, a bitterly cold day in 1965, he 

died, saying his wifeôs name for the last 

time. 

 

Something took hold of me when I 

heard the news. Iôd call it a compelling 

force. I had to drop everything. I rang 

my husband, who was teaching at Gold-

smithôs College. We had to get to the 

funeral at St Stephenôs, Gloucester 

Road. It had been announced at the PEN 

club, and all the poets would be there. It 

was a rainy overcast afternoon. But the 

serious faces that followed the hearse 

were some of the most distinguished 

writers and poets, from all over the 

world, the list of names awe-inspiring. 

We followed the hearse in cars to Gold-

ers Green chapel. Somehow we man-

aged to get in at the end. I was shocked 

to hear a gramophone record playing 

ñMoonlight and Rosesò, as the curtains 

opened and the coffin glided into the 

furnace. Valerie Eliot sat in the front, 

very pale in her black costume. 

 

There was a strong smell of burning and 

tears pricked my eyes as we left. ñSo 

that was it. Our greatest poet had gone 

down with unreluctant tread, rose-

crowned into darkness.ò As Stephen 

Spender wrote 

 

ñNo more coffee spoons would meas-

ure out his life.ò 

 

I imagined in my sleep that night, he 

was saluting Dante, shaking hands with 

Virgil and Homer, greeting Madame 

Blavatsky and Virginia Woolf his friend. 

 

I shall not want Capital in Heaven 

  For I shall meet Sir Alfred Mond. 

We two shall lie together, lapt 

  In a five per cent. Exchequer Bond. 

 

Looking out to-day over Compayne Gar-

dens I marvel that such a great man lived 

at number 3. But two World Wars have 

intervened and Compayne was bombed. I 

do not know what Eliot saw from his win-

dow, but he did mention that the Haigh-

Wood Mansion was rather gloomy, with 

long dark corridors and imposing iron 

gates, and a stout garden wall. 

 

To-day snowdrops are sprinkled all over 

the grass, but the windows are dark. Who 

knows whether anyone like T. S. Eliot, 

Nobel Prize winner and genius, will ever 

come here again to the ghosts of the two 

cats he loved, and wrote about Mr Mistof-

felees and Macavity the mystery cat, and 

say ñOld Possumôs come back to see 

you.ò 

 
Abridged from óGreat Tom and Compayne 

Gardensô. 

 

 

Memorial Stone to T. S. Eliot,  

Poetsô Corner, Westminster Abbey 
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is a great comfort. 

 

óFor most of us, there is only the unattended 

Moment, the moment in and out of time, 

The distraction fit, lost in a shaft of sunlight, 

The wild thyme unseen, or the winter lightning 

Or the waterfall, or music heard so deeply 

That it is not heard at all, but you are the music 

While the music lasts.ô 

 

Although I do not use Eliotôs poems as a travel 

guide, they form a touchstone and I am happy to 

acknowledge that fact and to state that, if I were 

to say what Eliot has meant to me, óthese frag-

mentsô form the basis of my thoughts. 

 

The joy of the music of his poetry and the admi-

ration of his mastery obviously also bring great 

pleasure to me, but it is his ability to overcome 

his suffering and move on to 

 

óthe leaping delight 

That quickens my senses in our wakingtimeô 

 

that motivates me to greater efforts to understand 

the vagaries of life and the world. 

Some years ago, I attended the funeral of the 

woman who lectured to us on Eliot and who 

gave the memorial lecture a day or two after his 

death. At her funeral, the priest said: óI would 

like each person to take a minute or two to con-

sider what Julia meant to youô. And now I would 

like to take a minute or two to consider what T. 

S. Eliot meant to me. 

 

I have admired his stoicism and dignity in the 

face of the emotional suffering which he experi-

enced, and that has been a comfort to me when 

the cold winds blew. I realise that he was a very 

private person and so we have no idea of what 

went on when he was alone, but his poems are 

the only basis we have to know his thoughts. 

 

ó ... to be restored, our sickness must grow 

worse.ô 

 

We have to accept that 

 

óYou must go by a way wherein there is no 

ecstasyô 

 

but it is that acceptance which is difficult, and 

reading the writings of one who has achieved it, 

 WHAT ELIOT MEANS TO ME 

Val de Beer 

Wall Monument,  

T. S. Eliot Memorial,  

St. Stephenôs Church, 

Gloucester Road,  

London 


