
 

Graves and the Grocery 
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Robert Graves and his wife Nancy Nicholson lived on Boars Hill 

from late in 1919 to June 1921, in what is now called Dingle 

Cottage, at the bottom of John Masefield‟s garden. In October 

1920, Nancy opened a grocer‟s shop in partnership with the Hon. 

Mrs Michael Howard. Graves often helped out behind the counter,  
 

 
 

The shop signboard, almost certainly painted by Nancy Nicholson. 

The Wandering Scholar is looking across fields to the ‘dreaming spires’ – All 
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Saints spire, St Mary’s, the Radcliffe Camera, Magdalen Tower. It was found 

in woodland near Dingle Cottage, and had apparently been made into part of 

a children’s playhouse. The image is painted on two metal sheets mounted 

back-to-back in a wooden frame; on the top are two stout eyes from which to 

suspend it. Expertise must have gone into the choice of paints, which survived 

exposure to the elements for some years. One side is brighter but has three 

small craters, as if hit by air-gun pellets; the other side is more scratched and 

pitted. (Photo: Philip Stewart.) 

 

but it was not his enterprise. It occupied a wooden shed, which 

soon had to be expanded to make room for more stock. At first the 

grocery did very well, thanks largely to curious visitors, who came 

up from Oxford in the hope of buying cheese from the hands of 

the poet. However, business soon slackened and they began to 

lose money. They tried to get the shop taken over by an Oxford 

firm, but Mrs Masefield persuaded the owner of the land not to 

agree, as she felt it would lower the tone of the neighbourhood. In 

April 1921 the building was destroyed, as it had not been designed 

with a view to being dismantled and re-erected elsewhere. They 

ended up with a huge debt, which was partly paid by the 

Nicholson parents and partly by the sale of four chapters of Seven 

Pillars of Wisdom, generously donated by T. E. Lawrence. The 

Graveses left Boars Hill in disgust.  

 I have often wondered where the shop stood. Even in the 1970s 

no one seemed to remember. After all, more than fifty years had 

already passed, and it had lasted only six months. All I had to go 

on was Graves‟s statement in Goodbye to All That that „a 

neighbour rented us a corner of his field close to the road‟. That, 

together with the statement that Mrs Masefield persuaded the 

owner not to let it to an Oxford firm, ruled out John Masefield‟s 

„three-cornered field‟ (now the Oxford Preservation Trust wood 

south of the Ridgeway). I have followed various false trails, 

among others a vain search for the front page of the Daily Mirror 

which, according to Graves, carried the headline „SHOP-

KEEPING ON PARNASSUS‟.   

 Recently, the poet‟s son William sent me copies of an article in 

the Daily Mail of 8 October 1920 and of photos in the previous 
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day‟s Mirror. Mrs Howard is quoted as telling the Mail reporter 

that she and Nancy „conceived this idea in my garden opposite‟.  

 
 

Reports in the Daily Mail and Daily Mirror, 8 October 1920 
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                   Illustrations in the Daily Mirror, 7 October 1920 

 

With the help of the staff at the City Library, I have found where 
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she lived: in Elcot Lodge, now Hunter‟s Chase. The field opposite 

her garden would have been what is now the garden of Hilcote 

House, which is shown as a field in the 1920s Ordnance Survey 
 

 
The site of the shop is behind the close-board fence. Masefield’s house is on 

the right. (Photo: Philip Stewart.) 

 

25-inch map. The southernmost corner of the site matches up with 

the pictures in the Daily Mirror, which show a makeshift bridge to 

take shoppers up across a still-existing ditch to the door of the 

shop. The photos are clearly taken facing into bright sunlight, with 

sharp shadows falling slightly to the left, as they would at that 

place early on an October afternoon. 

If I am right, the shop was just next to the Masefields‟ house, 

which would explain why Mrs Masefield was so agitated about it. 

The two properties were separated only by Matthew Arnold‟s 

„track by Childworth Farm‟, which reaches the Ridgeway at this 

point. The lives of three poets meet at this historic junction. 

Perhaps it should be commemorated in some way. 
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Philip Stewart took Oxford degrees in Arabic and in Forestry. 

After translating an Egyptian novel and working for seven years 

as a forester in Algeria he returned to the University and taught in 

various faculties. He has lived on Boars Hill since 1975, and one 

of his hobbies is studying the poets connected with it. 


