East Coker
‘“Poet’s Path” Walk

This moderate walk (3.3 miles, 5.3 km) explores the paths and lanes
around East Coker village that captured the imagination of one of the
20" century’s greatest poets, T S Eliot, and was the inspiration for one

of his Four Quartets poems. It is marked in Orange on the Discover

East Coker map and walkers should refer to OS Explorer Map 129
for more detail. Some paths around the village can be muddy at times

and waterproof footwear is advised. Park considerately and start at

the Helyar Arms (Grid Ref.ST541123)



The Helyar Arms
Known as The New Inn since it was built in the 17" century, the public
house and hotel was renamed The Helyar Arms in 1948. It is said that
when it belonged to the Coker Court Estate many of the estate workers
would not wish to be seen going in and would creep round to the back with
a bottle which would be filled via a little trapdoor at the back of the
building. This was known by some as the bottle and jug department.
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From the front entrance of the Helyar Arms turn right into Moor Lane,
signposted Coker Moor 1/2 mile. At the end of the lane, follow the
footpath signposted North Coker 1/2 mile. This follows a brook on your
right and widens into a farm track. Views of the Cemetery Chapel and St
Michael’s Church will become visible to the left. At a T-junction of the
farm track, turn left signposted North Coker 1/4 mile. After about 50
metres, take the stile to the right of the track, which is concealed within the
hedgerow and signposted Coker Moor 1/4 mile on the other side. Walk
diagonally left across the corner of the field to a double stile and small
bridge into another field. Walk diagonally across this field in the direction
of houses. At a five way crossing of footpaths, cross the stile to follow the
footpath signposted Nash 3/4 mile. Immediately cross a stile, a bridge over
the brook and through a kissing gate into a field. Cross the field and then
through a further kissing gate. Follow this footpath to the left of the houses
seen earlier and through another kissing gate past a playground onto a
paved path. On reaching the East Coker Road, cross to a footpath on the
opposite side. Follow the stone wall boundary with views of North Coker
House to the left and North Coker Park to the right. The footpath turns into
a paved gully opening out beside Herne Cottage. Turn right, walking



round the cottage and follow the path with North Coker Park now on the
right. The footpath crosses another footpath of sunken lanes. Keep
straight ahead through a kissing gate, following a hedgerow with views
towards the mushroom farm to the left. Take care along this track as there
are excavations from badger sets to the right of the path.

Sunken Lanes
Sunken lanes are paths and roads which have become much lower over
time than the surrounding land. They have evolved by erosion of water and
traffic, frequently dating back many hundred years. Often formed into a
tunnel by overhanging branches with dappled lighting effects, they
captured the imagination of T S Eliot. He refers in his poem “East Coker”
to the “deep lane shuttered with branches”.

At another kissing gate, the footpath opens onto a small road with Naish
Priory visible on the right. Take the farm track to the left signposted
Higher Burton 1/2 mile. The farm track turns into a footpath which

becomes a wooded hollow. At the crossing of footpaths turn left
signposted Burton Lane 1/4 mile. On reaching the Christian Fellowship

Chapel at the end of this path, the footpath opens out onto Burton Lane.

Turn right and continue to the T-junction. Turn right and immediately left
into Broadacres, bearing left at the fork. At the end of this residential road,
turn right into Longfurlong Lane and follow this road round to the left.

Before reaching Skinner’s Hill farmhouse ahead, turn right onto a tarmac

track, signposted Holywell 1/4 mile passing cottages to your left. Leave

this track when a lake comes into view to the left following the footpath
straight ahead. There are views to the left of Primrose Hill Farm. This
footpath finishes at the Foresters Arms in Holywell, so named after the
spring that arises there. Turn left past the pub, passing the Parish West
Boundary Stone in the bank on the left about 50 metres before the
crossroads. Turn left signposted East Coker. This road passes through an
old stone cutting, one of many in the area. Proceed up a slight slope, round
a right bend where the footpath from Burton joins in, then a left bend. As
the road bends gently to the right again, look for a distinctive stile of stone
and wood through the hedge on the right, signposted St Michael’s Church
East Coker 3/4 mile. Walk diagonally across this field to the left, keeping
to the left of the telegraph pole. From the next stile, walk diagonally
across the field to the right. There are views of the village, North Coker
House, East Coker Mill and the old site of Drakes’ Webbing Factory.



Cross the stile on to the farm track and turn left. At the road junction, with
Lodge Hill, turn left and walk about 10 metres to a kissing gate on the
right of the road into Coker Court Park. Head for the right end of the
cottages in the far corner of this field, passing over a waymarked bridge
across a stream. Walk through the kissing gate, past the cottages. Note the
mound in the field to the right, the remains of the ice house which used to
serve Coker Court with ice from a pond during the winter. Keep straight
on this path across the country road as far as the Almshouses. St
Michael’s Church, with the resting place and memorial of T S Eliot, is up
the hill to the right. Continue to the left and cross the paddock, joining the
road which leads back to the Helyar Arms

Almshouses

Building the Almshouses was started by Archdeacon Helyar in 1640. This
was delayed by the Rebellion (1649-1660) and the Plague (1645) so was
not finished until 1660, the year of King Charles II’s restoration. They
were founded for eleven women and one man. They remain as
Almshouses today. The last house, nearest the church, was used as a
chapel for many years. It was restored in 2009 and all are managed by
Trustees who live in the parish. Between the Almshouses and the church is
a memorial stone “Sacred to the memory of the seventy parishioners who
died of the plague from June to September 1645”. This was around one
quarter of the parishioners. The stone was erected in 2003 marking the
likely spot where the dead were placed in a pit “at the end of the church
path”. It is possible that both Archdeacon Helyar and the Vicar at the time
both died of the disease which some estimates say killed 100,000 people.

T S Eliot
The first recorded entry of the Elliott family in Parish records date from
1563. The family remained here other 100 years, surviving the plague of



1645. Andrew Eliot (sic) emigrated to America from East Coker about
1660 and settled in Salem, where he served on the jury in the Witch Trials.
A descendant, Thomas Stearns Eliot was born in St Louis on 26™
September 1888. He pursued an academic career in the United States and
Europe, and was in Merton College, Oxford, at the outbreak of the First
World War. Staying in Britain, he became a British subject in 1927.
His reputation as a poet grew following publication of his first book of
poems in 1917. Honorary degrees from universities world-wide followed
and his recognition culminated in the award of the Order of Merit and the
Nobel Prize for Literature. He was a deeply religious man, of great
seriousness, but could also turn to lighter sentiment. His lighter side is
exemplified by the delightful poems in Old Possum’s Book of Practical
Cats. He visited East Coker several times until his last visit in 1939. The
peace and serenity of the village so captured his imagination that he wrote
the poem “East Coker” and also decided that he would like his ashes laid
to rest here. They were buried below the memorial plaque in St Michaels
Church on Easter Sunday 1965
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