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BELLA
a companion



this book
is a compilation of the research and planning 

that went into the writing of the poems 
in Bella (Offa's Press, 2018). 

 
writing this collection became an investigation 

in itself: articles, reports, maps, timelines, 
and photographs all contributed to 
my understanding of this mystery. 

 
I documented my journey in a notebook. 

here is a glimpse into those pages. 
 



initial ideas
Bella was a project I started in September 2016, 

but having grown up only a few roads away from Hagley Wood, 
the story of Bella and the Wych Elm had been on my mind 

since I was a child. my research began with 
a mind-map of everything I knew about the mystery. topics such 

as identity, location, and the discovery of the body in the tree 
were all rich starting points. 



The Haunting at Hagley Wood 
by Julia Iredale

mood board
here are some of the photographs and artworks I kept 
beside me while writing. 
some of these provided 
visual prompts for poems, 
and contributed to my 
formal choices. 

Theory #3: Barmaid takes 
the shape of the composite 
sketch below; The Sentinel 
reflects the shape of the 
wych elm tree (opposite).



Aliona, 
by Anka Zhuravleva

Saatchi Art



timelines
the story of Bella is over seventy years old, dating back 
to the end of the Second World War. key dates 
for the investigation fall between 1943 and 1955, with graffiti 
appearing as late as 2017. reports and post-mortem evidence 
allow speculation for the date of Bella's death in 1941, 
and for events in the immediate aftermath of the murder.  
plotting these known and estimated dates on a timeline gave me 
a skeleton on which I could build my own, imagined narrative,  
while keeping true to the truths of the story.



maps
as well as telling Bella's story, I wanted to delve into 

the history and heritage of Hagley and the surrounding areas 
of Clent and Pedmore. this landscape has a rich 

and varied mythology, and is peopled by many ghosts. 
some of these ghosts ‒  Iron Age settlers from Wychbury 

hillfort, a cavalier fleeing from a Civil War ambush in 
Pedmore, miners from the Black Country's many pits ‒  

cross paths with Bella in the poem 
Spirits Raise Bella from the Wych Elm. 
as well as an investigation, I saw Bella 

as a love letter to the land 
I call home.

Map from Old Stourbridge Maps website



finding Bella
Bella's remains were never identified. even the name Bella has 
no basis in fact ‒ it was popularised by the anonymous graffiti  
which has turned the true story into an ongoing legend.  
the name Luebella has also appeared, and many other 
variations of Bella exist, including Isabella, Clarabella, and 
Belladonna. etymological research into these names revealed 
striking connections 
to the facts of the 
mystery, and helped 
inform my poetry. 

when naming the  
nebulous figure of 
Bella, some choices  
seemed clear:  
the witch was 
Belladonna; the  
sweet barmaid was 
an Isabella; the spy,  
who could have been  
Clara Bauerle, was  
Clarabella.



any exploration into the story of Bella and the Wych Elm 
will reveal five main theories on who she was: spy, witch, 
gypsy, barmaid, or prostitute. everybody will have their own 
opinion on the above, but with no solid evidence to either 
prove or disprove, I felt it was important not to dismiss any of 
these possibilities. in the same way, it did not feel right to 
support any one of these theories above another.  

the middle section of Bella examines each of these theories in 
turn, deliberately confusing and contradicting the notion of 
identity. each is framed as an item of evidence: letters between 
spies, a map plotting a traveller's camp, a sketch sexualising a 
prostitute's body even after death. in my mind, it is these 
pieces of evidence which Bella's daughter steals from Box 2 at 
the auction in Evidence (2). 



one of the more popular, and arguably more realistic, theories 
is that Bella was a traveller. her cheap garments with the labels 
cut away, and her non-existent dental record, could suggest 
that she was a part of the traveller communities known to have 
used the land around Hagley and Pedmore. some claim 
it could have been a racial hate crime; others that it was 
an internal conflict amongst the clans. 

process: Theory #2: Gypsy

yet with a lifestyle and a culture so rich as the Roma, 
I did not wish to focus on the circumstances of Bella's death 
in this poem. taking the travellers' connection to place as my 

starting point, I found a map of the Pedmore tithe, with 
evocative field names such as upper goodness and danger-field. 

Map from Old Stourbridge Maps website



I chose five field names from this map, and with each, noted   
the size and shape of the field, using topological maps and satellite 
images to familiarise myself with the landscape (dog kennel meadow - 
near pools - washing clothes) 
the emotion or atmosphere the field name conjured (danger field - 
darker, more sinister)
the types of activities a traveller community might use each plot of 
land for, sometimes inspired by the field name itself (saddleback hill - 
horsemanship)
the sights, senses, attitudes and behaviours suggested by the activities 
attributed to each place
relevant quotes from King Lear by Poor Tom, who is very much of 
the land (whipped from tithing to tithing)

these notes then fed into the writing of the poem's five stanzas.



Illustrations by Martyn Cole

the above quote comes from Shakespeare's King Lear 
(act III scene iv). it is spoken by Poor Tom, a character 

whose language reads like poetry itself, mixing prose, verse, 
blasphemy, nursery rhymes, and nonsensical word-play. 

King Lear shares many themes with Bella's story ‒ notions of 
violence, identity loss, and death, coupled with a bleak and 

dark atmosphere. 
 

for me, this quote encapsulates Bella and the Wych Elm: like 
a hawthorn, the mystery is brittle, thorny, and stands the test 
of time; cold wind comes in the form of conjecture, whistling 
through the branches but never quite taking hold. the story, 
of course, revolves around a tree, and the case has long since 

gone cold ... but still it weathers the storm, and continues to 
inspire us today.

still through the hawthorn 
blows the cold wind...



other allusions to Shakespeare's works
Incident Report: Hagley Mile 
'How like a...'  
Hamlet: 'in action how like an angel, in apprehension how like a god. the 
beauty of the world, the paragon of animals'. the speaker's philosophical 
wonderment of the beautiful world is interrupted by an animalistic scream 
as human kills human. The Sentinel 

'I was foul and she was fair' 
Witches: 'Fair is foul, and foul is fair: 
hover through the fog and filthy air'. 

the nightmarish, supernatural atmosphere 
of Macbeth is echoed in this poem, 

 as the wych elm itself vocalises 
its possessiveness over Bella ‒ 

a fair figure in a foul place.  
Her Mother's Keeper 
'carries the book up to the prow...and watches it drown'  
Prospero: 'And deeper than did ever plummet sound, I’ll drown my book'. 
the parent-child relationship and themes of sacrifice in The Tempest was 
something I connected with as I wrote about Bella's daughter. she gives the 
tokens of her mother up, just as Prospero gives up his magic. 

the names of Shakespeare's tragic heroines (Lady Macbeth, 
Cleopatra, Ophelia) hold so much meaning, that they almost 

become synonymous with their deaths. 
Bella's name holds a similar power: her story is remembered 

because of the mysterious circumstances of her death, and her 
name ‒ true or not ‒ comes to symbolise this.



descriptions of the wych elm 
from books and articles 

words conjuring ideas of the 
pagan and supernatural 

what the branches look like 

how the tree could be destroyed 
what the tree is shaped like 

quotes from Shakespeare

process: The Sentinel
I wanted Bella to have a visual impact, evoking  
a sense of time, place, and character through its form as well 
as its language. early in the process I had the idea of writing 
a concrete poem, and the most striking shape for this 
to take was clear: the wych elm. 
assisted by the photograph of the tree (see mood board) and 

a number of descriptions, I broke down the visuals 
to begin thinking more metaphorically, 
incorporated the other senses, and gave 

the tree a personality.  



all around the wych elm tree... 
come and see the wych em tree...

as well as 
describing the wych elm tree, 

it was important to tell a story. in early planning, 
 the voice in the poem changed from the tree itself, 

to someone addressing the tree, to the person tasked 
to fell it, before finally landing on the man who volunteered 

 to guard the tree overnight. the poem became his nightmare.

in order to create a poem shape that resembled the wych elm, 
I drafted out a stanza with lines of varying lengths to 

give the effect of branches. I inserted gaps into these lines, 
so that the more densely packed lines became the bole, 

and the more spaced ends of lines stood in for shoots. 
I then replaced this filler text 

with my imagery.



form
First light   steals across high treetops 
and the forest wakes   not with a yawn 
or with song   but in an opening of eyes 
in stillness   as the forest waits to thaw... 

many parts of the writing of Bella were a learning curve. 
my use of form in particular is an area I felt progression, 
and not only in concrete poetry ‒ my method of using 
a three-space gap rather than caesura in lines of 
regular length, features in almost every poem. 

this began with The Sentinel ‒ punctuation such as 
commas, semi-colons, and dashes disrupted the effect  
of the lines resembling branches. I used gaps of different 
sizes to try to capture the wych elm's wild shoots.  
for other poems, small even gaps were enough to suggest 
something lost, hidden, or incomplete, without breaking 
the poem too harshly. they create pause, but one which 
carries with it the unspoken truths of Bella's story.

... And all the while   the wych elm watches 
its stiff branches   even dawn cannot cure 
they mark it with a cross   but speak no rites 
as bones resurface   amongst the bluebells.



on location

 Incident Report: Hagley Mile                            52.431228, -2.103492 
Poor Tom Finds Bella in the Wych Elm           52.433686, -2.093903 
 ii. Boy King                                                          52.424793, -2.0828433 

I have always felt a connection 
to the paths of Clent, Hagley, 

and Wychbury in particular. 
my earliest inspirations to write 

were born under the stillness 
of its yew tree canopy. 

 to walk there is to recharge your 
soul from its deep spirituality. 
when I return to these paths, 

I can often pinpoint the exact spot 
an idea for a poem sprung from. 

below are some of these sites 
which inspired the words in Bella.

Clent   great jawbone of a whale...
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fox hunting terminology. 
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