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    To walk the margins of fields is to discover how attention stitches human life to the quiet continuities of the natural world. Richard Jefferies’s Field and Hedgerow invites readers to inhabit those margins, where cultivated ground meets the tangled, sheltering boundaries of hedges. This is not a narrative in the conventional sense but an immersion in place, patience, and perception. Its pages ask for unhurried reading, rewarding close notice with deeper seeing. The result is a record of countryside life that is intimate without sentimentality, reflective without abstraction, and grounded in the textures of weather, soil, and light.

First published in the late nineteenth century, Field and Hedgerow is a collection of nature essays by the English writer Richard Jefferies, issued after his death. Its setting is rural England in the Victorian era, a landscape of farms, lanes, and village outskirts where hedgerows link fields like living corridors. The book belongs to the tradition of English nature writing, blending observation with meditation. Jefferies’s perspective is that of a careful walker and watcher: he looks closely, listens attentively, and returns to familiar places to register seasonal shifts. The historical context matters, yet the book’s core concerns feel continually contemporary.

Readers encounter an essayist who writes from the edge spaces—gates, ditches, orchard borders—where wild growth presses against human work. The premise is simple and freeing: to follow the year and the land by means of brief studies, recollections, and reflections. The voice is lucid and lyrical, moving from concrete detail to broader thought without fanfare. The mood is contemplative, sometimes buoyant with discovery, sometimes subdued by awareness of fragility. Rather than offer a single argument, the book accumulates insight through episodes, each attentive to the immediate circumstances of a walk, a field task, or a spell of weather.

Among its themes are the ethics of attention, the passage of time, and the porous boundary between the cultivated and the untamed. Jefferies lingers on the ordinary—birds alighting on a hedge, the hush before rain, the roughness of bark—until the ordinary becomes freshly intelligible. He considers how labor and leisure shape perception, and how habit both limits and sharpens what we notice. The hedgerow itself becomes emblematic: a shelter, a threshold, a reservoir of life. By tracing seasonal cycles, the essays reveal continuity and change intertwined, asking what endures in a landscape subject to human use and natural flux.

Stylistically, the collection balances precision and reverie. Jefferies favors sensory detail—light slanting across stubble, the feel of dust after harvest—yet resists cataloging for its own sake. Description leads to inference and feeling, not to exhaustive taxonomy. The essays often begin with a small prompt and widen outward, a method that mirrors the way attention expands in a walk. Tone varies from celebratory to quietly elegiac, but it remains measured, never overwrought. This poise allows the writing to carry insight without rhetoric, giving readers the experience of discovering alongside the author rather than being told what to think.

The book’s relevance today lies in its patient counterpoint to speed and distraction. Field and Hedgerow models a way of looking that grants value to overlooked edges—places where biodiversity gathers and where human presence is felt but not domineering. It nudges readers to consider how daily choices shape the landscapes they inhabit, and how care begins with noticing. For those interested in environmental thought, the essays offer groundwork rather than manifesto: they cultivate sensibility. For anyone feeling estranged from place, they provide a gentle method of reattachment through repeated visits, attentive walks, and a willingness to dwell with minor phenomena.

Approached as a mosaic rather than a linear story, the collection rewards reading in intervals—an essay with morning light, another at dusk—so its cadences align with the day. Newcomers to Jefferies will find a hospitable entry to Victorian nature prose, and seasoned readers will recognize the steady clarity that marks his best work. Field and Hedgerow offers companionship more than instruction, inviting a reader to slow down, to step off the path, and to share the author’s poised wonder. In doing so, it preserves a way of seeing that remains as usable now as when it was first set down.
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    Field and Hedgerow collects Richard Jefferies’s late nature essays, assembled posthumously to present a sequence of observations on the English countryside. The pieces move through fields, lanes, and coastal heights, focusing on hedgerows, downland, and the changing seasons. Jefferies records what he sees and hears in close detail, from soil and seed to cloud and wind, forming a continuous chronicle of outdoor life. The book’s purpose is descriptive rather than argumentative, yet it consistently points to the value of direct observation and quiet attention. Arranged to suggest a walk through varied landscapes, it offers a steady progression from immediate impressions to broader reflections.

The opening essays situate the reader at the field’s edge, where the hedgerow frames both boundary and habitat. Jefferies describes early-season days—thin light, damp ground, and first stirrings in ditch and bank. He notes buds, mosses, and invertebrate life, showing the hedgerow as a layered community. The field beyond is read through signs: furrow, footmark, and stubble. These initial sketches emphasize method—short excursions, patient looking, and repeated visits—to capture slow changes. Without instruction, they establish the book’s central subjects: the structure of rural land, the microdramas of growth and weather, and the interplay between cultivated ground and the wilder tangle of the margin.

From the lanes, the essays lift onto the chalk downs, where wide air and long slopes alter perception. Jefferies attends to skylark song, sheep-cropped turf, and the faint traces of old tracks crossing the open. He marks the down as a place of wind, distance, and ancient occupancy, reading barrows and paths as part of the living scene rather than antiquarian curiosities. The writing dwells on light shifting over ridges and the way clouds travel the land. These passages balance the hedgerow’s intricacy with the downs’ breadth, expanding the book’s scope while preserving its focus on what steady watching reveals.

A coastal sequence brings the same observational approach to cliffs and sea breezes. The height and exposure change the register: air becomes a palpable force, and the horizon offers a continuous measure of weather. Jefferies details gull flight, the movement of the tide line, and the mingling of salt wind with inland scents. The essays note how cliff grass, thrift, and lichens cling to ledges, and how sound operates in open space. This coastal interlude preserves the book’s method—close description, careful sequence—while showing that the principles of field observation apply as well to maritime edges as to inland hedgerows.

Returning to farmland, Jefferies records the round of rural labor: ploughing, sowing, mowing, and reaping. He describes tools and teams, the fall of cut grass, and the order of work across a day and season. The hedgerow reappears as shelter, boundary, and store of materials, shaped by trimming and growth. He notes both continuity and alteration, as newer methods and machines alter pace and pattern without erasing older rhythms. These accounts provide a practical complement to the nature sketches, showing human activity as one of the countryside’s regular motions, governed by weather and time, and legible in furrow lines, stacks, and cart ruts.

Wildlife studies form a further strand, focusing on birds, small mammals, and insects in their chosen niches. Jefferies describes feeding, nesting, and flight patterns—partridges keeping to cover, snipe rising from wet ground, rooks crossing fields with daily regularity. He watches insect swarms over ditches and butterflies along sunny banks, noting how hedgerow structure creates microclimates and routes. Behavior is linked to place: ditch water levels, thorn density, and crop growth set conditions. These pieces avoid speculation, instead assembling behavior from repeated sightings, and they emphasize the observer’s position—quiet, still, and aligned with the hedge or gate where creatures pass.

Seasonal chapters follow the year’s arc, tracking the build from spring to summer abundance, the thinning of autumn, and winter’s clarity. Plants advance from bud to leaf and fruit; grasses and wildflowers fill the field edge; berries redden and later shrink. Weather receives close attention—mist pooling in hollows, dew lifting, sudden showers, long droughts, frost tracing fences. Jefferies shows how color and scent alter routes and habits, and how light changes the apparent size of distances. The sequence communicates recurrence without monotony, underscoring that the same places yield new aspects when visited at intervals under changing skies and temperatures.

The later essays widen into reflections on health, rest, and the uses of outdoor life. Without leaving the descriptive mode, Jefferies indicates how quiet wandering, sunlight, and open air restore attention and steadiness. He contrasts these qualities with noise and haste, occasionally noting rail lines or town edges as intrusions in the field view. Paths and stiles are recorded as practical means of access and as part of the landscape’s memory. The implied conclusion is simple: regular, unhurried exposure to fields, hedges, and heights refines perception and anchors thought, and the countryside’s value lies in its patient, accessible store of such experiences.

The volume closes by gathering its threads: the hedgerow as living boundary, the field as record of work and season, the down and cliff as horizons for the eye. Jefferies offers continuity rather than climax, affirming that observation—minute, recurrent, and local—yields a durable knowledge of place. No single argument is advanced beyond this insistence on looking and returning. As a final set of essays, the book preserves the cadence of days outdoors and the texture of English rural land in a time of change. Its central message is that attention to ordinary scenes reveals a complete, sufficient world.
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    Field and Hedgerow, published posthumously in 1889, gathers Richard Jefferies’s essays chiefly from the 1870s and 1880s, when late Victorian England was undergoing rapid economic and social transformation. The settings span his native Wiltshire—Coate near Swindon, the Marlborough Downs, and the Thames Valley—along with forays to the Sussex and Hampshire countryside and occasional urban parks and squares in London. The book’s temporal frame is the agricultural year, read against an era of declining arable farming and encroaching industry. Jefferies’s hedgerows, footpaths, and commons embody a landscape shaped by earlier enclosure but newly stressed by global markets, railways, and urban expansion.

The Great Agricultural Depression (c. 1873–1896) most decisively frames the world of Field and Hedgerow. British agriculture was hit by a convergence of bad weather—most notoriously the drenched harvest of 1879—livestock disease, and, above all, a flood of cheap overseas grain made possible by American prairie expansion, the Homestead Act of 1862, transcontinental railroads, and fast steamships. Average British wheat prices fell from roughly 56 shillings a quarter in the late 1860s–early 1870s to about the high 20s by the mid-1890s, making much arable farming unprofitable. Wheat acreage shrank from around 3.6 million acres in 1872 to about 1.5 million by 1900, while many districts converted to pasture or abandoned marginal fields. The cattle plague (rinderpest) of 1865–66, which killed hundreds of thousands of animals, and recurring swine fevers added expense and uncertainty. Rural wages stagnated and migration toward towns accelerated; the 1881 and 1891 censuses recorded a falling share of the workforce in agriculture and depopulation of many villages. Landlords reduced rents or consolidated farms; tenant farmers invested in drainage and machinery, or failed. Hedgerow management changed, coverts spread where shooting took precedence, and the ecology of open-field remnants shifted as rotations were altered. Jefferies’s essays register these pressures at ground level: he notes neglected ditches, reversion of ploughland to rough grass, altered birdlife on the downs, and the uneasy economy of labourers eking out livelihoods through seasonal work, gleaning, and small garden plots. Without naming every statistic, Field and Hedgerow repeatedly mirrors the depression’s symptoms—abandoned furrows, the silence of deserted lanes, and the tense coexistence of game preservation with farming need—offering an intimate chronicle of national crisis written from pathways and stiles.

The expansion of the Great Western Railway and the industrial growth of Swindon recast Jefferies’s home district. The GWR main line reached Swindon in 1841, and the locomotive works opened in 1843, employing thousands by the 1870s and turning a small parish into a railway town—its population rising from a few thousand mid-century to over 40,000 by 1901. New cuttings, embankments, and sidings traversed pasture and downland, changing watercourses and fragmenting habitats. Jefferies’s pages contrast locomotive speed and mechanical noise with the slow cadences of field and hedgerow, observing the infiltration of cinders, the drift of smoke, and the altered movement of people and birds.

The long legacy of parliamentary enclosure underpins the book’s field-patterns. Between roughly 1750 and 1850, millions of acres—often estimated at 6–7 million—were enclosed through over 5,000 Acts, with major statutes in 1801 and 1845. Common rights were extinguished, meadows and wastes apportioned, and hedgerows planted to demarcate new freeholds and tenancies. In counties such as Wiltshire and on the Marlborough Downs, the resultant patchwork of small fields, green lanes, and boundary oaks defined work, access, and wildlife corridors well into the late nineteenth century. Jefferies repeatedly reads the history written in banks and ditches, noting how enclosure-era lines condition both labour routines and the movement of animals.

Game preservation and reform of the game laws formed a contentious rural politics in Jefferies’s day. The 1831 Game Act widened sale and possession of game, but landowners still controlled sport; night poaching remained criminalized by Acts of 1828 and 1844. The Ground Game Act of 1880 granted occupiers an inalienable right to kill hares and rabbits on their land, addressing crop damage yet provoking disputes with estates and keepers. Field and Hedgerow dwells on hares, pheasants, and coverts, mapping the uneasy truce between agriculture and sport. Its sketches of keepers’ rounds, wary labourers, and rabbit-scarred crops translate statute and conflict into lived landscape.

Rights of access and the preservation of open spaces surfaced in law and activism that touched Jefferies’s pathways. The Commons Preservation Society (founded 1865) and the Metropolitan Commons Acts (1866–1870) culminated in landmark protections such as the Epping Forest Act of 1878, which secured more than 5,000 acres for the public. In rural parishes, demand for small plots advanced the Allotments Act of 1887, empowering local authorities to provide land for cultivation. Jefferies’s essays echo these concerns: he laments fenced riverbanks, lost stiles, and dwindling marginal spaces where villagers once gathered fuel or grazed a goat, quietly aligning his pages with contemporary debates over access and husbandry.

Urban growth and public health debates form a counterpoint in the book’s London observations. The metropolis swelled from about 3.9 million residents in 1881 to over 4.2 million by 1891, while the Public Health Act of 1875 and the creation of the London County Council in 1889 sought to manage sanitation and governance. Coal-fired industry produced recurring “pea-soup” fogs; campaigns touted parks as urban lungs. Jefferies’s city sketches—of birds in squares, light on water, or air softened by plane trees—mirror these issues by measuring the physiological and moral value of green relief amid smoke, noise, and overcrowding, implicitly weighing civic policy against the restorative economies of nature.

As social and political critique, Field and Hedgerow exposes the inequities and shortsightedness of late Victorian agrarian capitalism without pamphleteering. Jefferies’s close attention to labourers’ precarious earnings, the landlord-tenant tensions of game preservation, and the contraction of customary access indicts a regime that prized rents, sport, and speed over husbandry, health, and commons. His portraits of abandoned fields, polluted rail verges, and curtailed footpaths challenge the costs of market-driven change, while his London pages weigh urban governance against the need for breathable space. The book thus rebukes class hierarchies and environmental neglect by demonstrating, in concrete places and years, how policy degrades land and lives.
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It is sweet on awaking in the early morn to listen to the small bird singing on the tree. No sound of voice or flute is like to the bird's song; there is something in it distinct and separate from all other notes. The throat of woman gives forth a more perfect music, and the organ is the glory of man's soul. The bird upon the tree utters the meaning of the wind—a voice of the grass and wild flower, words of the green leaf; they speak through that slender tone. Sweetness of dew and rifts of sunshine, the dark hawthorn touched with breadths of open bud, the odour of the air, the colour of the daffodil—all that is delicious and beloved of spring-time are expressed in his song. Genius is nature, and his lay, like the sap in the bough from which he sings, rises without thought. Nor is it necessary that it should be a song; a few short notes in the sharp spring morning are sufficient to stir the heart. But yesterday the least of them all came to a bough by my window, and in his call I heard the sweet-briar wind rushing over the young grass. Refulgent fall the golden rays of the sun; a minute only, the clouds cover him and the hedge is dark. The bloom of the gorse is shut like a book; but it is there—a few hours of warmth and the covers will fall open. The meadow is bare, but in a little while the heart-shaped celandine leaves will come in their accustomed place. On the pollard willows the long wands are yellow-ruddy in the passing gleam of sunshine, the first colour of spring appears in their bark. The delicious wind rushes among them and they bow and rise; it touches the top of the dark pine that looks in the sun the same now as in summer; it lifts and swings the arching trail of bramble; it dries and crumbles the earth in its fingers; the hedge-sparrow's feathers are fluttered as he sings on the bush.

I wonder to myself how they can all get on without me—how they manage, bird and flower, without me to keep the calendar for them. For I noted it so carefully and lovingly, day by day, the seed-leaves on the mounds in the sheltered places that come so early, the pushing up of the young grass, the succulent dandelion, the coltsfoot on the heavy, thick clods, the trodden chickweed despised at the foot of the gate-post, so common and small, and yet so dear to me. Every blade of grass was mine, as though I had planted it separately. They were all my pets, as the roses the lover of his garden tends so faithfully. All the grasses of the meadow were my pets, I loved them all; and perhaps that was why I never had a 'pet,' never cultivated a flower, never kept a caged bird, or any creature. Why keep pets when every wild free hawk that passed overhead in the air was mine? I joyed in his swift, careless flight, in the throw of his pinions, in his rush over the elms and miles of woodland; it was happiness to see his unchecked life. What more beautiful than the sweep and curve of his going through the azure sky? These were my pets, and all the grass. Under the wind it seemed to dry and become grey, and the starlings running to and fro on the surface that did not sink now stood high above it and were larger. The dust that drifted along blessed it and it grew. Day by day a change; always a note to make. The moss drying on the tree trunks, dog's-mercury stirring under the ash-poles, bird's-claw buds of beech lengthening; books upon books to be filled with these things. I cannot think how they manage without me.

To-day through the window-pane I see a lark high up against the grey cloud, and hear his song. I cannot walk about and arrange with the buds and gorse-bloom; how does he know it is the time for him to sing? Without my book and pencil and observing eye, how does he understand that the hour has come? To sing high in the air, to chase his mate over the low stone wall of the ploughed field, to battle with his high-crested rival, to balance himself on his trembling wings outspread a few yards above the earth, and utter that sweet little loving kiss, as it were, of song—oh, happy, happy days! So beautiful to watch as if he were my own, and I felt it all! It is years since I went out amongst them in the old fields, and saw them in the green corn; they must be dead, dear little things, by now. Without me to tell him, how does this lark to-day that I hear through the window know it is his hour?

The green hawthorn buds prophesy on the hedge; the reed pushes up in the moist earth like a spear thrust through a shield; the eggs of the starling are laid in the knot-hole of the pollard elm—common eggs, but within each a speck that is not to be found in the cut diamond of two hundred carats—the dot of protoplasm, the atom of life. There was one row of pollards where they always began laying first. With a big stick in his beak the rook is blown aside like a loose feather in the wind; he knows his building-time from the fathers of his house—hereditary knowledge handed down in settled course: but the stray things of the hedge, how do they know? The great blackbird has planted his nest by the ash-stole, open to every one's view, without a bough to conceal it and not a leaf on the ash—nothing but the moss on the lower end of the branches. He does not seek cunningly for concealment. I think of the drift of time, and I see the apple bloom coming and the blue veronica in the grass. A thousand thousand buds and leaves and flowers and blades of grass, things to note day by day, increasing so rapidly that no pencil can put them down and no book hold them, not even to number them—and how to write the thoughts they give? All these without me—how can they manage without me?

For they were so much to me, I had come to feel that I was as much in return to them. The old, old error: I love the earth, therefore the earth loves me—I am her child—I am Man, the favoured of all creatures. I am the centre, and all for me was made.

In time past, strong of foot, I walked gaily up the noble hill that leads to Beachy Head from Eastbourne, joying greatly in the sun and the wind. Every step crumbled up numbers of minute grey shells, empty and dry, that crunched under foot like hoar-frost or fragile beads. They were very pretty; it was a shame to crush them—such vases as no king's pottery could make. They lay by millions in the depths of the sward, and I thought as I broke them unwillingly that each of these had once been a house of life. A living creature dwelt in each and felt the joy of existence, and was to itself all in all—as if the great sun over the hill shone for it, and the width of the earth under was for it, and the grass and plants put on purpose for it. They were dead, the whole race of them, and these their skeletons were as dust under my feet. Nature sets no value upon life neither of minute hill-snail nor of human being.[1q]

I thought myself so much to the earliest leaf and the first meadow orchis—so important that I should note the first zee-zee of the titlark—that I should pronounce it summer, because now the oaks were green; I must not miss a day nor an hour in the fields lest something should escape me. How beautiful the droop of the great brome-grass by the wood! But to-day I have to listen to the lark's song—not out of doors with him, but through the window-pane, and the bullfinch carries the rootlet fibre to his nest without me. They manage without me very well; they know their times and seasons—not only the civilised rooks, with their libraries of knowledge in their old nests of reference, but the stray things of the hedge and the chiffchaff from over sea in the ash wood. They go on without me. Orchis flower and cowslip—I cannot number them all—I hear, as it were, the patter of their feet—flower and bud and the beautiful clouds that go over, with the sweet rush of rain and burst of sun glory among the leafy trees. They go on, and I am no more than the least of the empty shells that strewed the sward of the hill. Nature sets no value upon life, neither of mine nor of the larks that sang years ago. The earth is all in all to me, but I am nothing to the earth: it is bitter to know this before you are dead. These delicious violets are sweet for themselves; they were not shaped and coloured and gifted with that exquisite proportion and adjustment of odour and hue for me. High up against the grey cloud I hear the lark through the window singing, and each note falls into my heart like a knife.

Now this to me speaks as the roll of thunder that cannot be denied—you must hear it; and how can you shut your ears to what this lark sings, this violet tells, this little grey shell writes in the curl of its spire? The bitter truth that human life is no more to the universe than that of the unnoticed hill-snail in the grass should make us think more and more highly of ourselves as human—as men—living things that think. We must look to ourselves to help ourselves. We must think ourselves into an earthly immortality. By day and by night, by years and by centuries, still striving, studying, searching to find that which shall enable us to live a fuller life upon the earth—to have a wider grasp upon its violets and loveliness, a deeper draught of the sweet-briar wind. Because my heart beats feebly to-day, my trickling pulse scarcely notating the passing of the time, so much the more do I hope that those to come in future years may see wider and enjoy fuller than I have done; and so much the more gladly would I do all that I could to enlarge the life that shall be then. There is no hope on the old lines—they are dead, like the empty shells; from the sweet delicious violets think out fresh petals of thought and colours, as it were, of soul.

Never was such a worshipper of earth. The commonest pebble, dusty and marked with the stain of the ground, seems to me so wonderful; my mind works round it till it becomes the sun and centre of a system of thought and feeling. Sometimes moving aside the tufts of grass with careless fingers while resting on the sward, I found these little pebble-stones loose in the crumbly earth among the rootlets. Then, brought out from the shadow, the sunlight shone and glistened on the particles of sand that adhered to it. Particles adhered to my skin—thousands of years between finger and thumb, these atoms of quartz, and sunlight shining all that time, and flowers blooming and life glowing in all, myriads of living things, from the cold still limpet on the rock to the burning, throbbing heart of man. Sometimes I found them among the sand of the heath, the sea of golden brown surging up yellow billows six feet high about me, where the dry lizard hid, or basked, of kin, too, to old time. Or the rush of the sea wave brought them to me, wet and gleaming, up from the depths of what unknown Past? where they nestled in the root crevices of trees forgotten before Egypt. The living mind opposite the dead pebble—did you ever consider the strange and wonderful problem there? Only the thickness of the skin of the hand between them. The chief use of matter is to demonstrate to us the existence of the soul. The pebble-stone tells me I am a soul because I am not that that touches the nerves of my hand. We are distinctly two, utterly separate, and shall never come together. The little pebble and the great sun overhead—millions of miles away: yet is the great sun no more distinct and apart than this which I can touch. Dull-surfaced matter, like a polished mirror, reflects back thought to thought's self within.

I listened to the sweet-briar wind this morning; but for weeks and weeks the stark black oaks stood straight out of the snow as masts of ships with furled sails frozen and ice-bound in the haven of the deep valley. Each was visible to the foot, set in the white slope, made individual in the wood by the brilliance of the background. Never was such a long winter. For fully two months they stood in the snow in black armour of iron bark unshaken, the front rank of the forest army that would not yield to the northern invader. Snow in broad flakes, snow in semi-flakes, snow raining down in frozen specks, whirling and twisting in fury, ice raining in small shot of frost, howling, sleeting, groaning; the ground like iron, the sky black and faintly yellow—brutal colours of despotism—heaven striking with clenched fist. When at last the general surface cleared, still there remained the trenches and traverses of the enemy, his ramparts drifted high, and his roads marked with snow. The black firs on the ridge stood out against the frozen clouds, still and hard; the slopes of leafless larches seemed withered and brown; the distant plain far down gloomy with the same dull yellowish blackness. At a height of seven hundred feet the air was sharp as a scythe—a rude barbarian giant wind knocking at the walls of the house with a vast club, so that we crept sideways even to the windows to look out upon the world. There was everything to repel—the cold, the frost, the hardness, the snow, dark sky and ground, leaflessness; the very furze chilled and all benumbed. Yet the forest was still beautiful. There was no day that we did not, all of us, glance out at it and admire it, and say something about it. Harder and harder grew the frost, yet still the forest-clad hills possessed a something that drew the mind open to their largeness and grandeur. Earth is always beautiful—always. Without colour, or leaf, or sunshine, or song of bird and flutter of butterfly's wing; without anything sensuous, without advantage or gilding of summer—the power is ever there. Or shall we not say that the desire of the mind is ever there, and will satisfy itself, in a measure at least, even with the barren wild? The heart from the moment of its first beat instinctively longs for the beautiful; the means we possess to gratify it are limited—we are always trying to find the statue in the rude block. Out of the vast block of the earth the mind endeavours to carve itself loveliness, nobility, and grandeur. We strive for the right and the true: it is circumstance that thrusts wrong upon us.

One morning a labouring man came to the door with a spade, and asked if he could dig the garden, or try to, at the risk of breaking the tool in the ground. He was starving; he had had no work for two months; it was just six months, he said, since the first frost started the winter. Nature and the earth and the gods did not trouble about him, you see; he might grub the rock-frost ground with his hands if he chose—the yellowish black sky did not care. Nothing for man! The only good he found was in his fellow-men; they fed him after a fashion—still they fed him. There was no good in anything else. Another aged man came once a week regularly; white as the snow through which he walked. In summer he worked; since the winter began he had had no employment, but supported himself by going round to the farms in rotation. They all gave him a trifle—bread and cheese, a penny, a slice of meat—something; and so he lived, and slept the whole of that time in outhouses wherever he could. He had no home of any kind. Why did he not go into the workhouse? 'I be afeared if I goes in there they'll put me with the rough uns, and very likely I should get some of my clothes stole.' Rather than go into the workhouse he would totter round in the face of the blasts that might cover his weak old limbs with drift. There was a sense of dignity and manhood left still; his clothes were worn, but clean and decent; he was no companion of rogues; the snow and frost, the straw of the outhouses, was better than that. He was struggling against age, against nature, against circumstance; the entire weight of society, law, and order pressed upon him to force him to lose his self-respect and liberty. He would rather risk his life in the snowdrift. Nature, earth, and the gods did not help him; sun and stars, where were they? He knocked at the doors of the farms and found good in man only—not in Law or Order, but in individual man alone.

The bitter north wind drives even the wild fieldfare to the berries in the garden hedge; so it drives stray human creatures to the door. A third came—an old gipsy woman—still stout and hearty, with green fresh brooms to sell. We bought some brooms—one of them was left on the kitchen floor, and the tame rabbit nibbled it; it proved to be heather. The true broom is as green and succulent in appearance in January as June. She would see the 'missis.' 'Bless you, my good lady, it be weather, bean't it? I hopes you'll never know what it be to want, my good lady. Ah, well, you looks good-tempered if you don't want to buy nothing. Do you see if you can't find me an old body, now, for my girl—now do'ee try; she's confined in a tent on the common—nothing but one of our tents, my good lady—that's true—and she's doing jest about well' (with briskness and an air of triumph), 'that she is! She's got twins, you see, my lady, but she's all right, and as well as can be. She wants to get up; and she says to me, "Mother, do'ee try and get me a body; 'tis hard to lie here abed and be well enough to get up, and be obliged to stay here because I've got nothing but a bedgown." For you see, my good lady, we managed pretty well with the first baby; but the second bothered us, and we cut up all the bits of things we could find, and there she ain't got nothing to put on. Do'ee see if 'ee can't find her an old body.' The common is an open piece of furze and heath at the verge of the forest; and here, in a tent just large enough to creep in, the gipsy woman had borne twins in the midst of the snow and frost. They could not make a fire of the heath and gorse even if they cut it, the snow and whirling winds would not permit. The old gipsy said if they had little food they could not do without fire, and they were compelled to get coke and coal somehow—apologising for such a luxury. There was no whining—not a bit of it; they were evidently quite contented and happy, and the old woman proud of her daughter's hardihood. By-and-by the husband came round with straw beehives to sell, and cane to mend chairs—a strong, respectable-looking man. Of all the north wind drove to the door, the outcasts were the best off—much better off than the cottager who was willing to break his spade to earn a shilling; much better off than the white-haired labourer, whose strength was spent, and who had not even a friend to watch with him in the dark hours of the winter evening—not even a fire to rest by. The gipsy nearest to the earth was the best off in every way; yet not even for primitive man and woman did the winds cease. Broad flakes of snow drifted up against the low tent, beneath which the babes were nestling to the breast. Not even for the babes did the snow cease or the keen wind rest; the very fire could scarcely struggle against it. Snow-rain and ice-rain; frost-formed snow-granules, driven along like shot, stinging and rattling against the tent-cloth, hissing in the fire; roar and groan of the great wind among the oaks of the forest. No kindness to man, from birth-hour to ending; neither earth, sky, nor gods care for him, innocent at the mother's breast. Nothing good to man but man. Let man, then, leave his gods and lift up his ideal beyond them.

Something grey and spotted and puffy, not unlike a toad, moved about under the gorse of the garden hedge one morning, half hidden by the stalks of old grasses. By-and-by it hopped out—the last thrush, so distended with puffed feathers against the frost as to be almost shapeless. He searched about hopelessly round the stones and in the nooks, all hard and frostbound; there was the shell of a snail, dry and whitened and empty, as was apparent enough even at a distance. His keen eye must have told him that it was empty; yet such was his hunger and despair that he took it and dashed it to pieces against a stone. Like a human being, his imagination was stronger than his experience; he tried to persuade himself that there might be something there; hoping against hope. Mind, you see, working in the bird's brain, and overlooking facts. A mere mechanism would have left the empty and useless shell untouched—would have accepted facts at once, however bitter, just as the balance on the heaviest side declines immediately, obeying the fact of an extra grain of weight. The bird's brain was not mechanical, and therefore he was not wholly mastered by experience. It was a purely human action—just what we do ourselves. Next he came across to the door to see if a stray berry still remained on a creeper. He saw me at the window, and he came to the window—right to it—and stopped and looked full at me some minutes, within touch almost, saying as plainly as could be said, 'I am starving—help me.' I never before knew a thrush make so unmistakable an appeal for assistance, or deliberately approach so near (unless previously encouraged). We tried to feed him, but we fear little of the food reached him. The wonder of the incident was that a thrush should still be left—there had not been one in the garden for two months. Berries all gone, ground hard and foodless, streams frozen, snow lying for weeks, frost stealing away the vital heat—ingenuity could not devise a more terrible scene of torture to the birds. Neither for the thrushes nor for the new-born infants in the tent did the onslaught of the winter slacken. No pity in earth or heaven. This one thrush did, indeed, by some exceptional fortune, survive; but where were the family of thrushes that had sung so sweetly in the rainy autumn? Where were the blackbirds?

Looking down from the stilts of seven hundred feet into the deep coombe of black oaks standing in the white snow, day by day, built round about with the rugged mound of the hills, doubly locked with the key of frost—it seemed to me to take on itself the actuality of the ancient faith of the Magi. How the seeds of all living things—the germs—of bird and animal, man and insect, tree and herb, of the whole earth—were gathered together into a four-square rampart, and there laid to sleep in safety, shielded by a spell-bound fortification against the coming flood, not of water, but of frost and snow! With snow and frost and winter the earth was overcome, and the world perished, stricken dumb and dead, swept clean and utterly destroyed—a winter of the gods, the silence of snow and universal death. All that had been passed away, and the earth was depopulated. Death triumphed. But under the snow, behind the charmed rampart, slept the living germs. Down in the deep coombe, where the dark oaks stood out individually in the whiteness of the snow, fortified round about with immovable hills, there was the actual presentment of Zoroaster's sacred story. Locked in sleep lay bud and germ—the butterflies of next summer were there somewhere, under the snow. The earth was swept of its inhabitants, but the seeds of life were not dead. Near by were the tents of the gipsies—an Eastern race, whose forefathers perhaps had seen that very Magian worship of the Light; and in those tents birth had already taken place. Under the Night of winter—under the power of dark Ahriman, the evil spirit of Destruction—lay bud and germ in bondage, waiting for the coming of Ormuzd, the Sun of Light and Summer. Beneath the snow, and in the frozen crevices of the trees, in the chinks of the earth, sealed up by the signet of frost, were the seeds of the life that would replenish the air in time to come. The buzzing crowds of summer were still under the snow.
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