
 
 
 
 
 



Grant Allen


Colin Clout's Calendar: The Record of a Summer, April-October





[image: ]


    Published by Good Press, 2021




goodpress@okpublishing.info



    EAN 4064066363635
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I.
 PRIMROSE TIME.
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Yesterday, April showers chased one another across
the meadows all day long, coming and going between
interludes of fathomless blue sky and vivid sunshine,
the fleecy clouds being driven like sheep before a collie
by the brisk south-westerly breezes. To-day, the Fore
Acre is smiling accordingly with lusher grass, and the
bustling bees are busier among fresher and sweeter
primroses. For the Fore Acre is not a level field, like
most others on the farm: it slopes down in broken
terraces from the barton to the banks of Venlake, as we
call our little streamlet in the valley below; and it is
the slope that makes it the best spot near the homestead
for primroses to grow on. These pet fancies and
predilections of the flowers, indeed, are not without full
and satisfactory reasons of their own. The plant
chooses its proper haunt with due regard to its special
needs and functions. It seeks warmth and shelter in
some cases; bracing moorland air in others; moisture
and shade, or sun and open space, according to the
peculiar tastes and habits it has inherited from its remotest
ancestors. We lordly human beings are, perhaps,
too apt to overlook the essential community of
life and constitution between ourselves and the plants.
We under-estimate their unconscious intelligence and
their guileless cunning; we forget that in their insentient
fashion they plot and plan and outwit one another
with almost human semblance of intentional strategy.
Yet those of us who live much in their society learn at
last to recognise that there is a meaning and a purpose
in everything they do—a use for every little unnoticed
point of structure or habit in their divinely ordered
economy. Even the very date of their flowering has a
settled purpose of its own, and bears some definite reference
to the insect that brings the pollen, or to the
time needed for ripening and setting the seed. To
watch the succession of these little members of the
floral commonwealth, to learn the connection in which
they stand to one another, and to interpret the purpose
that they severally have in view—these are the great
problems and the self-sufficing rewards of those who
slowly spell out for themselves from living hieroglyphics
the emblems of the country calendar.

See from the edge of the hillside here how the primroses
cling, as it were on purpose, to the tumbled slopes
and banks of the Fore Acre, leaving almost flowerless
the level platforms of terrace between them. Each
little bank or escarpment is a perfect natural flower-bed,
thickly covered from top to bottom with beautiful masses
of tufted yellow bloom. But in between, on the intermediate
grassy bits, there are no primroses: or, to speak
more correctly, all the primroses there are cowslips, their
tall scapes not yet much more than just raised above the
level of the greensward. For at bottom primroses and
cowslips are really identical: even the old-fashioned
botanists have freely allowed that much, and have reunited
the two varieties as a single species under a
common name. The leaves are absolutely indistinguishable,
as you observe when you look closely at them;
the structure of the individual flowers is the same in all
important points: they only differ in the arrangement of
the blossoms on the stem; and even in that the two
forms are connected by every intermediate stage in the
third dubious variety known as the oxlip. Why, then,
do cowslips differ from primroses at all? For a very
simple yet ingenious reason.

The true primrose almost always grows on a bank or
slope, where its blossoms can readily be seen by the bees
and other fertilising insects without the need for any tall
common flower-stalk. Hence its stalk is undeveloped,
as the scientific folk put it—in other words, it never
produces one at all to speak of. Each separate primrose
springs by a distinct stem from a very stumpy and
dwarfish thick little stock, which represents the same
organ as the long and graceful stalk of the cowslip.
This stock is so short that it is quite hidden by the close
rosette of downy wrinkled leaves; but if you examine
it carefully you will see that the flowers are arranged
upon it in an umbel or circular group, exactly like that
of its taller and slenderer nodding relative. Each primrose
blossom is also larger, so as more easily to secure
the attention of the passing bee. In the cowslip, on the
other hand, growing as it usually does on level ground,
the common stalk has acquired a habit of lengthening
out prodigiously, so as to raise its clustered bunch of
flowers well above the ground and the surrounding
grasses, and thus catch the eye of some roaming insect,
who could never have perceived its buried blossoms if
they were laid as close to the grass-clad earth as in the
case of the neighbour primroses. The two varieties have
now become practically almost distinct, because each
naturally sticks to its own best-adapted haunts, and is
usually crossed only by pollen of its own kind. But the
oxlip is a sort of undecided tertium quid, an undifferentiated
relic of the old undivided ancestral form, which
grows in intermediate situations, and crosses now with
one plant and now with the other, so preventing either
from finally taking its stand as a truly separate species.

The reason why the thorough-going primroses do
not cross with the thorough-going cowslips is easy
enough to understand: they are seldom both in blossom
together. This, again, naturally results from the form
and habit of the two flowers. In both, the head of
bloom is produced from material laid by during the past
year in the perennial rootstock; and in both, the buds
begin to sprout as soon as the weather grows warm
enough for them to venture forth with safety. But the
‘rathe primrose’ bursts into blossom first, because it has
only to produce short subsidiary stalks for each separate
flower; the cowslip lingers somewhat later, because it
has to send up a stout common stem, besides forming
the minor pedicels for the individual cups. Their other
differences are all of similar small kinds. The primrose,
standing straight up from the earth, receives the fertilising
bee or butterfly on the face of its wide open
corolla; the cowslip, a little pendulous by nature, receives
its guest from below, or from one side, and so has
its blossom more bell-shaped as well as less widely expanded.
The primrose is pale to suit its own special
insect visitors; the cowslip is a deeper yellow, melting
almost into orange, to meet the tastes of a somewhat
different and perhaps more daintily æsthetic circle. At
bottom, however, both flowers are very nearly the same,
and their peculiarities are all specially intended to insure
a very high type of cross-fertilisation.

Observe that in both flowers the corolla, though
deeply divided into five notched lobes or sections, is yet
not really composed of separate petals, but tapers beneath
into a very long and narrow tube. Cowslips and primroses
belong by origin to the great division of five-petalled
flowers; for all blossoms originally had their parts
arranged either in sets of threes or in sets of fives; and
this distinction, though often obscured, is still the most
fundamental one between all flowering species. But in
the primrose, as in many other advanced types, the five
primitive petals have coalesced at their bases into a
single tube, so as to make the honey accessible only to
bees, butterflies, and other insects with a long proboscis,
who could benefit the plant by duly effecting the transfer
of pollen from the stamens of one flower to the sensitive
surface of another. In blossoms with open petals many
thieving little creatures come in sideways and steal the
honey without going near the pollen at all: in a better
adapted flower like the primrose such a mischance is
rendered impossible.

Notice, too, that in both varieties the eye or centre of
the corolla is deep orange, while the outside is lighter in
tone. This difference in colour acts as a honey-guide,
and directs the bee straight to the mouth of the tube at
whose base the nectar is stored. And now again, let us cut
open one or two flowers of each variety, so as to lay bare
the interior of the tube. See, they have each two separate
and corresponding forms, known long ago to village
children as the thrum-eyed and the pin-eyed primroses
or cowslips. In the pin-eyed form the long head of the
pistil, looking for all the world like an old-fashioned
round-headed pin, reaches just to the top of the tube,
and forms the prominent object in the centre, while the
five stamens are fastened to the side of the tube about
half-way down. In the thrum-eyed form, on the contrary,
the stamens make a little ring at the top of the
tube, while the pin-headed summit of the pistil only
reaches just half-way up the tube, exactly opposite the
same spot where the stamens are fixed in the other sort.
When the bee begins by visiting a thrum-eyed blossom,
she collects a quantity of pollen on the hairs at the top
of her proboscis. If she then visits a second flower of
the same type, she does not fertilise its pistil, but only
gathers a little more pollen. As soon, however, as she
reaches a pin-eyed blossom she unconsciously deposits
some of this store of pollen on the sensitive surface or
pin of its pistil; while at the same time some more pollen,
half-way down the tube, clings to her proboscis, and is
similarly rubbed off against the pistil of the next thrum-eyed
blossom she chances to visit. The exact correspondence
in position of the various parts in the two
diverse forms admirably insures their due impregnation.
Thus each blossom is not only fertilised from another
flower, but even from a flower of an alternative type,
which is a peculiarly high modification of the ordinary
method.


II.
 THE RETURN OF THE SWALLOWS.
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Last week’s showers, much longed for and anxiously
expected after the apparently endless spell of bitter east
winds, have brought out the meadows at last into the
full fresh green of early spring. The buds upon the
horse-chestnuts, which stood idle and half-open for so
many days, have now finally burst forth into delicate
sprays of five-fingered foliage; and the young larches
among the hillside hangers are revelling in the exquisite
and tender freshness of verdure which larches alone can
exhibit, and even they only for two short weeks of April
weather. As for the hedgerows, I really think I can
never recollect anything to equal them. The innumerable
pecks of March dust from which we have been
suffering seem to have brought forth gold enough in the
celandines and crowfoots for many royal ransoms; and
the masses of primroses on the sunny banks are both
thicker in tufts of bloom and with larger individual
blossoms than I ever before remember to have seen them.
The copses on Wootton Hill are carpeted with daffodils,
wood-anemones, and hyacinths, in great patches of yellow,
blue, and white; and it is no wonder that to-day I should
have seen the swallows, enticed back from their winter
quarters in Algeria by the sun and the flowers, flying
low above the gorse and the violet-beds in the undercliff,
where they may now catch hundreds of small insects
on the wing around the honey-bearing blossoms which
attract them out of their cocoons upon these warmer and
brighter mornings.

What marvellous complexity of interaction and
mutual relations between all the parts of nature and
organic life this familiar fact of the swallows’ yearly
return implies for us! Hard-billed seed-eating and
berry-eating birds, or mixed seed-eaters and insect-eaters,
can manage to find food for themselves in England all
the year round. Nay, even those species which live
mainly upon worms, slugs, and other hardy small deer,
can pick up a living somehow or other through our
northern winters. But pure fly-catchers, like the
swallows, must starve during the five months when
winged insects are almost wholly lacking in temperate
climates. Thus it becomes a matter of necessity with
them to move south at the beginning of autumn, towards
the orange groves of Italy and the palms of Africa.
Before they can return, there must be insects in the
north; and these insects must have been hatched from
the egg, and re-hatched from the chrysalis stage, before
they are fitted to become food for swallows, since swallows
feed only on the wing. Accordingly, it is not until the
spring flowers are well out, and the winged insects have
begun to suck their honey, that the various species of the
swallow family make their appearance.

The true swallows come first, and, taking one year
with another, the second week of April may be taken as
the average date of their return to the south-western
counties of England; but this year the spring, in spite
of its early promise, has hung fire a little in a curious
half-hesitating way: and so I have not seen the first
swallow till this morning. The swifts, larger and stronger
birds, which fly even more incessantly than their cousins
and therefore require a more abundant food-supply, do
not usually come northward till the beginning of May,
when the flowers and insects are in full force; and they
leave us again in August, while the swallows linger on
till the late autumn. Both kinds fly low and open-mouthed
over the most flowery meadows, where they
catch honey-sucking insects in abundance: or over the
ponds and rivers, where they meet with innumerable
mayflies and other winged species, whose larvæ live as
caddis-worms or the like under water, while the perfect
insects hover above it to lay their eggs upon the surface.

The question as to the supposed instinctive feelings
which drive the swallows north or south at the proper
season is an extremely interesting one: and perhaps
only very recent views as to the nature of climatic changes
and zones can enable us in time to give the true explanation.
Hitherto it has been usual to think of the differences
of climate between Europe and Africa as though
they had always been permanent, and so to raise unnecessary
difficulties in the way of a rational solution to
the problem. If England had always had a cold winter,
while Algeria always had a warm one, and if a double
belt of sea had always separated us from the two
continents, it would indeed be hard to understand how
an English bird could first bethink itself of moving
southward in winter, or how an Algerian bird could ever
be seized with an original impulse to go northward in
the spring-time. It is not surprising, therefore, that
early naturalists should have taken refuge in the hypothesis
of a special instinct implanted in the swallows,
independently of experience, and prompting them to
seek the appropriate climate by some unknown ‘sense
of direction’ at the proper times of year. But, with our
existing knowledge as to the past history of European
geography and meteorology, no such cutting of the
Gordian knot is now necessary.

We know that the climate of England in comparatively
recent times was apparently as warm as that of
North Africa; and we know that at the same period the
beds of the Mediterranean and the English Channel were
dry land. Hence it was then at least as easy for the
swifts and swallows to range from Scotland to Sahara as
it now is in America for the hardier humming-birds to
range from Canada to Mexico. But when the change
of ‘cosmical weather’ made England by slow degrees
too cold in winter for flowers and midges to flourish all
the year round, the swallows would begin gradually to
fly a little to the south, as each autumn came on, and
remove a little to the north again as spring returned.
At first, no doubt, they would only have to shift their
quarters very slightly in search of more plentiful food,
without themselves being conscious of any special
migration. In course of time, however, as the difference
in climate became more and more marked, the birds
would have to fly further and further south with each
successive autumn, and would be enticed further and
further north again to their original homes with each
successive spring. Thus at last the practice of migration
would become engrained in the nervous system, and
would grow into what we ordinarily call an instinct—that
is to say, an untaught habit. This is the stage at which
the migratory custom has always remained in America,
where broad stretches of land extend from the Arctic
region to the tropical forests, unbroken by any intermediate
zone of severing sea.

In Europe, however, special circumstances have
added another and more complicated element to the
problem—the element of discontinuity. The Mediterranean,
the English Channel, and the Baltic practically
cut off the various parts of the swallows’ summer hunting-grounds
from their African wintering-places. To
get from England to Algiers, many swallows fly over
wide expanses of sea, far too broad to see across, and
therefore quite destitute of landmarks. It is simple
enough to find one’s way by land from Canada to
Mexico; but it is quite another thing to find one’s
way across the sea, without a compass, from Algeria
to Marseilles: yet this is the route annually taken
by one large body of northward-bound swallows.
Dr. Weismann, however, has suggested an ingenious
and fairly satisfactory explanation of the difficulty.
He points out that the lines taken by the swallows
and other migratory birds correspond on the
whole with the shallowest parts of the Mediterranean,
where it is most intersected by peninsulas and islands.
When the Mediterranean valley began to sink below
the sea-level it must at first have produced two or three
large lakes in the deepest portions of its bed; and
between these lakes there must have been connecting
belts of land, now marked respectively by Sicily and
Italy, by Sardinia and Corsica, and by Gibraltar and
Tangiers, with their uniting submarine banks. Of these
the Spanish belt is still almost entire, and it offers no
special difficulty: the others are now broken up into
peninsulas or islands. Dr. Weismann supposes that
various flocks of birds grew accustomed to proceed north
or south along one such connecting belt, while the land
was still in process of subsiding: and that their descendants
still continue to follow the same lines till they
reach the final headlands, and then fly straight over
sea in a definite direction till they sight the opposite
land. The younger birds follow their elders: while the
elders themselves have learned the proper landmarks
and directions from similarly following their own predecessors,
and gradually take the lead in their turn as
the seniors drop off one by one. Thus, if we may
believe so plausible a theory, by a sort of unconscious
hereditary teaching the memory of the lost land-connections
has been handed down from one generation to
another since pre-glacial times. Were Corsica and
Sardinia now to sink slowly beneath the waves, it is not
difficult to conceive that the swallows might still gather
yearly upon the hills at Mentone, and fly southward
across the blank space to Tunis under guidance of their
most experienced elders.


III.
 THE BEGINNINGS OF SPRING.
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In spite of the severe and long-continued cold, the trees
and flowers themselves seem to have made up their
minds that we are to have an early spring—at all events
here in the west country. The difference in the general
forwardness of vegetation between the two great slopes
on either side of England is this year extremely marked.
In Kent and Sussex the buds are still closely covered
in their dusky winter coats; the flowers (save primroses)
have hardly begun as yet to straggle here and there in a
tentative way through the long-frozen soil; and there is
scarcely a sign anywhere among the meadows or copses
that spring has set in at last. But in the south-western
counties it is quite otherwise. The gardens here are gay
already with bright golden borders of crocus; snowdrops
are flourishing in the open air; and jonquils and
daffodils are sending up their pale yellowish-green
leaves, enclosing their tall scapes with the papery
spathes half revealing the slender buds within. On the
horse-chestnut trees the dark gummy sheaths are just
beginning to open under the pressure of the wan and
growing leaflets which they have covered through the
winter season; the hardier shrubs are already well in
leaf, though the blades are still folded together or only
half expanded as yet; and even on the hedges the
whitethorns are showing signs of life, the little fresh
pink scales bursting through their brown and withered
coverings, or even sometimes showing a tiny green tip
at the very end of a growing bough. When I break off
the smaller branches I can see by the bright green and
sappy look of the inner bark that the bushes are actively
engaged in putting forth chlorophyll, and that a few
days more of these warm westerly breezes will bring out
the buds into leaves, at least in the sheltered southern
hollows and combes.

This wide difference of climate between the Atlantic
slopes—open chiefly to the influences of the Gulf Stream
and the warm breezes which blow across it—and the
eastern half of Britain, which lies right in the teeth of
the Siberian east winds, has even stamped itself permanently
on the character and distribution of our flora.
Many of our plants of warmer types are only found in
the south-west. The high moor, on which I have come
out to-day for my morning’s stroll, covered even now by
little white and short-stemmed daisies—they will grow
taller and pinker as the spring advances—is Claverton
Down: and Claverton Down is the only station in
England for a particular species of hairy spurge, of
which in fact I am now in search.

It is not in itself a particularly interesting plant,
being very little different from the other spurges, all of
which are mere rank woodland or wayside weeds, with
curious green and black flowers, more noticeable to the
botanist than to the ordinary observer. But the fact
that it is found nowhere else in Great Britain except on
this spot, one of the warmest and most forward hill
districts in the south of England, gives it an adventitious
value for every collector, and a real one for the student
of botanical history. Evidently, the hairy spurge grows
here, and only here, because, being a mountain species
of warmer climates, Claverton Down is the only hill in
Britain at once high enough and warm enough to suit it.
This explanation sufficiently accounts for its absence
elsewhere, but not quite for its presence here. How did
it get from the Continent to Claverton Down?

If the occurrence of the hairy spurge in England
were an isolated case, we might suppose that it had
been accidentally imported by man, or that the seed
had been blown here by the wind, or that it had been
carried over by clinging to the feet of birds. Such
accidents do undoubtedly account for many special facts
of distribution and acclimatisation—for example, all
oceanic islands, as Mr. Wallace has amply shown, are
peopled with mere waifs and strays of various distant
faunas and floras in just this fragmentary fashion. But
the case of the spurge is by no means a solitary one;
on the contrary, the south-western districts of England
and of Ireland are full of peculiar species found in no
other parts of Britain. Thus a pretty little purple
lobelia, a familiar plant in southern France and Spain,
is alone found with us on a single common near Axminster
in Devon. So, too, Cornwall and the Scilly
Isles are rich in southern forms. The arbutus, or strawberry
tree, which grows so abundantly, with its white
bell-shaped blossoms and its pretty red berries, over the
Provençal hills, is met again quite unexpectedly on the
mountains of Kerry. The Mediterranean heath—that
beautiful white scented heather which every visitor to
the Pyrenees has gathered in spring among the pine-woods
of Pau and Arcachon—turns up once more a
thousand miles off in Connemara. Altogether, no fewer
than twelve Spanish species are found in south-western
Ireland, and in no other part of Britain; while similar
species extend to Pembrokeshire, or are peculiar to the
south-western peninsula of England and the Mediterranean
or Spain and Portugal. A special Portuguese
slug and a few other southern animals are also found
under the same conditions.

Clearly it would be absurd to set down so many
coincidences between these warm western regions of
Britain and the Continent to the chapter of accidents
alone. Our south-western flora is undoubtedly on the
whole a Spanish and Pyrenean flora in its general
aspect, with a large intermixture of northern forms.
Sometimes the south European species linger on only in
a single spot, like the hairy spurge at Claverton Down
and the purple lobelia at Axminster; sometimes they
spread over wide areas, and hold their own manfully
against the intrusive Scandinavian types. Of these
curious phenomena the probable explanation is suggested
in a passing hint by Mr. Wallace.

The southern plants are probably relics of the flora
which lived in Britain before the glacial epoch. At that
time, as our geologists are agreed in believing, Great
Britain and Ireland formed part of the continent of
Europe, to which they were united by a broad belt of
land, extending over the present bed of the English
Channel and the Bay of Biscay. As the ice pushed its
way southward, the northern plants migrated before it
to regions which were made more fit for them by the
change of climate due to the glaciating conditions.
Thus the arbutus, the Mediterranean heath, the various
warm types of saxifrages, of butterwort, and of spurge,
must have had a range from Killarney and Cornwall to
the Pyrenees, the Apennines, and Crete. It is noticeable,
too, that according to the map recently published
by Dr. Geikie, the south-west of Ireland and England
are just the parts of Britain which escaped glaciation
during the height of the great ice age.

Very possibly, however, these warmer plants may at
first have been driven quite southward, beyond the
existing limits of Britain, but may afterwards have
moved northward again as the ice melted. When the
connecting lands were washed away by the waves, or
submerged by alterations of level, the arbutus, the lobelia,
and the scented heath would be stranded, so to
speak, in a few warm corners of England, Wales, or
Ireland, and would be separated by many miles from all
other specimens of their race elsewhere. In some cases,
no doubt, they would be killed off by the intrusive
Scandinavian forms, which always show a singular
power of living down all opposition; and as still warmer
types would finally occupy the lowlands of southern
France, when the ice age was quite over, it happens
now that these insulated plants live in the mountain
districts only—the Pyrenees, Auvergne, and the Mediterranean
islands, as well as in the hill regions of
Kerry and Cornwall. The warmth derived from the
Gulf Stream and the insular position has put the west
coasts of our islands on a practical equality with mountain-countries
many degrees south of them. The same
climatic peculiarities which make the horse-chestnuts
bud a month earlier in the valley below me than on the
east coast have enabled the hairy spurges to live on for
ages among the combes and dells of this broken oolitic
down, in spite of their total separation from the main
body of their congeners elsewhere. Warm nooks like
Bath and Bournemouth, in fact, form as it were climatic
islands in the midst of our average British temperature;
while in the sheltered spots of the Isle of Wight the
Italian arum and the woodland calamint live on as wild
plants, whereas they have long since been totally extinguished
by the cold in all the rest of England.


IV.
 WILD HYACINTHS.
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The path through the Fore Acre leads right across
Venlake by tortuous windings to the tangled covert
and bosky marshland of Sedgewood Copse. There is
something to my mind very sweet and melodious about
these dear old-world English names. Most of them go
back even beyond the Norman conquest. The Fore
Acre, for example, is so-called, not because it once
contained four acres, as the labourers will tell you,
but because it is the acre or field lying just in front of
the old immemorial homestead. In early English acre
simply means field; its later use as a definite measure
of area, instead of the hide, is a mere modern innovation.
As a matter of fact, the size of any particular Fore Acre
depends usually upon the purest chance—our own here
is a very small croft indeed—and the Six Acres or Ten
Acres of latter-day farms are simply the results of false
analogy on the part of countrymen who have misinterpreted
the good old English phraseology of their
forefathers. For ten centuries, in all probability, the
farmhouse and barton of Shapwick Farm, for the time
being, have stood on the selfsame site that the modern
stone buildings now occupy; and the ancient name of
the Fore Acre sufficiently vouches for the fact.

So, too, in the word Venlake we have another curious
old verbal relic: for lake in our country dialect hereabouts
means brook or river. As to Sedgewood Copse,
that clearly derives its name from its marshy nature:
for all the lower part of the wood along the banks of
Venlake is a deep morass of spongy bog, thickly and
treacherously carpeted now in spring with an exquisite
green pile of glossy liverworts, pond-weed, and brooklime.
But in the upper part, on the slope close by, great masses
of wild hyacinths are out in blossom, dyeing the whole
side of the copse a brilliant blue with their dainty drooping
heads of clustered flowers. Blue-bells we call them
here in the south; but in the north that pretty name belongs
rather to the hare-bell or heather-bell, which is the
true blue-bell of Scotland and of northern poets, growing
abundantly on all the bleak heather-clad hillsides of the
Highlands. Few flowers more distinctly mark an epoch
in the country calendar than these same tall and nodding
English wild hyacinths.

They blossom early, do the hyacinths, because they
have got a good stock of material in their bulb to go on
upon. Grub one up with your stick from the soft black
mould of the copse—they are not deeply buried, while
the mould is anything but stiff—and you will see that
the white bulb is large and well filled, especially in the
younger budding specimens. Cut it in two with a jack-knife,
and a clammy white juice exudes from its concentric
layers, rich in starches and gums for the supply
of the large thick-petalled flowers. These first spring
blossoms are almost all bulbous; otherwise they would
not be able to bloom so early in the year. Black Dog
Mead is now all full of buttercups which a townsman
would never know from the summer kind; for the flowers
are just the same, and townsmen seldom trouble their
heads about stems, or roots, or foliage. But the countryman
knows the two weeds apart right well, for one is a
much more troublesome intruder in a meadow than the
other. This early form is the bulbous buttercup, and
it flowers first just because of its bulb. After it has
withered and set its seed, the regular meadow buttercups
begin to blossom, having had time to collect enough
material for their flowers meanwhile. The leaves and
root are quite different, and so is the calyx; and these
minor peculiarities are, no doubt, correlated in some
curious way with the various needs of the two plants,
though no one can yet tell us how.

It is just the same with the hyacinth. Its long blade-like
leaves laid by materials for growth last summer, and
stored them up in the bulb; and that enables them now
to steal a march upon the annuals or thriftless perennials,
and to entice the spring insects long before their loitering
rivals have got out of their buds. It is the early bell that
catches the bee. Only, both flowers and insects need to
follow one another in a fixed succession throughout the
year, or else there would not be food and visitors for
both. The bees, too, have their calendar. Their year
begins with gorse and willow catkins; goes on to primroses
and hyacinths; continues with mint, thyme, rampion,
and heather; and finishes up at last with hawkweed,
hemp-nettle, and meadow-saffron. Where all the bulbs,
roots, and tubers can find room in the ground, however,
is a mystery; for one and the same field will be thick
with flowers all the year round, from the celandines of
spring, with their little clustered pill-like nodules, through
the tuberous orchids and thick white-rooted dandelions
of summer, to the bulbous squills and lady’s-tresses of
late autumn. When one thinks of them all packed away
side by side in the interstices of the stones and grasses,
one begins to understand what is meant by the struggle
for life in the world of plants.

The wild hyacinth is very essentially a bee-flower,
one of the kinds which have specially adapted themselves
to that one peculiar mode of insect fertilisation. Its
colour alone might give one a hint of its nature; for blue
is the special hue affected by bees, and developed for the
most part by their selective agency. All the simplest
and most primitive flowers are yellow; those a little
above them in the scale have usually become white;
those rather more evolved are generally red or pink;
and the highest grade of all, the blossoms peculiarly
modified for bees and butterflies, are almost always blue
or purple. Now, one cannot look closely at a wild
hyacinth without perceiving that it has undergone a
good deal of modification. It is, in fact, a very high
type of its own class. It belongs to that great family
of flowers whose parts were originally arranged in rows
of threes: but this original arrangement it almost seems
at first sight to have doubled. Count the parts, and you
will find that it has now six blue petals, with six stamens,
one stamen being gummed on, as it were, to each petal;
while in the middle there is a single unripe pale-blue
seed-vessel. But in the primitive ancestor of all these
trinary flowers—one-half of all flowering plants—there
were three calyx pieces, three petals, three outer stamens,
three inner stamens, and three seed-vessels. How, then,
are we to account for these divergences in the modern
wild hyacinth?

Why, if one looks closely it does not require much
imagination to see the threefold arrangement still in full
force, very little masked by small modifications. A
pocket-knife will often clear up a great many of these
difficulties; and if the unripe seed-vessel of the wild
hyacinth be cut in two, the section at once shows that
it consists of three cells, united at their edges, and each
full of seeds. As Mrs. Malaprop would say, it is really
three distinct seed-vessels rolled into one. Such union
of the carpels (as they are called technically) is always a
common concomitant of high development, and goes
together with improved means of fertilisation. In simpler
allied forms, such as the water-plantain, the three carpels
remain always distinct; but in the more advanced lily
family, to which the wild hyacinth belongs, they have
universally coalesced into a single three-celled capsule.
In autumn, however, when the capsule is ripe, it splits
into three parts to shed the little shiny black seeds, and
then clearly manifests its original character.
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