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THE ENGLISH


AND THEIR COUNTRY


The English have for centuries been a puzzle to the people of other countries, and the failure to solve the puzzle has led the stranger to use all sorts of epithets. The English have been called mad, hypocritical, impossible, ridiculous, cunning, simple, and many other terms that, taken together, cancel each other out. Yet there is perhaps some justification for this bewilderment and these confused attempts to clarify it. The English are peculiar, and their island is, in its physical features, climate, history and products, like no other territory of equal size.


The English are a compound of the characteristics of many other peoples. In English blood run the strains of many races. There were the Early Britons with a civilization of their own. Then came the Romans who overthrew that civilization and for four hundred years substituted the Roman way of life. Then the Romans withdrew, and in came the Danes and the Saxons. Then came the Norman-French. Each of these invaders left something with us. None of them really “conquered” England. They mixed with the people they found here, and England absorbed them and made them part of itself, so that to-day the English are a little of everything of western Europe, and the characteristics of the various races may be seen in the faces and structure of the people to this day. In the south-western county of Cornwall you find the shorter descendants of the Iberians. In the south-east you find the stocky Roman type; in the east and north-east the tall, fair Scandinavian, and in other districts the sturdy Norman type.


As the country absorbed these racial characteristics, so it absorbed foreign culture, adapted it, and made it English. It drew from all sources.
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Its early architecture it took from France, Italy and the Gothic North. It drew its fashions in dress at different times from Italy, France and Spain. It has a strong, rich literature which in spirit is wholly English, and in substance as varied as the national character, but it took its forms wherever it found them. Its early ballad form it took from Provencal troubadours. It took the sonnet from Italy, the satire from ancient Rome, the essay from France, the novel from Spain.


Even the landscape of this little island, about half the size of the American State of Texas, reflects something of all Europe. No other island, indeed, can show such variety of landscape. In a triangular territory of less than 60,000 square miles you find miniature Alps, miniature Danubes and Volgas, miniature fjords, miniature marshes, miniature steppes, miniature deserts, and miniature forests. At every fifty miles or so the landscape changes, and in one day you may pass through scenery reminiscent of Dutch, Swiss, Italian, Scandinavian, and French landscapes. From the ugliest industrial districts you pass in fifteen minutes into the most rural and pastoral scenes. Ten miles from one of our most modern business centres you may come to a town whose cathedral is mediaeval, whose streets have the unspoiled beauty of the sixteenth century, where the noise of industry is never heard, and where life seems to slumber in century-old repose. You may breakfast in a town founded by the Romans, such as Colchester, and lunch in Boston and think yourself in Holland. These varieties of scene have led to equal varieties of social and economic life.
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