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            vii‘Annus Mirabilis, or the Natural History of the Twelve Months.’

            Gilbert White

            These are brand-new birds of twelve-months’ growing,

            Which a year ago, or less than twain,

            No finches were, nor nightingales,

                  Nor thrushes

            But only particles of grain

            And earth, and air, and rain.

            Thomas Hardy, ‘Proud Songsters’ viii

         

      

   


   
      
         
ix
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page 

                  	Dedication

                  	Epigraphs

                  	Map of Selborne and Surroundings  

                  	Time & Place 

                  	JANUARY 

                  	FEBRUARY 

                  	MARCH 

                  	Plan of Gilbert White’s Garden 

                  	APRIL 

                  	MAY 

                  	JUNE 

                  	JULY 

                  	AUGUST 

                  	SEPTEMBER 

                  	OCTOBER 

                  	NOVEMBER 

                  	DECEMBER 

                  	Coda

                  	White Family Tree

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	A Note on the Text and Illustrations 

                  	Illustration Credits 

                  	Abbreviations and Sources 

                  	Index

                  	Plates

                  	About the Author 

                  	By the Same Author  

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      x
         
            
[image: ]xi
            

         

         xii

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Time & Place

         

         2

         
            
[image: ]John Nash, The Natural History of Selborne, 1951.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         3

         
             

         

         
             

         

         In 1781, the year this book spends with Gilbert White, he was sixty, a country curate in Hampshire, comfortably off but not rich, living in a village he had known all his life, surrounded by friends and constantly in touch with his family. All that remained to complete his satisfaction, as Jane Austen might say, was the publication of his book, The Natural History and Antiquities of Selborne. He had planned and worked on this for the past seven years and would spend a further seven polishing and revising it, so 1781 was the midpoint in its long gestation. But in fact the year could have been picked out with a pin, a typical year in the life of a man who was watching the natural world and the goings-on of his village, while slowly creating a wholly remarkable work.

         The main part of Gilbert White’s book is a personal evocation of the birds, insects and other animals in a single parish, and of the people who lived there. The second part, about the parish history – the ‘Antiquities’ of its title – is often dropped from later editions, so it appears simply as The Natural History of Selborne. ‘Scientific’ in its detail, it is also intimate and informal in tone, open to speculation and amazement. No naturalist – or ‘natural philosopher’, as they were then called – had written like this before, with a vivid, flowing style that brings out the author’s own enquiring, warm personality, as well as his loving record of the life around him. This is what has made The Natural History a treasured work, never out of print since it was first published in 1789, a book that nineteenth-century emigrants and soldiers fighting in the trenches of World War I took with them as a vision of the country they had left behind, an emblem of ‘home’.

         The book’s core is made up of two sequences of letters that White wrote to his fellow naturalists Thomas Pennant and Daines Barrington. He kept copies of these letters, and over time he played with them and edited them, putting in new details and stories, and finally adding extra, invented ‘letters’, which were never sent, to give a frame for the whole.1 Letters are by their very nature open-ended, occasional and immediate, and this structure allowed him to jump from topic to topic, so that readers could follow him as he roamed through a wood or dissected a bird, sharing his feelings as he watched an owl swoop or recoiled from a foul-smelling bat, or pondered the reproduction of eels and chats about hops and hay. 4

         As he worked, he turned constantly to the journals that he had kept for many years, using them to compare dates, to chart the slight variations in the flowering-time of wildflowers or the arrival of migrating birds. He mined his journals, too, for striking examples and incidents, like the nuthatch wedging nuts in a gate or the adder shedding its skin like a glove. The journals let him keep his finger on the pulse of the year, recording the small things that sum up a day. His jottings were quick, shorn of adjectives, curious, cross, delighted, awestruck, sharp as his watching eye.

         
            *

         

         Wrens scuttling under hedges, mist across fields, owls chasing swallows nesting in chimneys and falling down in clouds of soot – Gilbert White made these come alive for me when I picked up The Natural History of Selborne in my teens. The bald opening worked like a children’s book, telling you exactly where you were:

         
            The parish of Selborne lies in the extreme eastern corner of the county of Hampshire,2 bordering on the county of Sussex, and not far from the county of Surrey; is about fifty miles south-west of London, in latitude 51, and near midway between the towns of Alton and Petersfield.

         

         I liked the way he circled above the map like a hawk, before swooping down to the village street, to birds in the bushes and crickets in the grass. I liked the letter form, with its vivid digressions (‘first I must mention,3 as a great curiosity …’), turning blithely from ancient oaks to stubborn ravens and unearthed fossils. Back then, I didn’t read all of The Natural History, dense with detail, or appreciate White’s discoveries and arguments. He sprang into focus as a man and a naturalist when I read Richard Mabey’s biography, first published in 1986 (a perfect life, as far as I’m concerned). I then became intrigued as to how he fitted into the interest in natural history that blossomed from the mid-eighteenth to the early nineteenth century. This was shared among all classes, from Midlands industrialists collecting minerals and fossils to Thomas Bewick in Northumberland engraving birds; from women botanists dissecting bulbs to the workers of Manchester a generation later in Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary Barton, ‘who know the name and habitat of every plant within a day’s walk from their dwellings’.4 5

         That spreading interest was something different and democratic. It drew on scholarly studies, but it was born from people’s contact with the natural world in the course of their daily lives. Its beginnings coincided with the vogue for the ‘picturesque’, which was not only an appreciation of landscape as a picture, but a valuing of an emotional response, the ability to admire, to be delighted or moved by the odd and the irregular, to see a familiar landscape in a new, personal way. A copse was no longer an economic fact – ‘a fine stand of timber’ – but a reminder of home, or of lost love, or of a sense of place so intense that the felling of an oak or a line of poplars could feel like a personal grief.

         I wanted to understand this new kind of writing, which is imbued with such feeling and links scholarly knowledge to simple daily watching. It seemed to demand a new way of approaching Gilbert White. Was it possible, I wondered, to follow him through the year, writing day by day myself, alongside his Naturalist’s Journal?

         The overarching narrative is the passing of the year, in which each month has its distinctive character. Following a journal, however, means surrendering continuity to serendipity, abandoning a straightforward account and accepting the wayward and random. The sequence may jump from poetry to potatoes, from sermons to swifts. Some days in 1781, Gilbert – I call him by his first name because there are so many Whites in his spreading family – has nothing to report except the weather. This lets me look at entries from other years, following the track of his life, forward and back and sideways, exploring the way that his thinking was coloured by his experience and milieu and the ideas of his time. It’s like meeting someone in late middle age, learning about them not in a chronological stream, but bit by bit, at first in a rush, then in sporadic bursts. Our lives are linear, running on through the years, but they are also layered, like strata, or a tangled hedgerow, where branches, fed by unseen roots, shelter an abundance of life.

         
            *

         

         In the century after Gilbert White died, his admirers developed an image of him as an unworldly clergyman exploring some pre-industrial idyll. To the American writer James Russell Lowell, he seemed ‘to have 6lived before the Fall … his volumes are the journal of Adam in Paradise’.5 Yet Selborne was no lost Eden and Gilbert no solitary idealist. In many ways he was typical of clergy families and country gentlefolk: classically educated, generous to the poor but complacently sure of his place and proud of his country. In 1781, the year of this journal, George III had been on the throne for twenty-one years, with no serious sign yet of his later madness. For most of that time, from the end of war with France in 1763 until the start of the American War of Independence in 1776, Britain basked in its dominance in Europe, and in its booming trade and ‘polite’ culture. Canals and new turnpikes criss-crossed the land, and huge, improved steam engines thumped in foundries and mines; soon steam would replace water power in mills and new ‘manufactories’. In the cities, theatres, pleasure gardens and coffee houses flourished. In small towns like Alton, three miles from Selborne, the doctors and lawyers, corn merchants and brewers and their families flocked to assemblies and balls, ordered new novels and set off for musical evenings and whist parties, the men brushing their wigs, and the women trying out new fashions.

         The dominant note was the rise in prosperity of the ‘middling classes’, but such generalisations quickly crumble, as they do in any age. We have to set Gainsborough beauties against boys hung at Tyburn; tea caddies on the table against bloodshed in India; sugar cones in the larder against slave ships at sea. Squires enclosed the land, while homeless vagrants roamed the roads. A London toff could lose £20,000 in one night at cards, while a farm labourer earned 1s 6d a day. There were increasingly fierce demands for democratic rights. Amid all this, thinkers in Britain and America, and the rational philosophes in France, argued about society and politics, about knowledge and the nature of the self, and debated issues like the age of the Earth and the ordering of species.

         Gilbert followed these arguments, feeling himself to be part of a collaborative hunt for knowledge and a drive for improvement. Yet his brilliance stems not from the pursuit of grand theories, but from his everyday immersion in a particular area, where he knew every field and bank and ditch: his home village, Selborne. 7

         
            
[image: ]Selborne from the Short Lythe, one of the series that Gilbert commissioned from the artist Hieronymus Grimm in 1766. The tent (on right) was set up for summer parties, looking across Dorton valley to The Wakes – Gilbert’s house – and the Hanger behind.

            

         

         Selborne is a few miles off the main road from Farnham in Surrey, to Winchester in Hampshire. As you approach it from the north, on the bus from Alton, over the downs with their broad, open fields, you can see the curve of the Hanger, a long, wooded hill, but you can’t see the village until you are actually there. Suddenly, the road dips steeply down towards a stream, then climbs up again, round a corner, to meet the village street. In Gilbert’s day, Selborne was not only hidden, but almost cut off. The modern Alton road had not been built, and to reach the village coaches had to wind through a network of lanes, even driving round the other side of the hill and approaching from the south. Over the centuries, carts had worn the lanes away, sinking them to depths that were sometimes two or three times the height of a man. These ancient, pre-Roman tracks were just wide enough to let a cart struggle through, but faced with sunken tracks clogged with mud, deep in snow or awash with water pouring off the fields, coachmen often gave up. In December 1773, urging Gilbert to get together with the vicar to demand a decent road, his teasing, jovial, hypochondriacal friend John Mulso, whom he had known from his student 8days, fumed in mock despair: ‘Think only of my knowing no Time of ye Year for getting at You without a Guide; & seldom with One?’6

         Once reached, the village was a busy, clattering place. Within an outer circle of farms – Noar Hill, Burhurst, Temple, Priory, Norton and Grange – Selborne was, and is, ‘one single straggling village street’.7 Gilbert’s house, The Wakes (originally just ‘Wakes’, after a family who had lived there), looked across this street, known then as ‘the Cartway’. In the 1760s, he planted four lime trees to screen the blood and guts of the butcher’s shop opposite and made a new pavement to avoid the mud and puddles: ‘Finish’d a paved foot-path from the Butcher’s shop to the Blacksmith’s,8 above 70 Yards: it cost just one pound.’ The street meanders from north-west to south-east, parallel to the hill in the west whose slopes are covered by the Hanger,9 a long, hanging wood typical of the area, whose beeches were to Gilbert ‘the most lovely of all forest trees’. From the top, 300 feet up, where sheep grazed on open common land, you could see for miles in all directions.

         The village feels embraced by the landscape, with the Hanger behind like a backrest and lower ridges running out like arms on each side. Between these ridges, beyond the church, a slope dips down to a green valley, which winds towards wider country and further hills. It is a wonderful place for a naturalist, partly due to the geology. A band of greensand runs north to south, with layers of chalk to the west, rich loam in the valley to the east and, in the distance, the sandy loam and heath of Woolmer Forest. The different soils of the district encourage different trees, plants and crops, creating, as Gilbert noted, a huge variety of habitats: cornfields and scrub; woods and grassy meadows; chalky gullies and open heaths.

         Gilbert had known this district all his life. He knew the people of the village, too, with their worries, quirks and oddities, and he saw how a landscape is inextricably entwined with the history and lives of people who have worked it for generations. In the opening letters of The Natural History of Selborne, he describes the setting like a travel writer, but he also rolls back through time, from his own childhood memories and those of old poachers reminiscing in the pub to the description of Queen Anne in the Holt – the great wood east of Selborne – ‘reposing herself on a bank smoothed for that purpose’,10 watching gamekeepers drive a herd of deer 9before her ‘with great complacency and satisfaction’. He makes a point of saying that he heard that story from an elderly keeper called Adams, whose father, grandfather and great-grandfather had been keepers before him. ‘And thus,’ as Virginia Woolf wrote, ‘the straggling street is allied with history and shaded by tradition.11 No novelist could have given us more briefly and completely all that we need to know before the story begins.’

         Despite its difficult lanes, Selborne was part of a network of villages and market towns that were near enough to the coast to billet soldiers on their way to embark at the docks and to hear the Portsmouth guns boom. The village looked serene and stable, and so, on the whole, it was. It still had remnants of medieval and Tudor practices. A bit of the old open-field farming system endured, with strip farming for crops and pasturage after the harvest, and it retained the traditional social structure: an overall landlord, copyholders, tenant farmers and cottagers. The copyholders – who included the White family – were the lucky ones, whose possession of land and houses was written into the manorial roll and could be sold or passed on for a small fee to the landlord. The tenant farmers owned strips in different places and tended to live in the village and have their barns out in the fields. The cottagers, who had only a small garden plot and the right to graze livestock on the common, worked as labourers and farm servants. ‘We abound with poor,’12 Gilbert wrote,

         
            many of whom are sober and industrious, and live comfortably in good stone or brick cottages, which are glazed, and have chambers above stairs: mud buildings we have none. Besides the employment from husbandry, the men work in hop gardens, of which we have many; and fell and bark timber. In the spring and summer the women weed the corn; and enjoy a second harvest in September by hop picking.

         

         He notes hardship, too. Only a handful of parishioners received parish relief, but his account books are full of small handouts to the poor, while his journals record terrible epidemics of whooping cough and measles, from which many children died. But the overall picture gave him hope. In a list at the start of the manuscript of The Natural History,13 dated 1783, the heads of all families are named (all men, apart from five women) and 10the number in their household. In all, there were 313 people in the street, and another 363 in the outlying parish. In a detailed return to the Bishop of Winchester five years later, having looked at the parish record over the sixty years from 1720 to 1780, Gilbert noted that baptisms exceeded burials by a third. The village was growing.

         
            *

         

         Gilbert’s journals and letters bustle with names, ranging from those closest to him – his large and often confusing family – and spreading out to neighbours, Oxford friends, scholars and naturalists in Britain and abroad. He was born in 1720, into a generation that was heir to the quest for knowledge and the surge of experiment launched by the Royal Society, founded in 1660, six months after the Restoration. The Society’s motto, ‘Nullius in verba’, was a call to value your senses, to place empirical knowledge and experiment above written texts and ancient authorities. The scope was universal: astronomy, geology, physics, chemistry, mechanics, botany, zoology, everything from the planets above to the beetles in the soil beneath. Interest in natural philosophy boomed, and instrument makers flourished. By the 1740s, when Gilbert was a student, all kinds of people across Britain – dukes and doctors, squires and merchants, girls at home and soldiers in barracks – were collecting plants and shells, measuring rainfall, watching birds, experimenting with electricity. Scholarly clergymen, faced with conflicts between empirical findings, like the existence of fossils, and biblical stories of Creation and the Deluge, worked to accommodate the two approaches, arguing that the workings of God must operate in the physical world through ‘natural laws’. The more people understood those laws,14 these clerics argued, the nearer humanity would come to understanding the Divine.

         Among the older authorities whom Gilbert cited with reverence (while diplomatically correcting their errors and wilder conclusions), the most important to him were Francis Willughby, whose much-admired Ornithology appeared in 1676, and Willughby’s Cambridge tutor and collaborator John Ray, ‘our great naturalist’,15 as Gilbert calls him. Ray’s studies of birds,16 fishes and insects were pioneering works of observation, which he drew on to develop his theory of natural theology, arguing for creation by a benign 11Divinity. Integral to this was the idea of a natural ‘economy’, with each creature filling its appointed function (thus, slugs may seem like a pest but they feed the birds; bees gather nectar for themselves but also pollinate the plants). This blended with the classical notion of the Great Chain of Being, ascending from the meanest insect, through the reptiles, fishes, birds and mammals, with humanity one link from the top, as Pope put it in ‘An Essay on Man’:

         
            
[image: ]Owls. From John Ray, The Ornithology of Francis Willughby (1678).

            

         

         
            
               12Far as Creation’s ample range extends,17

               The scale of sensual, mental pow’rs ascends:

               Mark how it mounts, to Man’s imperial race…

            

         

         Gilbert, however, valued Ray less for his theories than for his scrupulous fieldwork and careful observation. A true empiricist, the more Gilbert looked, the more he questioned both the idea of a static natural hierarchy and the vision of the world as a complex piece of interlocking machinery. What he found was more surprising: evidence of adaptation and change, and behaviour that defied logic – the tadpole’s transformation, the cuckoo’s opportunism, the longevity of a tortoise. ‘Providence’ seemed, increasingly, to be a pattern of creation ‘not subjected to any mode or rule’,18 and the Divine to be a life force within nature itself, not imposed from above and beyond.

         
            *

         

         With the accumulation of knowledge came the need to order it. The drive of Gilbert’s generation was towards arranging and classifying, identifying types or families and their origin. This spirit lay behind projects ranging from the French Encyclopédie to Johnson’s Dictionary, Priestley’s History and Present State of Electricity and the Comte de Buffon’s Histoire naturelle, générale et particulière, published in fifteen volumes between 1749 and 1767. (The director of the Jardin du Roi in Paris and curator of the royal zoological specimens, Buffon allegedly sat in his study in full court dress and wrote for eight hours a day, for forty years.) Ruthlessly anthropocentric though he was – believing humanity was distinguished from all animals by the power of reason – Buffon still found it hard to forge ‘the Chain of Being’ into any coherent order. With such multiplicity and variety, the links were impossible to chart neatly. 13

         Nature, it appeared, defied systematisation. But taxonomy was at a point of momentous change. In 1735, in his Systema Naturae, using particular points of identification, such as the sexual system of plants or the different beaks of birds, the Swede Carl Linnaeus proposed a new hierarchy of organic life. This placed ‘kingdom’ at the most general level – animal, vegetable or mineral – followed by classes, orders, family, genus and species; and instead of descriptive Latin terms, Linnaeus used only two names, the first for the genus and the second, or ‘trivial’, term for the species. The impact was revolutionary, providing an arrangement and a language that could be used on a global scale – another form of the Western drive to ‘own’ the world.

         Gilbert slowly adopted the Linnaean names, but then he moved on. Taxonomy was useful, he felt, but it was more important to study the behaviour of animals in their habitat than simply to label them. Writers stuck in their studies, he said, could offer only ‘bare descriptions and a few synonyms’.19 The true naturalist must get outside: ‘investigation of the life and conversation of animals, is a concern of much trouble and difficulty, and is not to be obtained but by the active and inquisitive, and by those that reside much in the country’.

         While he urged investigation in the field, he still welcomed the drive to order knowledge, with its emphasis on measurement, even of an unpredictable element like the weather. Long ago, in 1667, Robert Hooke had proposed that fellows of the Royal Society should make daily weather observations that could be compared to formulate ‘Axioms, whereby the Cause or Laws of Weather may be found out’.20 In the end, the reports were too uneven and lay mouldering on the Society’s shelves. Other initiatives proved equally flawed,21 but many people followed Hooke’s lead, including Gilbert’s brother-in-law Thomas Barker, who kept weather records from the age of fourteen. Gilbert himself was keen, but for a different reason: ‘The weather of a district,’22 he wrote, ‘is undoubtedly part of its natural history.’ It was the idea of ‘the district’ that enthralled him. By concentrating on a small patch – his ‘abrupt, uneven country,23 full of hills and woods, and therefore full of birds’ – he knew he was doing something valuable, something new. 14

         
            *

         

         Gilbert White kept a series of journals for forty years, until his death in 1793. The first, kept from 1751 to 1768, was his Garden Kalendar, which was stuffed with accounts of building hotbeds, planting fruit trees, bulbs and annuals, harvesting cucumbers, cabbages and carrots. The Kalendar’s notes are appropriately down to earth, punctuated by delight at a fat melon or rage at slugs. But they are also sociable, embracing the farmers who supply his manure and the friends who share his melon feast. In the garden, he was both scientist and aesthete: while he dug and planted and scoured seed catalogues, he also created a witty variation of a fashionable garden on neoclassical lines, designing it in miniature, on the cheap, with a statue of Hercules cut out of wood and a vista through five-barred gates.

         As he brought plants from the lanes and fields into his garden, his interest in botany grew. In the mid-1760s, he compiled his Flora Selborniensis, a diary of the budding flowering and fading of wildflowers and trees, and of birds nesting and fledging. He was interested in the proposed idea that sharing accounts like this might in time establish a ‘natural calendar’, a guide to sowing, planting and reaping. But he knew that for this to be even vaguely reliable, you would have to collect information over a long time, building a huge pile of separate records. What he needed was an easy way not only to note his findings, but to store the mass of information so that it was clear and easy to retrieve, allowing direct comparisons, year on year.

         He found this in 1768, when he began using the cleverly organised Naturalist’s Journal,24 designed by the lawyer and naturalist Daines Barrington. This used a grid format, with each sheet covering a week. The days ran down the left-hand side, and the page was ruled into ten columns. The first were for such things as air pressure, temperature, wind direction and rainfall; the central columns were for specific notes, such as plants in flower; the wider column on the right was designed for ‘Miscellaneous Observations’. Although the order varies between different years, the opening column was either the barometer reading or the temperature, which was the first thing most people wanted to check.

         In Gilbert’s journal, however, the miscellaneous observations took on a life of their own, spilling into other columns, wandering round the page 15and eventually leaping across onto separate inserted sheets. They were full of delight and amusement, but accurate recording came first. ‘I watched it narrowly’ is a common phrase. As his friend John Mulso told him: ‘You are more able to see with your own Eyes than any Man I know.’25 For many years, for example, he watched a pair of white owls (which we now call barn owls) that nested under the eaves of the church. From the hill opposite he could see them sweep across the meadow for prey, dropping suddenly, ‘like a setting-dog’,26 into the grass or corn. ‘I have minuted these birds with my watch for an hour together,’27 he wrote, finding that they returned to the nest about every five minutes. As well as observing, he dissected birds found or shot by neighbours, to explore their anatomy and diet, and supplemented his observations with careful measurements: the different lengths of the tail feathers of a male and female swallow, or the weight of a tiny harvest mouse.

         
            
[image: ]A page from Gilbert’s first copy of The Naturalist’s Journal, May–June 1768. His detailed barometer readings would begin the following year.

            

         

         16He was keen not only to record, but to understand. Why, and when, does a bird change its song? Why should a hedgehog dig holes in the grass? He was not always right: in September 1768, he wrote, ‘Hedge-hogs bore holes in the grass-walks to come at the plantain roots, which they eat upwards.’ He worked out that they could bore under the plant with their upper jaw, eating the root upwards and leaving little round holes. This, he thought, was ‘very curious’ – and indeed it was, as hedgehogs eat slugs, beetles and worms, and the little round holes were probably made by caterpillars. But while his deduction was wrong, he built up a picture of hedgehogs in which his own life runs alongside theirs. When he comes across a nest of baby hedgehogs, his fascination increases:

         
            No doubt their spines are soft and flexible at the time of their birth,28 or else the poor dam would have but a bad time of it in the critical moment of parturition: but it is plain that they soon harden; for these little pigs had such stiff prickles on their backs and sides as would easily have fetched blood, had they not been handled with caution.

         

         At five or six days old they are blind, like puppies; they have ‘little hanging ears’; they can draw their skin down over their faces but can’t yet curl into a defensive ball – perhaps, he thinks, because the muscle hasn’t yet fully formed. We see him turning them over, noting every detail, drawing his conclusions, a certain tenderness lurking in the phrase ‘these little pigs’.

         Sometimes his journal entries are comically abrupt; at others they read like miniature lyrics, distilling the essence of a scene – the flight of a bird, the ripening of fruit, the gathering of a storm. Here are some, taken at random:

         
            
               Ice bears. Boys slide.

               Wood-larks hang suspended in the air, and sing all night

               Swifts copulate in the air, as they flie.

               The water shines in the fallows.

               The Ring-dove hangs on its wings, and toys in the air.

               The boys at Faringdon play all day in their shirts.

               Larches turn yellow: Ash leaves fall: the hanger gets thin.17

            

         

         The rhythm of that last line evokes movement as well as a moment. And similar trios of phrases or short sentences appear right from the start of his journal, as here, on 5 April 1768:

         
            
               Gold-finch, carduelis, whistles.

               Cucumbers shew fruit in every light.

               Tadpoles swell in the frogspawn.

            

         

         A season comes to life. We are reading a poet as well as a naturalist.29

         
            *

         

         He is wry, funny, generous, often amused; he can be prickly, restless, alarmed. Endlessly curious. A lover of music, gossip and travel writing, as well as nature. There’s no need to bring a newspaper, he tells his brother Thomas somewhat testily, as they have four delivered – but he records the news rarely. He has no sentimental illusions, describing labourers’ frostbitten fingers and land cursed by drought. He writes of a boy obsessed with bees without judgement, simply as a strange phenomenon, unexplained. He adds to his local knowledge by wide reading and correspondence but sees no need to venture far. I thought of him when I heard the elderly writer Ronald Blythe talk about living all his life a mile or so from the farm where he was born. ‘My world seems to be so enormous where it is,’30 he said, ‘There’s so much work to do where we are.’ Really, there was no need to go anywhere else.

         Gilbert’s journals bring us slap up against that local immediacy. Reading them today is startling, not because so much has changed – which I expected – but because so much is still the same. His entries bring this home to me, although my comparisons are confused by place as well as time. Gilbert lived in the south, and I am in the north, in a hamlet at the top of a Cumbrian valley. He gardened on alkaline chalk and clay, while I struggle with acid slate and granite. But he makes me look and listen and hunt to find out more, all the time conscious of how inadequate my knowledge is.

         The relative richness of the world that he describes is astounding. Yet this is no settled past. He already mourns disappearances, like the ‘heath-cock, black game or grouse’,31 shot to extinction around Selborne, and laments 18the decline of familiar birds. An old sportsman told him that the beech woods were once so thick with wood pigeons that he could shoot seven or eight at a time as they wheeled overhead. Musing on this, Gilbert notes that a hundred or more could still be found in the Hanger in the 1760s,

         
            but in former times,32 the flocks were so vast, not only with us but all the district round, that on mornings and evenings they traversed the air, like rooks, in strings, reaching for a mile together. When they thus rendezvoused here by thousands, if they happened to be roused from their roost trees in an evening,

            Their rising all at once was like the sound

            Of thunder heard remote.33

         

         It seems apt for him – and for us today – to summon up Paradise Lost.

         
            Time & Place

            1 ‘to give a frame’: as Anne Secord notes (NHS (2013), xv), the nine introductory letters may have been suggested by the appearance of the first number of Bibliotheca Topographica Britannica in 1780, which included ‘Queries for the better Illustrating the Antiquities and Natural History of Great Britain and Ireland’, reflecting the tradition of questions applied to parishes by antiquaries, including a description of ‘soils, topography, scenery, history and statistics of a parish’. Secord also notes other suggestions from this source that are followed in the text of NHS, including records of ‘echoes’ and local superstitions.

            2 ‘The parish of Selborne’: NHS, TP 1, n.d.

            3 ‘first I must mention’: NHS, TP 3, n.d.

            4 ‘who know the name and habitat’: Elizabeth Gaskell, Mary Barton, Chapter 5. See Anne Secord, ‘Elizabeth Gaskell and the Artisan Naturalists of Manchester’, Gaskell Society Journal, 19 (2005), 34–51.

            5 ‘to have lived before the Fall’: James Russell Lowell, ‘My Garden Acquaintance’, My Study Windows (1871).

            6 ‘Think only of my knowing’: JM to GW, 26 Dec. 1773, M 247.

            7 ‘one single straggling village street’: NHS, TP 1, n.d.

            8 ‘Finish’d a paved footpath’: GK, 18 Dec. 1762.

            9 ‘The Hanger’: NHS, TP 1, n.d.

            10 ‘reposing herself on a bank’: NHS, TP 6, n.d.

            11 ‘the straggling street’: Virginia Woolf, ‘White’s Selborne’, New Statesman and Nation, 30 Sept. 1939, in The Captain’s Death Bed and Other Essays (1950).

            12 ‘We abound with poor’: NHS, TP 5.

            13 ‘In a list at the start’: MS of NHS, GWH. This list is initialled ‘TW’, for GW’s brother Thomas, who also collected statistics of birth and mortality in London parishes in the early 1780s, writing about them for the Gentleman’s Magazine. See also GW, ‘Answers to the Several Questions Respecting the Parish of Selborne, 1788’, Houghton; Parish relief, Selborne Vestry Accounts, HRO 32M66 PUI.

            14 ‘The more people understood those laws’: see Katherine Calloway, Natural Theology in the Scientific Revolution: God’s Scientists (2014), 71–94.

            15 ‘our great naturalist’: NHS, DB 7, 8 Oct. 1770. For Willughby, see Tim Birkhead, The Wonderful Mr Willughby: The First True Ornithologist (2019).

            16 ‘Ray’s studies’: Historia Plantarum, 1686. Ray’s ideas in The Wisdom of God as Manifested in the Creation (1691) and Physico-Theological Discourses (1693) were carried forward by his pupil and biographer William Derham, in Physico-Theology; or a Demonstration of the Being and Attributes of God from His Works of Creation (1713). For context, see Patrick Armstrong, The English Parson-Naturalist: A Companionship Between Science and Religion (2000), and also Stephen Moss, A Bird in the Bush: A Social History of Birdwatching (2005).

            17 ‘Far as Creation’s’: Alexander Pope, ‘An Essay on Man: Epistle I, Part VII’ (1733). For a succinct analysis of the distinction between physicotheologists and materialists with 420regard to the Chain of Being, see Diana Donaldson, Picturing Animals in Britain, c.1750–1850 (2007), Prologue and 29–35.

            18 ‘not subjected’: NHS, DB 4, 19 Feb. 1770.

            19 ‘bare descriptions’: NHS, DB 10, 1 Aug. 1771.

            20 ‘Axioms, whereby the Cause’: Hooke, ‘A Method for Making a History of the Weather’, in Thomas Sprat, The History of the Royal-Society of London, for the Improving of Natural Knowledge (1667), 173–9. Hooke’s columns included wind, temperature, humidity, pressure, clouds, illnesses, thunder and lightning, and tides. See Jan Golinski, British Weather and the Climate of Enlightenment (2007), 29, 82–4, 115.

            21 ‘Other initiatives’: in 1723, John Jurin, secretary to the Royal Society, suggested that people should send journals to create a pool of information; from this, doctors could draw conclusions about weather and illness, and farmers could decide when best to plant.

            22 ‘The weather of a district’: NHS, DB 61, n.d.

            23 ‘abrupt, uneven country’: NHS, DB 10, 1 Aug. 1771.

            24 ‘the cleverly organised Naturalist’s Journal’: the first set, in 1767, was published anonymously by W. Sandby. Benjamin White persuaded DB to put his name to the Preface. Foster, Chap. 8, n. 19, 184. After the weather data, the columns were headed ‘Trees first in leaf – fungi first appeared’; ‘Plants first in flower: Mosses vegetate’; ‘Birds and insects first appear, or disappear’; ‘Observations with regard to fish and other animals’; ‘Miscellaneous Observations, and Memorandums’.

            25 ‘You are more able’: 23 Aug. 1756, Mulso, 111.

            26 ‘like a settingdog’: NHS, DB 15, 8 July 1773.

            27 ‘I have minuted these birds’: NHS, DB 15, 8 July 1773.

            28 ‘No doubt their spines are soft’: NHS, TP 27, 22 Feb. 1770.

            29 ‘We are reading a poet’: GW wrote formal poetry, too. For his technical understanding, see Robert Hardy, ‘Gilbert White and the Natural History of Virgilian Echoes’, The Classical World, vol. 95, no. 2 (2002), 163–9, and Brycchan Carey, ‘The Literary Gilbert White’, Birds in Eighteenth-Century Literature, 1700–1840 (2002), 173–92. Carey makes the point that these trios of lines often feel very like a Japanese haiku, a form that GW was unlikely to know.

            30 ‘My world seems to be so enormous’: Ronald Blythe, Desert Island Discs (2001).

            31 ‘heath-cock’: NHS, TP 6, n.d.

            32 ‘but in former times’: NHS, TP 44, 30 Nov. 1780.

            33 ‘Of thunder’: John Milton, Paradise Lost, Book II, where the fallen angels salute Satan. White misquotes; it should be ‘as the sound’. With the migrating pigeons came small blue doves, or rockiers, the wild rock dove now limited to the coasts and islands of Scotland.
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[image: ]A pen-and-ink sketch of Gilbert White as a student, c.1744.
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         What does he look like, waking on New Year’s Day? The only authentic portraits of Gilbert White are rough pencil sketches in his copy of Pope’s Iliad, drawn by an Oxford friend, which show a slight young man with a thoughtful expression.1 Portraits of his brother Thomas suggest he had a brawnier build, but if Gilbert shares the family colouring, he has brown eyes and brown hair, perhaps greying slightly now. He is slim, wiry and short, only 5' 3" in his boots, slightly less than the average height for the 1780s, and he is always astonished by the way his nephews – of whom there are many – grow taller each year. ‘Jack is very tall indeed!’2 he had written fondly to Jack’s father, his brother John, five years before, ‘but if he continues healthy it will be esteemed an advantage to be a well-grown man.’ Did he mind, then, being not so well grown?

         In the January cold, in this long-familiar house, he feels close to his family, a web of siblings and uncles and aunts and cousins, nephews and nieces and relations by marriage, almost all connected in some way with the clerical life. He pushes aside the heavy curtains round his bed, embroidered long ago by four of his aunts with flowers and fruit against a pale wool background. Three years before, when he built a large new room on the ground floor, he told his sister Anne Barker that he had moved his bedroom from his ‘little red room’3 and ‘have put my old white bed in my late drawing-room, where I lie, as you ordered me’. This was on the first floor, looking across the garden to the sloping fields and the beech woods of the Hanger.

         He dresses: undershirt, linen shirt, breeches and hose; a long waistcoat, with his clergyman’s white stock round his neck; a clerical topcoat, stout shoes. Perhaps he is grateful for socks like those a Selborne girl is knitting for his brother Thomas, ‘a fine ribbed one and a pair as thick as a jack-boot’.4 Downstairs the maid lights the fires. The kitchen is warm and the kettle on the boil. He likes his coffee and tea, expensive though they are, often asking his niece Molly, Thomas’s daughter, to send coffee and chocolate or ‘half a pound of Break-fast green-tea at 10s and half a pound of best tea at 14s’.5 22

         
            
               

	Monday 1
            
                        
                        	 



	
46½. 29 3/10. s. 

            
                        
                        	Dark, rain, rain.






         

         Today, as on every New Year’s Day, he brings out the new set of pages for The Naturalist’s Journal. He usually bought these from his brother Ben for 5s, ‘half-bound and interleaved’,6 but this year he was frugally using up a copy from the earlier set, published by William Sandby from 1767 to 1775, when Ben took over publication. This set had lain unused, marred by a printing error, so that the columns on one side of the page begin with the temperature and on the reverse with the barometer reading. Gilbert was entirely unfazed by this (and to avoid confusion I have simply put the temperature first). The columns thus run across the page, beginning with temperature readings, which Barrington decreed should be made at 8 a.m., 12 noon, 4 p.m. and 8 p.m.

         I was puzzled by the numbers and letters at first, but this is what they mean:

         
            46 ½ – temperature, in degrees Fahrenheit

            29 3/10 – barometric air pressure, measured as 29 inches of mercury, plus 3/10 of an inch

            s – wind, from the south, as shown on his wind vane

         

         Today, Gilbert leaves the temperature until noon and starts with his barometer, tapping it in case the mercury has got stuck. By the mid-eighteenth century, barometers were absolutely the thing to have, luxury goods announcing a familiarity with the latest ‘philosophical’ interests of polite society. The Gentleman’s Magazine carried a flurry of articles on their use, and countless jokes and satires linked the rise and fall of the mercury to the rise and fall of lustful passions. They were relatively new: London makers had developed portable commercial barometers in the 1690s, fifty years after Galileo’s pupil Torricelli had experimented with a mercury tube (mercury has a far higher density than water,7 so can show pressure in a much shorter column). The basic principle was simple: when air warms, it rises; when it cools, it falls, increasing its weight, or pressure. If the mercury fell, maybe showers or storms were on the way; 23if it went up, it promised to be fine; if it stayed steady, the weather was stable.

         
            
[image: ]A bow-fronted stick barometer by Peter Dollond of London, c.1760.

            

         

         For the first time, it seemed that an instrument might actually predict the weather. Some barometers had a ‘wheel’8 attached, a dial linked to the tube by a pulley, so that as the mercury moved, a hand pointed to labels: ‘Fair’, ‘Very Dry’, ‘Much Rain’. Barometers measured atmospheric pressure in inches (usually between 28 and 31; the mean pressure in eighteenth-century England was 29½), showing the value on a scale, either on paper or engraved on a backing plate protected by a hinged glass door. One side showed inches, the other tenths of inches, hence Gilbert’s complicated-looking figures. His brother-in-law Tom Barker’s barometer was even more precise,9 with a sliding scale that let him read the tiniest movements of a hundredth of an inch.

         Fashionable though they were, some people thought barometers confusing as they registered change rather than the weather outside; the dial might say ‘Fair’ while rain fell. They could go wrong and give false readings: ‘Reduced my barometer to the true standard of 28 inches, lowering it about two degrees,’ Gilbert wrote tetchily on 11 February 1773. Furthermore, with little understanding of how the atmosphere related to the gravitational pull of the Earth, no one could agree exactly how, or why, pressure rose or fell. Were the variations due to different concentrations of ‘vapour’? Or perhaps to the force of the winds? The arguments went on.

         
            
               
	Tuesday 2

	40½. 29 2/10½. sw. 11. White frost, sun, sun, rain, snow.





         

         Frost coats the grass, and ice on the puddles splinters into glassy triangles under his boots. The barometer has fallen very slightly, and the temperature is lower. Most British thermometers, including Gilbert’s, use the scale proposed by Daniel Fahrenheit in 1724, which runs from 0 to 180 24degrees; the temperature at which water froze is set at 32°f, blood heat is 100°f – later adjusted to 98.6°f – and ‘fever heat’ 110°f. On this day, the temperature is 40½°f in the noonday sun, just under 5°c. (The US still uses Fahrenheit,10 but most other countries have adopted the Celsius scale, developed by the Swede Anders Celsius in the early 1740s, which set the freezing point of water at 0°c and blood temperature at 37.5°c.)

         Gilbert keeps one thermometer indoors on a shady staircase.11 When he takes it outside, he writes ‘abroad’. In years of severe frost he hangs it indoors, in a small room without a fire, and over several years, in times of snow and ice, he compares the temperature in the yard to that in the wine cellar, where he stores his provisions. ‘Frost begins to come in a door,’12 he writes in January 1770. ‘The thermometer abroad sunk to 25; & in the wine-vault rose to 44.’ In Celsius, that would be –4°c outside and 7°c in the cellar – quite a difference. Some years, the journal records the temperature before daybreak as 11°f, a freezing –12°c.

         The wind is ‘SW’ – from the south-west. The most important figure today, however, is the final one, measuring the rain that fell the day before – 11 hundredths of an inch. Lack of rain was frustrating, as he joked to his niece Molly, asking her to thank her father Thomas for his present of a ‘rain-measurer’ in April 1779: ‘There was a time when rain-measurers were very entertaining;13 and doubtless there will again: but now we have seen no rain for four months!’ So far the winter has been dry, but this morning, at last, a tiny amount of water swirls in his rain gauge. His measurer is the latest design, like the one that the physicist John Dalton would describe a few years later at the Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society, insisting that ‘A strong funnel,14 made of sheet iron, tinned and painted, with a perpendicular rim two or three inches high, fixed horizontally in a convenient frame with a bottle under it to receive the rain, is all the instrument required.’ Dalton’s talk was about experiments to find ‘whether the quantity of rain and dew is equal to the quantity of water carried off by the rivers and raised by evaporation; with an enquiry into the origin of springs’. Theories about springs and rivers were vague.15 In the previous generation, these included the idea that salt water was driven upwards to mountain tops by the pressure of air on the sea – like 25mercury in a barometer – where it issued as springs, somehow remarkably salt-free; or that all springs came from a huge ‘orb’ of water in the bowels of the Earth, linked to the sea by chasms. It took time to accept the cycle of evaporation from seas, springs and rivers, followed by condensation and then rainfall.

         Gilbert’s concern was more practical. In Selborne, the rainwater trickled down through the chalk until it met the hard greensand. To catch this, every house and farm had its own well. Those in the village were around 60 feet deep, but up on the downs, where the greensand sloped further down beneath the chalk, they could reach 350 feet or more. The village also had two streams, one running from the spring known as ‘Well-head’, to the south of the Hanger, the other starting at the north end of the hill. The site of this second spring moved according to the level of the aquifer, and sometimes the water ran underground, surfacing in the ponds by Gracious Street. In Dorton, the two streams met, flowing east past the old Priory and eventually becoming a tributary of the Wey, joining the Thames and gliding out to the North Sea. South of the village, however, the streams ran down to join the Arun, flowing down to the Channel. The clear chalk waters spread out like ribbons, linking the village to the wider map.

         
            
               

	Wednesday 3
            
                        
                        	 



	38. 29 6/10¾. nw. 33. 
            
                        
                        	Some snow on the ground. 



	Frost, sun, frost. 
            
                        
                        	Vast halo round the moon.






         

         When Gilbert looks up at the moon, it is encircled by a misty disc, enclosed in a brighter ring. ‘Vast,’ he writes, with a tinge of awe. We know now – I can find it just by googling the phrase – that this optical illusion is caused by ice crystals in thin cirrus clouds in the upper atmosphere, which act like a lens, refracting the moon’s light. The ring is always the same size, sometimes with a second, ‘vaster’ ring outside.

         In folklore, the rings marked the marriage of earth and heavens: moon haloes were thought to be signals from the sky warning of storms. Still, in this supposed age of reason, old beliefs lingered. To shake off superstitions 26‘is the hardest thing in the world’,16 acknowledged Gilbert; ‘they are sucked in as it were with our mother’s milk’. A century before, John Ray had listed proverbs concerned with weather and husbandry, in a collection often reprinted during Gilbert’s lifetime, although, Ray warned, ‘These prognostics of weather & future plenty &c.,17 I look upon as altogether uncertain, and were they narrowly observed would, I believe, as often miss as hit.’ His list included many that we still use: ‘March comes in like a lion, goes out like a lamb,’ or ‘An evening red and a morning grey, is a sign of a fair day.’

         The days were past when good weather was thought a reward from heaven, bad weather a rebuke, storms and disasters signs of divine wrath. But if treated warily, popular culture could still supplement rational enquiry. Studying the weather, Gilbert took folk wisdom into account, just as he learned from the long experience of the farmers around him.

         
            
               

	Thursday 4
            
                        
                        	 



	36. 29 8/10. nw. 
            
                        
                        	Halo round the moon. 



	Frost, grey & mild.
            
                        
                        	 



	 
            
                        
                        	 



	Friday 5
            
                        
                        	 



	34. 29 9/10. n.
            
                        
                        	Hard frost, rime, sun, thaw, grey.






         

         Halo or not, the early days of January 1781 are free from gales. It’s colder today, almost freezing. There is always an overall pattern to the winter months, with frost and snow at some point, but no one can predict the weather week by week. The earth is closed down, waiting. The birds are silent, apart from the nuthatch, Gilbert notes, which chatters as it flies. Yet, in many Januaries, he sees hosts of chaffinches and buntings in the stubble fields, while ‘linnets congregate in vast flocks, & make a kind of singing as they sit on trees’.18

         I am writing this on 5 January 2024, in Borrowdale, 330 miles north of Selborne. The temperature is –1°c, with white frost on the grass and the roofs of houses, sheds and barns. There’s no point putting the washing out as the ice will stay all day, and by mid-afternoon it will be freezing again. 27The fallen leaves, sodden with rain, are suddenly crisp, their edges sparkly and curling. Beneath them, I learn, are worms and bugs and, especially, nematodes – or eelworms. I put my glasses on, but I can’t see them. Maybe I need a magnifying glass. But I know that these tiny, almost invisible, hair-thin worms – ‘the most numerous animals on earth’19 – are everywhere, hundreds in every handful of leaf mould, billions beneath the soil, recycling debris, remaking the world.

         
            
               

	Saturday 6
            
                        
                        	 



	38. 29 9/10. se, s.

                Grey & mild. 
            
                        
                        	In the churchyard at Faringdon are two male yew-trees, the largest of which measures 30 feet in girth.






         

         In the eighteenth-century church, benefices or ‘livings’ – appointment as a parish vicar with a home and guaranteed income for life – were granted by patrons. These were usually aristocrats or local landlords, but the government awarded some as rewards for service or support, and about 5 per cent were controlled by Oxford and Cambridge colleges – in Selborne’s case by Magdalen College, Oxford.

         A country clergyman’s income was modest, but vicars could add to this by holding more than one living, without actually residing in the parish. In their stead they hired a curate, an ordained clergyman who would take the services, officiate at baptisms and burials and oversee the needs – the ‘cure’ – of the parish, including supervising local charities and visiting the sick. Curates were usually young men at the start of their careers. Their pay was poor, their future uncertain and their reputations variable: some were diligent, some were lazy, some were sober and some perpetually drunk. Gilbert – one of the sober ones – turned down several offers of livings and took curacies instead, chiefly to avoid leaving Selborne. By 1781 he had been curate of All Saints church, in the nearby parish of Farringdon (which he spells ‘Faringdon’), for twenty years; his handwriting first appeared in the parish register among the baptisms for 1760. He took the services, gave the sermons and wrote down details of weddings, baptisms and burials in his firm, clear hand. It was a peaceful routine, 28broken once or twice by a rare sense of shock, which was reflected in his notes in the parish register: ‘A young woman,20 a vagabond, who died in a barn was buried 1st Nov. 1769. She was stark naked.’

         If the weather looked doubtful, he often went over the day before. Farringdon was less than three miles north-west of Selborne, and to ride or walk there Gilbert would follow the old medieval roadway up the hill from Gracious Street, crossing the fields until he reached a group of thatched cottages and long, low barns. All Saints church, with its twelfth- and thirteenth-century nave, squat tower and fine windows, stood slightly apart from the village, flanked by great yew trees.

         It seems odd for Gilbert to make a note today, in 1781, of trees that he had known since he was a boy, but yews are on his mind. This year, he is working on the second part of his planned book, the Antiquities, dealing with the human rather than the ‘natural’ history of the parish. Looking back at the distant past, he writes of the old yew in Selborne churchyard, ‘whose aspect bespeaks it to be of a great age: it seems to have seen several centuries, and is probably coeval with the church, and therefore may be deemed an antiquity’. He puts the yew in the Antiquities rather than The Natural History, as a sign of ancient settlement, as venerable as any abbey or church. In Selborne churchyard, he gets out his tape measure, rolled up in its leather case. ‘The body is squat, short and thick,’ he writes, ‘and measures twenty-three feet in the girth, supporting an head of suitable extent to its bulk.’ Measuring the trunk of a yew, three feet or so from the ground, is still a way of guessing its age. When a yew is three or four hundred years old, the heartwood begins to decay, and the hollow centre prevents one estimating its age by counting the rings; the trunk’s circumference is the sole guide. If the Selborne yew’s circumference was 23 feet and it was the same age as the church – probably an underestimate – the Farringdon yew,21 at 30 feet, was much older. Several British yews are thought to be between two and three thousand years old, regenerated by new roots piercing down into their empty centres. One or two may have reached five thousand years, ‘older than Stonehenge, older than the pyramids’.22

         The Selborne yew is a male tree, ‘which in the spring sheds clouds of dust and fills the atmosphere with its farina’. In February and March, different 29flowers will appear on the male and female trees. On the male trees, small whitish globes release clouds of pollen, filling the air, as Gilbert says, with a dust as fine as flour. This is blown by the wind and pollinates the female trees, whose greenish buds develop into cup-like, rosy berries enclosing the seeds. Why, Gilbert wonders, are churchyard trees so often male? Why are there so many yews in churchyards? Were they burial places, shelters or ‘emblems of mortality by their funereal appearance’?

         As emblems of rebirth and immortality, yews had been sacred since the Celts. Anglo-Saxon and Norman churches were built near the old trees, and churchyard yews provided the springy wood for longbows. But, as Gilbert notices, they mix the promise of new life with the threat of death: cows die from eating the toxic berries; herds of cattle perish after grazing on the poisonous needles; horses tethered to yews collapse within minutes. So, he asks, how is it that hogs can eat the berries in the street, and sheep, deer and turkey can crop yews without harm? How can blackbirds and thrushes eat the rosy cups, while avoiding the poisonous seed within?

         
            
[image: ]Hieronymus Grimm’s view of Selborne church in 1776, seen from the south with the yew tree and the bench for churchgoers. Behind, on the left, is the Tudor vicarage where Gilbert was born.

            

         

         The old Selborne yew had a bench circling the trunk for churchgoers to rest on. When it finally blew down in 1990, around thirty skeletons, 30the oldest dating back to 1200, were found among the roots. Villagers prayed among the tangled branches, trying desperately to winch the tree back into place. When this failed, craftsmen carved the wood into souvenirs, like the relics of a saint.23 The shorn-off trunk is still there today, wreathed in brambles and spattered with fungi, a shelter for insects and birds.

         
            
               

	Sunday 7
            
                        
                        	 



	42. 28 8/10½. w. 
            
                        
                        	Grey & mild, sun, grey.






         

         Thirty years before, on 7 January 1751, when he began his Garden Kalendar, Gilbert had been hard at work in the garden. He had helped his father John for some years, and in 1747 he had bought a new edition of the standard reference work, The Gardeners Dictionary, compiled by Philip Miller, director of the Chelsea Physic Garden. From then on, he took up gardening in earnest, planning an orchard, making hotbeds for cucumbers and melons and digging vegetable beds and ‘basons’ – round beds in the chalk filled with manure and good soil – on the slope of Baker’s Hill. In brisk notes in his Garden Kalendar, he recorded January’s work: earthing up celery, sowing radishes, turnips and lettuce, planting crown imperials and passion flower – and 250 cabbages. Did he give them away? Or perhaps he pickled them?

         
            
               

	Monday 8
            
                        
                        	 



	42. 30 1/10½. ne. 
            
                        
                        	Sun, brisk air, grey & mild.






         

         Gilbert had known the garden and the house from childhood. He was born on 18 July 1720 in the vicarage, just down the road. His grandfather was then Selborne’s rector. Also a Gilbert White, he was the fourth son of Sir Sampson White from Whitney (twice mayor of Oxford and knighted by Charles II in 1660 for loyalty to the Crown). Selborne’s living, in the gift of the village’s landlord, Magdalen College, had been badly neglected during the Commonwealth and Restoration, and perhaps, Gilbert mused, it was because the college authorities thought so 31little of the parish that they granted it to his grandfather in 1681, when he was only thirty-one and a junior fellow at the college.

         Families of Whites had lived for many years in the surrounding district, on the borders of Hampshire and Surrey. The Revd Gilbert married Rebecca Luckin, the daughter of a farmer from Noar Hill, in the next-door parish of Newton Valence, whose family had been in the neighbourhood for generations, so the couple and their six children were soon firmly embedded in the community. An active, much-respected man, the reverend restored the church and turned the old Elizabethan vicarage, with its great hall and slate floors, into a comfortable house. As well as building a new brewhouse and barn, he ‘removed the hovels in the front court,24 which he laid out in walks and borders; and entirely planned the back garden, before a rude field with a stone-pit in the midst of it’. This garden, with a grassy terrace on a promontory above the stream, was always a magical place for his grandson Gilbert. From here, in a summerhouse set into a high beech hedge, the young boy could look across the valley of Dorton, gold with buttercups in summer, in winter white with snow, to the woods and fields beyond.

         
            
               

	Tuesday 9
            
                        
                        	 



	38. 30 2/10. ne. 
            
                        
                        	Sun, frost, harsh wind, frost.






         

         The Revd Gilbert’s will was full of bequests for church repairs and for buying land whose rents could pay for ‘teaching the poor children of Selbourn parish to read and write,25 and say their prayers and catechism and to sew and knit’. (The old spelling of Selborne often varied, as it does in this will.) His son John – our Gilbert’s father – carried out these provisions, including a bequest of £200 for improving the roads, which he used to build a firm causeway to replace the ‘miry and gulfy lane’ towards Woolmer Forest and Farnham, the nearest local market.

         In temperament, John was very different to his forceful, energetic father. A quiet man, happy to play the harpsichord, read, garden and ride out into the countryside, he qualified as a barrister and was briefly a Justice of the Peace,26 but gave up the law in 1719, when he married 32Anne Holt, daughter of the vicar of Streatham. When Gilbert was born, they were living with John’s parents in Selborne, but they soon moved away, first to Compton, in Surrey, then to East Harting, in Sussex, where Anne’s family had a farm. Anne was almost constantly pregnant, and after sad years when three babies died, children arrived like clockwork every autumn.27

         Since Selborne vicarage was tied to the Revd Gilbert’s living, as insurance for the future he bought The Wakes and the land around it. When he died in 1728, Rebecca moved across the road from the vicarage with her two unmarried daughters, Elizabeth and Dorothea. The following year, the girls were married, on the same day and both to vicars – Elizabeth to her cousin Charles White, from the nearby parish of Bradley, and Dorothea to William Cane, her father’s successor in Selborne. The pattern was so common as to be almost expected, creating a wide network of linked clergy families.

         With The Wakes empty and echoing, John and Anne came back to Selborne. With them came Gilbert, who was ten in 1730, plus five children under five – Thomas, Ben, Rebecca, John and baby Francis. Two more arrived: Anne in 1731 and Henry in 1733. The house was a squash for eleven people, with a parlour and kitchen downstairs and two bedrooms above, one for the grandmother and one for the parents, with their latest baby in its cradle. The children and toddlers squeezed into three attic rooms under the roof. When Gilbert was small, his father taught him, and he may have gone to school in Farnham at some time. On stormy days, he was pent up in the house, reading or trying out tunes on the harpsichord, but one can imagine the relief he felt at rushing outdoors – a skinny, springy boy exploring the woods, ditches and fields, picking up snails, hunting for birds’ nests and coming back breathless, with grazed knees and muddy shoes, grass on his shirt and twigs in his hair.

         
            
               

	Wednesday 10
            
                        
                        	 



	33½. 30 1/10. ne.
            
                        
                        	Hard frost, sun & clouds, sharp wind.

                Full moon. 






         

         33In the bitter December of 1739, Anne White died, aged only forty-six, after a bout of measles, at the time a deadly disease that could ravage a village. John lived on in The Wakes, still working on the garden, laying out walks and hedges. When Gilbert began gradually to take over, his gardening was guided by affection for his father, and when John was ill in 1757, he took great care with the borders that his father could see from his window:

         
            Took up the yellow lilies & a fine large Martagon under my father’s window,28 & planted them in a bason in the field; the two Xiphiums [Spanish or Persian iris] were encreased to a great number; planted some of them in the Basons round the lilies & some in a row under my Father’s window; planted my Tulips in the same place & a few Ranunculus, & Fritillarias.

         

         A few weeks later, he added narcissi,29 so that their scent would waft indoors, and fifty snowdrops, which happily ‘turn’d out double’. The snowdrops, he knew, would flourish in the coldest winter, the sharp tips of their leaves piercing through the snow. Their sap contains proteins that bind with ice crystals and stop them from freezing,30 and the air inside the bell-shaped flowers is warmer than outside. When the temperature rises, the outer petals move upwards, letting the bees come in. In March 1758, during John’s last illness, Gilbert planted more clumps of snowdrops, still in bloom.

         
            
               

	Thursday 11
            
                        
                        	 



	34. 29 8/10½. ne. 
            
                        
                        	Hard frost, dark sky, harsh & severe wind.






         

         As the wind sets in from the north-east, Gilbert’s adjectives darken: ‘harsh’, ‘sharp’, ‘severe’. He can work out the wind’s direction easily by peering at the wind vane on his roof. The universal design was – and still is – simply a pole onto which is mounted a crossbar with a flat ‘rudder’ at one end and a point like an arrow at the other: as the wind hits the rudder, the bar spins so that the arrow points to the direction the wind is coming from. Sometimes British wind vanes have an indicator below 34the arrow, marking the compass directions ‘N’, ‘E’, ‘S’, ‘W’. Weathervanes like this were known in Greece and Rome,31 Syria and Byzantium; the Anglo-Saxons made riddles about them, and the word ‘vane’ is said to come from their word fane, meaning ‘flag’. By the late Middle Ages, they topped church towers and spires across England, their rudders often shaped like a cockerel with outspread tail, an emblem of Christ’s warning that St Peter would betray him before the cock crowed thrice, telling people to watch and be wary.

         In Selborne, the maypole on the Plestor, the open space in front of the gate to the church, was blown down in a gale one New Year’s Day, and once it was mended, painted and hauled back into place, the villagers proudly replaced the vane on top. ‘We talk of gilding the Vane,’ wrote Gilbert with amusement. He had at least improved its movement: ‘If I had not interposed,32 the vane would have rested again on a shoulder; but now it is to turn on a pivot on the top.’ He had no way, however, of recording the wind’s force: there was no accepted system until the naval commander Francis Beaufort developed his scale in the early 1800s. Gilbert’s only assessment was adjectival – ‘severe’ or ‘brisk’ or ‘mild’.

         
            
               

	Friday 12
            
                        
                        	 



	32. 29 9/10. ne. 
            
                        
                        	Hard frost, dark & sharp.






         

         Frost glitters all day. A dry spell like this, with no snow to provide cover and insulate plants from the icy wind, was dreaded by gardeners and farmers. Every few years, Selborne experienced this freezing drought, with the frost penetrating deep into the soil. On 12 January 1780, ‘For want of snow to cover, the garden things suffer; cabbages, spinage, celery &c.’ The thermometer fell to 18°f, then 16½°f (–8 to –9°c). Frost alternated with thaw. Towards the end of the month, turnips exposed to the air froze, thawed and then rotted. The farmers who did best ‘pulled their turnips, & stacked them up in buildings, & under hedges’.

         When the snow fell, the laurels and laurustinuses on Gilbert’s walks shrivelled and browned, as if scorched by fire. But much as he disliked the cold, Gilbert was excited by extremes. At the end of January 1776, 35his journal announced: ‘Below zero!! 32 deg. below the freezing point. At eleven it rose to 16½. Rime. A most unusual degree of cold for S.E. England.’ (In terms of the Celsius scale, it was swinging between –18°c and –8°c.) In such winters, Gilbert and his great friend Richard Yalden, vicar of Newton Valence, shovelled the snow off the path between their houses and compared their thermometers. Put side by side, they read the same, but they found that when Richard’s thermometer was used at Newton Valence, a couple of hundred feet higher up the hill, it was always two or three degrees lower than Gilbert’s at The Wakes. Following Gilbert’s example, Richard kept his own ‘Journal of Weather & other Occurrences’ at the back of his leather-bound book of accounts, which contained everything from parish tithes to ‘Burbey’s bill for News, Paint, & Butter’. His journal started out as two fairly neat columns, but soon became a blotched scramble across the page, suggesting how difficult it was to make a clear record without the structure of Barrington’s grid: ‘Jan 25 Much Snowfall 26 Bright sunshine but very cold 27,28 tremendous Frost, 29,30 wet Feby 1,2,3,4, Much fog 6,7,8 Cloudy and little sun …’,33 and so on, mixed up with notes of family visits, progress of crops and ‘dined with Mr White’.

         By contrast, Gilbert’s records were impeccable, or as near as he could get. His thermometers were from good makers: one from John Dollond, whose customers included James Cook and Thomas Jefferson; and one from the skilled instrument maker and lecturer Benjamin Martin. Yet in icy weather the latter was not good enough. In the bitter winter of 1784–5, Gilbert would write in his journal with some annoyance:

         
            My apples, pears,34 & potatoes secured in the cellar, & kitchen-closet; my meat in the cellar. Severe frost & deep snow. Several men, that were much abroad, made sick by the cold: their hands & feet were frozen.

            We hung-out two thermometers, one made by Dollond, & one by B: Martin: the latter was graduated only to 4 below 10, or 6 degrees short of zero; so that when the cold became intense, & our remarks interesting, the mercury went all into the ball, & the instrument was of no service. 36

         

         
            
[image: ]Richard Yalden’s weather journal, crammed in at the back of his parish accounts. 37

            

         

         
            
               

	Saturday 13
            
                        
                        	 



	34. 29 7/10½. ne.
            
                        
                        	Hard frost, dark & harsh.






         

         How did animals and birds fare in extreme cold? January 1781 was not as cruel as many winters, when chamberpots froze under the beds. When he started The Naturalist’s Journal in 1768, the snow had lain nine inches deep. On 4 January that year, he had written:

         
            
               The birds must suffer greatly as there are no Haws.

               Meat freezes so hard it can’t be spitted.

               Several of the thrush-kind are frozen to death.

            

         

         Eight years after that, on 14 January 1776:

         
            Rugged, Siberian weather. The narrow lanes are full of snow in some places, which is driven into most romantic, & grotesque shapes. The road-waggons are obliged to stop, & the stage-coaches are much embarrassed. I was obliged to be much abroad on this day, & scarce ever saw it’s fellow.

         

         The poultry stayed in their hen houses, skylarks and bramblings appeared in farmyards with the chaffinches, and cats caught the birds as they came for shelter. Blue tits and nuthatches pulled off mosses and lichen in search of grubs. Driven by hunger, hares came into the garden and nibbled the pinks, and early lambs fell frozen to the ground. Rooks flocked to dunghills: ‘What drops from horses is immediately eaten by crows, & rooks: so strict an economist is Nature, that the most refuse matter is turned to some use; nothing is wasted.’

         
            
               

	Sunday 14
            
                        
                        	 



	33. 29 6/10. ne. 
            
                        
                        	The ground is hard as a rock. 



	Dark & hard frost,
            
                        
                        	The roads & fallows are dusty. 



	 sharp wind, sun.
            
                        
                        	 






         

         The cold drought continues. It’s impossible to plough or sow wheat. On Sunday, as Gilbert goes to preach in Farringdon, dust swirls in an icy wind across the stubble. He often looks up at the rookery by Farringdon 38vicarage, watching the birds rise and swoop and return to their posts. Rooks were rarely bothered by the chill, but on 20 January 1775, he had inserted a note about a tragedy involving the birds:

         
            Mr Hool’s man says, that he caught this day, in a lane near Hackwoodpark, many rooks, which attempting to fly fell from the trees with their wings frozen together by the sleet, that froze as it fell. There were, he affirms, many dozens disabled! It is certain that Mr H: man did bring home many rooks & give them to the poor neighbours.

         

         Rook pie for all.

         
            
[image: ]‘The Rook’ by Thomas Bewick, in A History of British Birds. Vol. I: Land Birds (1797).

A working engraver, Bewick, like Gilbert, was an ‘outdoor naturalist’ and a careful watcher who believed in showing a bird’s habitat and life, and its relationship to the human world.

            

         

         It’s miserable weather, but still, the rooks are feeding in the bare fields and gathering on their nest trees. The wood engraving by Thomas Bewick, a great admirer of The Natural History, shows this, with a single bird, the dominant ‘sentinel’,35 keeping watch from a tree on the left. But while the landed gentry – like the squire who may have lived in the small manor 39house in the print – were proud of their rookeries, farmers thought the birds pests. Gilbert had doubts about this, and some years ago he had suggested a rather ruthless test:

         
            A rook should be shot weekly the year thro’,36 & it’s crop examined: hence perhaps might be discovered whether in the whole they do more harm or good from the contents at various periods. Tho’ this experiment might show that these birds often injure corn, & turneps; yet the continual consumption of grubs & noxious insects would rather preponderate in their favour.

         

         The argument goes on today. Rooks do damage young cereal crops, but in fact they eat pretty much anything: worms, beetles, slugs, insects, grain, acorns, seeds, fruit, vegetables, carrion and kitchen slops – and other birds’ eggs. They hide their food, storing it in caches, in holes or under stones, and apparently even dunk hard bits occasionally, like a biscuit in tea.

         
            
               

	Monday 15
            
                        
                        	 



	34. 29 ¼/10. ne. 
            
                        
                        	Millers complain for want of water.



	Hard frost, dark, & misty, sun, bright, hard frost.
            
                        
                        	 






         

         The water levels sink and waterwheels can hardly turn the grindstones in the mills. There is no meal for livestock and little flour for bread.

         
            
               

	Tuesday 16
            
                        
                        	 



	33, 34. 29 5/10. ne. 
            
                        
                        	Hard frost, rime & fog, dark & harsh.






         

         ‘As intense frost usually befalls in Jan:’37 he had written five years before, ‘our Saxon forefathers call’d that month with no small propriety wolf-month: because the severe season brought down those ravenous beasts out of the woods among the villages.’ 40

         
            
               

	Wednesday 17
            
                        
                        	 



	35. 29 3/10¾. e.

                Rain, rain, deep fog.
            
                        
                        	The dew on the windows is on the outside of the glass.






         

         The condensation shows how cold the early morning is. It had been cold, too, on 17 January 1739, when Gilbert was eighteen and packing his trunk, setting off to study under Revd Thomas Warton, sixteen miles away, in Basingstoke.

         Warton had held the living there since 1723, arriving with a colourful reputation after years in Oxford. Staunchly royalist during the Civil War, university and city had remained supporters of the Stuarts after the Catholic James II fled and the Protestant William and Mary took the throne in 1688. Tensions grew with the accession of the first Hanoverian king, George I, in 1714 and the failed Jacobite rising a year later, and Warton was roundly cheered when he published a satire on George I and gave an implicitly Jacobite sermon. His popularity was such that in 1718, he was elected Professor of Poetry, holding the post for ten years. His time at Basingstoke was altogether calmer. The three Warton children – Joseph,38 Jane and Thomas – were all slightly younger than Gilbert, but he came to know them well. In time, Jo would become a satirist, critic and teacher, while Thomas – a close friend of Samuel Johnson, until they fell out – would follow his father as Oxford Professor of Poetry. Jane, who wrote anonymously,39 was one of a group of feminist writers arguing for better education for women and attacking the double sexual standard. It was a lively, scholarly household.

         When Gilbert set off for Basingstoke, he made a list of the books he took with him.40 The classical texts and grammars (two borrowed from his uncle, Charles White) included editions of Horace’s Odes. His love of Horace was challenged only by his admiration of Virgil, particularly the Georgics, with their celebration of the rhythms of the rural year. The sole contemporary book on his list was James Thomson’s long blank-verse poem, The Seasons, published between 1726 and 1730. Thomson had borrowed the Georgics’ four-part structure and sometimes wrote in direct imitation of Virgil, yet to Gilbert and the Warton brothers he felt modern. He touched on the 41movement of the planets, ‘Firm, unremitting, matchless, in their course.’41 He wrote on the ‘secret, strong, attractive force’ of gravity; on optics and the refraction of light; on insects ‘Evading even the microscopic eye!’ His British pantheon embraced Bacon, Newton and Locke, as well as Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare and Milton. Above all, his verse felt immediate and impassioned. In ‘Winter’, for example, he caught the changing days of thaw and frost that Gilbert saw in the streams and ponds of Selborne:

         
            
               The loosen’d ice,42

               Let down the flood and half dissolv’d by day,

               Rustles no more; but to the sedgy bank

               Fast grows, or gathers round the pointed stone,

               A crystal pavement, by the breath of heaven

               Cemented firm; till, seiz’d from shore to shore,

               The whole imprison’d river growls below.

            

         

         The Seasons was admired and quoted by eighteenth-century readers and by the Romantics of the next generation: Clare saved his pocket money to buy a copy; Wordsworth thought Thomson a genius, while damning his classical style; Burns called him his ‘sweet poet of the Year’. Thomson showed Gilbert that ‘Nature’ itself could be the heart of a work.

         
            
               Nature! great parent! whose unceasing hand

               Rolls round the seasons of the changeful year,

               How mighty, how majestic are thy works!

               With what a pleasing dread they swell the soul,

               That sees astonish’d, and astonish’d sings!

            

         

         
            
               

	Thursday 18
            
                        
                        	 



	38, 44. 29 2/10½. e, w. 32.

                Dark & mild, wet & foggy.
            
                        
                        	Gnats come out from the laurels, & dance in the air.


	Earth-worms lie out.





         

         In two days of thaw, the thermometer has leapt to the low forties Fahrenheit (around 6–7°c), and a little rain sits in the rain gauge. Signs of life appear. Against the dark background of the laurels, Gilbert watches the 42gnats swirl and shimmer, catching the light. In the late afternoon sun, these delicate winter gnats, looking like tiny crane flies, form a spiralling cloud, billowing like smoke. Their lifespan is as short as five days, but they are there in the coldest weather, even hovering over snow; in summer, lost in the clouds of other insects, they are hard to see.

         While gnats dance round his head, worms poke up by his feet. Contrary to contemporary belief, he insists that they are far from torpid in the dead months. They come out every night in a mild winter, he says, as anyone who would ‘take the pains to examine his grass-plots with a candle’43 – as he clearly did himself – could see. Intrigued by creatures often overlooked, he declared:

         
            The most insignificant insects and reptiles are of much more consequence, and have much more influence in the oeconomy of Nature, than the incurious are aware of; and are mighty in their effect, from their minuteness, which renders them less an object of attention; and from their numbers and fecundity.

         

         They might appear ‘a small and despicable link in the chain of Nature, yet, if lost, would make a lamentable chasm’,44

         
            For, to say nothing of half the birds, and some quadrupeds which are almost entirely supported by them, worms seem to be the great promoters of vegetation, which would proceed but lamely without them, by boring, perforating, and loosening the soil, and rendering it pervious to rains and the fibres of plants, and, most of all, by throwing up such infinite numbers of lumps of earth called worm-casts, which, being their excrement, is a fine manure for grain and grass.

         

         A good monograph on worms, he felt, would open a new field in natural history. That study would appear a hundred years later, in 1881, as The Formation of Vegetable Mould Through the Action of Worms, with Observations on their Habits – the last book of Charles Darwin, a keen admirer of Gilbert White. 43

         
            
               

	Friday 19
            
                        
                        	 



	43. 29 7/10. n. 19. Sun, mild, frost. 
            
                        
                        	
The Antyrrhinum Cym: still in full bloom. [Antirrhinum cymbalaria: ivy-leaved toadflax.] Snow-drops bud for bloom.







         

         Snowdrop buds gleam in my own garden, slivers of white. I expect these in January, but not the ivy-leaved toadflax, which normally flowers from April to November. I think of toadflax as a weed, smothering warm brick walls, pretty but negligible, to be pulled out in armfuls. Gilbert’s delight makes me look again. To him, it was still an exotic, introduced in the early seventeenth century, arriving, so one story said, with marble sculptures that had been brought to Oxford from Greece,45 thus gaining the name ‘the Oxford weed’. Gilbert dignifies it with its Linnaean name, Antirrhinum cymbalaria (more commonly today, Antirrhinum muralis): its leaves, with their rounded lobes, were thought to look like cymbals, and the tiny purple and yellow flowers like miniature snapdragons.

         He had planted his toadflax two summers before, ‘on a shady water-table of the wall of my house’. The following spring, on 29 April 1780, he found that it had grown ‘at a vast rate & extended itself full nine feet’. The mechanism that propels it is magical. To begin with, its stems turn to the light, but once the bees have pollinated the flowers, the long, reddish stems turn back again towards the dark, seeking cracks to push in the seed, toe-holds for the next scramble up the wall. Gilbert’s toadflax flowered until the hard frost, then seemed to die, before bursting back into life again. It gave him joy: ‘When in perfection it is a lovely plant.’

         
            
               

	Saturday 20
            
                        
                        	 



	37½. 29 2/10½. s. 
            
                        
                        	White frost, sun, rain, rain.






         

         On rare occasions, Gilbert fiddled with his journal entries. Mulling over the piercing wind before the brief thaw, today he writes a note: ‘At the end of the new parlor a box-tree is nearly killed by the current of air; while a laurel in the same circumstances seems not to be affected at all.’ Eighteen months later, he will rework this, making it more active and sharpening the contrast: ‘At the corner of my great parlor there is such a current of air 44that it has half killed a box-tree planted for a screen: while a laurel planted in the same draught remains unhurt. This laurel continues to flourish; Octr 1782.’ He’s playing with style, practising different forms of prose to go in his book.

         A shrivelled box tree, condensation on windows, snow ‘half a shoe deep’ – he measures the weather, as we all do, by the senses, by what he sees and touches and feels. It’s a month since the winter solstice, and he judges the lengthening of the days by a domestic ‘heliotrope’, a primitive sundial measuring the shadows cast by a pole or, in this case, by The Wakes’ long chimneys:

         
            My Heliotrope, which is J. Carpenter’s workshop, shows plainly that the days are lengthened considerably, for on the shortest day the shades of my two old chimneys fall exactly in the middle of the great window of that edifice at ½ hour after two P.M. but now they are shifted into the quick-set hedge, many yards to the S.E.

         

         His own house and street become his instruments.

         Elsewhere, he toys with the idea that the gentry might set up heliotropes in their gardens for entertainment, building simple timber obelisks about 12 feet high, one for winter and another for summer. The summer one could be deep in the garden, to be viewed on a fine summer’s evening, but the winter one must be ‘within sight of some window in the common sitting parlour,46 because men, at that dead season of the year, are usually inside at close of day’.

         
            
               

	Sunday 21
            
                        
                        	 



	44. 29 3/10½. sw, nw. 
            
                        
                        	The roads & paths very miry. 



	Rain, rain, rain.
            
                        
                        	 






         

         No shadows from his heliotrope today, and the rain makes it hard to travel on the slippery roads. When they were young, the White children often travelled to stay with relations. One frequent stop was Bradley, five miles north-west of Alton, where Gilbert’s uncle Charles White – a tall, amicable, scholarly but outdoorsy man who would ride out in all weathers 45– had been vicar since 1726. Charles was both John White’s cousin and his brother-in-law, having married John’s sister Elizabeth. He was also, for a time, Gilbert’s landlord, as The Wakes had been left to Elizabeth when her mother Rebecca died in 1755. Until Charles’s death in 1763, Gilbert paid him rent of £5.7s a year.

         His uncle and aunt had always been fond of Gilbert. Charles lent him books, and Gilbert chose Charles’s college, Oriel, when he went up to Oxford in 1740, rather than Magdalen. The affectionate relationship continued. When Gilbert started the Garden Kalendar in early 1751, he gave Charles four passion flowers, and planted wallflowers from Charles’s garden into his own in the autumn.

         Gilbert’s favourite place to stay, though, was Ringmer, on the South Downs, in Sussex, where his aunt Rebecca was the wife of the vicar, Revd Snooke. Gilbert loved the South Downs, with their sheep-cropped turf and their open views of the Weald on one side and the sea on the other. In 1773, he wrote that he had known this long ridge of ‘majestic mountains’47 for over thirty years, yet still explored it ‘with fresh admiration year by year; and think I see new beauties every time I traverse it’.

         On other holidays, the children from The Wakes visited their aunt Mary, who had married the Revd Isaac, rector of Whitwell in Rutland. Here, they became friendly with the Isaacs’ neighbours, the Barkers of Lyndon Hall. In the Easter holidays of 1736, when Gilbert was fifteen, two brief notes, signed ‘GW’, appeared in Tom Barker’s notebook: simply, ‘A flock of wild Geese flew N.,’48 and on 6 April, ‘Cuckow heard.’

         Tom Barker grew up to become a strong, eccentric character: a fervent vegetarian, an avid beekeeper, a keen astronomer who produced influential work on comets, an inveterate keeper of weather records. In his ‘speculativeness’ he took after his grandfather, the controversial theologian William Whiston, writing prolifically on theology, baptism, prophecy and demonology, firmly believing that cattle plagues and locusts were the embodiments of God’s wrath at a sinful people. In 1781, Tom’s latest book was The Messiah – Being the Prophecies Concerning Him Methodized. Thirty years before this, when he married Gilbert’s sister Anne in 1750, Gilbert’s friend John Mulso clearly worried about what she was taking on: ‘I heartily 46wish your Sister much Happiness in her new State:49 with her cheerful & easy Temper She will be ye best wife in the world to Mr. Barker, & may manage to her own Content and his Advantage that extreme Abstractedness & Speculativeness to which I hear He is naturally Prone.’ Anne, with her sunny nature, was quite able to cope. The Barkers had four girls and a boy,50 Sam, who would become the recipient of light-hearted screeds from Gilbert on everything from poetic diction to cabinets of curiosities, from the sexuality of mosses to experiments with sponges.

         Though fond of the whole Barker family, Gilbert did quail before his brother-in-law’s energy. In 1783, describing Tom’s arrival at Selborne with Sam, he reported that Tom had ridden 118 miles from Rutland in only two days, ‘without the least complaint or fatigue … and at every dining place while the horses were baiting,51 walked four or five miles in his boots with his wig in his hand’. As agile and restless as he was when he was young, ‘he rises at six, and cannot sit still, but starts up the moment he has dined, and runs away to Hawkley Hanger or King John’s Hill … This morning, Mr. B. ran around Baker’s Hill in one minute and a quarter, and Sam in somewhat less than a minute.’

         
            
               

	Monday 22
            
                        
                        	 



	38. 29 3/10. e. 30.
            
                        
                        	Snow, snow, snow, bright. 






         

         
            
               

	Tuesday 23
            
                        
                        	 



	32. 29. e. 3½. 
            
                        
                        	Snow, snow, snow.






         

         The wind veers east, and the snow falls.

         
            
               

	Wednesday 24
            
                        
                        	 



	
36½. 28 7/10¾. s.

                Rain, rain, rain, rapid thaw.

            
                        
                        	Flood at Gracious Street. 






         

         At times of heavy rain and fast thaw, the field springs rise on the Hanger’s northern slopes and the ponds in Gracious Street often overflow. Looking 47back, Gilbert remembered how in January 1774, it had rained solidly, creating such great floods that he couldn’t even get down to the ponds. But the floods had compensations: on 14 January that year, a bittern had been shot in Selborne shrubwood,52 and two more nearby, and as usual, when an uncommon bird appeared in the district, one was brought to Gilbert.

         This elusive member of the heron family stalks silently through reed beds or flies across marshes on its broad, bowed wings, its booming note sounding across wetlands in spring. ‘These birds are very seldom seen in this district, & are probably driven from their watery haunts by the great floods, & obliged to betake themselves to the uplands,’ Gilbert wrote. He measured the bittern carefully – the four-foot wingspan, the feathers of the tail and neck – weighed it and made a note of the saw-like beak and the serrated claw on each middle toe – ‘very curious!’ (The jagged beak helps to stop fish and eels slipping away, while the claw is used in cleaning its plumage.) But then his scrupulously precise description segues into admiration: ‘Tho’ the colours on the bittern’s wings & back are no ways gaudy or radiant, yet are the dark & chestnut streaks so curiously blended & combined, as to give that fowl a surprising beauty.’

         The bitterns were not done with. He dressed, cooked and ate them, finding the taste like wild duck or teal, ‘but not so delicate’. Mention of the taste of a bird’s flesh often appears in contemporary ornithology, a ‘scientific’ observation. Naturalists had no qualms about slaughtering prized specimens: it’s been rightly said that their first response to any rare bird was to shoot it – and, often, eat it. It’s part of the whole idea of testing everything through the senses: sight, smell, hearing, touch – and taste. Gilbert’s favourite authorities,53 John Willughby and John Ray, were full of suggestions: carnivorous birds, crows and magpies were ‘not worth eating’; birds that fed on insects were not much better; those that ate grain were best; and partridges and woodcock beat the lot:

         
            
               If the Partridge had the Woodcock’s thigh

               Twould be the best bird that ever did fly.

            

         

         As for bitterns, in the century after Gilbert wrote, their history was bleak. By 1897, they had been shot to extinction in Britain, and after a 48brief revival in the Norfolk fens,54 their numbers fell again, to less than a dozen, when the East Anglian reed beds dried up. Yet wetland management is saving them. As rising sea levels make coastal reed beds salty, conservationists are creating new reserves inland, and now their call can be heard from Somerset to Yorkshire; soon, perhaps, in Scotland.

         
            
               

	Thursday 25 
            
                        
                        	 



	36½. 29 2/10½. nw, sw. 24.
            
                        
                        	Frost, small snow, sun, frost.






         

         Gilbert’s concern was with the weather outside his own window. But the papers, getting through to Selborne despite the snow, held significant news. Two days before, on 23 January, the twenty-one-year-old William Pitt the Younger had taken his seat in Parliament for the first time. Within a couple of months, after a powerful maiden speech demanding reform and proposing peace with the rebellious American colonies, he would be seen as a leading figure. His father, Pitt the Elder, had been prime minister twice, in the 1750s and 1760s. By the time he was twenty-four, ‘Honest Billy’ was Britain’s youngest-ever prime minister, leading the country throughout the remaining years of Gilbert’s life.

         
            
               

	Friday 26
            
                        
                        	 



	50. 28 8/10. nw. 
            
                        
                        	Great rain, grey, bright, frost. 



	 
            
                        
                        	 



	Saturday 27
            
                        
                        	 



	37. 29 7/10. nw, se. 
            
                        
                        	Hard frost, bright, grey.






         

         In these chilly winter days, Gilbert is far from lonely. He spends evenings across the road in the vicarage with the family of the Revd Andrew Etty, who had been vicar since 1758, and he often goes up the hill to the Yaldens’, in Newton Valence. That living was almost a family fiefdom:55 Edmund Yalden senior, vicar from 1717–46, when Gilbert was young, was followed by his sons, Edmund and then Richard.

         The Yalden and White children ran up and down between their houses 49and stayed close as adults. In 1753, Gilbert’s brother Ben married Richard’s sister Anne. Another of his brothers, Thomas, became partners with Richard’s brother Will in a London wholesale business. In 1758, after Will died, Thomas married his widow, Mary. These interconnections, hard to take in now, are like an elaborate dance, making The Wakes and the Newton Valence vicarage homes to an intricate, close, extended family.

         Gilbert spent sociable evenings with these friends, talking, dining and making music, a pastime that was immensely popular in the village. ‘We have this winter a weekly concert,’56 he told his sister Anne Barker on Christmas Day 1778, ‘consisting of a first & second fiddle, two repianos [a kind of cornet], a bassoon, an haut boy, a violincello, & a German flute; to the great annoyance of the neighbouring pigs, which complain that their slumbers are interrupted, & their teeth set on edge.’ Four years after this, in 1782, when Anne came to stay at The Wakes with two of her daughters, the girls sat daily at the harpsichord, playing ‘many elegant lessons in a very masterly manner’.57 Gilbert enjoyed this, but the tunes ran maddeningly in his head, night and day. Sympathising with his ear-worms, his niece Molly, who knew him well, sent him a quotation from the life of the seventeenth-century Provençal naturalist Nicolas-Claude de Peiresc, written by his friend Gassendi. ‘He preferred the music of birds,’ ran the quote, ‘to that made either by the human voice or by instruments.’ Gilbert agreed. It was not that music did not give him pleasure, but the tunes haunted him so. Yet, he wrote appeasingly to his nieces, ‘notwithstanding all that, I would give six pence to hear you two maidens perform the wopses, the lesson with the jig, and that lovely minuet, &c, &c.’

         
            
               

	Sunday 28
            
                        
                        	 



	
42. 29 6/10. sw, s. 28. 

            
                        
                        	Dark & moist, dark & windy. 



	 
            
                        
                        	 



	Monday 29
            
                        
                        	 



	47. 29 6/10. s. 

                Dark & moist, rain, rain. 
            
                        
                        	
Vast condensations on the walls, &c. 50







         

         
            
               

	Tuesday 30
            
                        
                        	 



	47. 29 7/10. w. 118. 
            
                        
                        	Vast rain in the night.



	Rain, sun, clouds & strong wind.
            
                        
                        	Snow-drops, winter aconite, & fetid-hellebores, blow.






         

         Despite their battering by the rain, in Selborne the snowdrops glint white, aconites shine yellow as egg yolk and the pale-green flowers of stinking hellebores droop over their broad leaves. For Gilbert, these are harbingers of life in cold, dark days. Like the toadflax, winter aconites were not native plants, but had arrived from south-eastern Europe in the sixteenth century. In the catalogue of plants in his garden, the herbalist John Gerard had described the joy when they ‘come forth of the ground in the dead time of winter,58 many times bearing the snow on the heads of their leaves and flowers: yea, the colder the weather is, and the deeper the snow is, the fairer and larger is the flower’.

         Gilbert’s other marker, the stinking hellebore, also disdains the snow, its branching stems waving above the drifts, its lime-green cups a trove for early-flying insects and bees. Hellebores like chalky soils, and they grew wild around Selborne, in the High Wood and Coneycroft hanger, on the top of the down. In his Flora, Gilbert gives its common names: ‘bear’s foot’, from the smell – a name common to all the varieties; and ‘setterwort’, from the root’s use in ‘settering’ abscesses in cattle, like an early antibiotic.59 The ‘good women’ of the area, Gilbert said,60 gave the powdered leaves of the stinking hellebore to children to cure them of worms, but it was a harsh remedy, needing caution. Nausea, vomiting and spasms could follow. As with the yew and the aconite, beauty and danger, life and death come together.

         
            
               

	Wednesday 31
            
                        
                        	 



	39. 29 8/10. w, sw. 
            
                        
                        	Spring-like.



	White frost, sun, grey & mild.
            
                        
                        	Vast halo round the moon. 






         

         On the last day of the month, the halo still shimmers round the moon, but now rooks head to their nest trees, jackdaws chatter on church roofs 51and all the smaller birds are busy. In his early journals, Gilbert tried to note the first time he heard each bird sing – another set of ‘coincidences’ to mark how seasonal events shifted, depending on the weather. In the mild late January of 1769, he had written: ‘Soft day.61 Bunting sings. A snipe appears on the high downs among the wheat. Skylark sings’; and within a week, ‘Hedge sparrows sing vehemently.’ A year later, the end of the month resounded with song: ‘Woodlark, great titmouse, chaffinch sing’; ‘Blackbird whistles. Woodlark sings in the air before daybreak. Thrush sings. Missel-bird sings.’ Winter is far from over, but spring is on the way – very slowly. 52

         
            
[image: ]Nicolas Robert, Stinking Hellebore, c.1660.
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            1 ‘The only authentic portraits’: flyleaf of vol. II of Alexander Pope’s Iliad (BL Add. MS 388), portrait signed ‘T.C.’; a smaller portrait in vol. V is signed ‘Portrait of G:W: penned by T:C:’. This is probably Thomas Chapman, senior proctor when White was junior proctor in 1752, who also appears in the list of chess scores, written inside vol. II, dated 26 March 1746. See June E. Chatfield, ‘Likenesses of the Revd. Gilbert White’, Proceedings of the Hampshire Field Club Archaeological Society, vol. 39 (1987).

            2 ‘Jack is very tall’: GW to JW, LL II, 4.

            3 ‘little red room’: GW to AB, 2 Sept. 1778, LL II, 28.

            4 ‘a fine ribbed one’: GW to MW, 7 Dec. 1782, LL II, 87.

            5 ‘half a pound’: GW to MW, 7 Jan. 1784, 8 Aug. 1783, LL II, 111, 102. 421

            6 ‘half-bound’: GW Accounts, GWH, White MS, AGW, 10. Other accounts show cheaper copies, costing only 1s 6d, but by 1787, Ben’s price for a new copy had risen to 7s.

            7 ‘Galileo’s pupil Torricelli’: in 1648, Descartes and Pascal added a scale, and Pascal’s brotherinlaw Périer took the barometer to the top of the Puy de Dôme, proving that the pressure declined with altitude. In 1660, Boyle and Hooke noticed a link between changes in the weather and pressure, and by 1670, clockmakers were beginning to make barometers for scientific use. They included Daniel Quare and Thomas Tompion, followed by Jesse Ramsden and Peter Dollond.

            8 ‘Some barometers had a “wheel” attached’: http://www.christies.com/features/barometers-collecting-guide-12271-1.aspx. Nicholas Goodison, English Barometers 1680–1860: A History of Domestic Barometers and Their Makers (1968, rev. 1999).

            9 ‘Tom Barker’s barometer’: Barker, 26–7. This was designed by the royal clockmaker, Daniel Quare.

            10 ‘The US still uses Fahrenheit’: in the UK, the Met Office began publishing temperatures in both scales in 1862, turning to Celsius only from 1970. For a quick conversion, subtract 30 from the Fahrenheit reading, then divide by 2; for greater accuracy, take away 32, then divide by 1.8.

            11 ‘Gilbert keeps one thermometer indoors’; Jan. 1782 observations, TW, Gentleman’s Magazine, vol. 53, no. 1 (1783), 186; also Bell II, 143.

            12 ‘Frost begins to come in a door’: NJ, 8 Jan. 1770, 20 Jan. 1772. The frost of 1768 is noted in NHS, DB 61. See also Peter Rowntree, ‘Daily Observations of Outdoor Temperatures in England in the 1770s and Early 1780s’, Royal Meteorological Society, History Newsletter, 1 (2014), 26–30.

            13 ‘There was a time’: GW to MW, 17 April 1779, LL II, 35.

            14 ‘A strong funnel’: Asit K. Biswas, History of Hydrology (1970), 193, quoting John Dalton, ‘Experiments and Observations to Determine Whether the Quantity of Rain and Dew Is Equal to the Quantity of Water Carried Off by the Rivers and Raised by Evaporation; With an Enquiry into the Origin of Springs’, Memoirs of the Literary and Philosophical Society of Manchester, 5 (1802), 346–7.

            15 ‘Theories about springs and rivers’: Robert Plot, De Origine Fontium (1684), and John Woodward, An Essay Toward a Natural History of the Earth and Terrestrial Bodies, Especially Minerals: As Also of the Sea, Rivers, and Springs: With an Account of the Universal Deluge: And of the Effects That It Had Upon the Earth (1695).

            16 ‘is the hardest thing’: NHS, DB 28, 8 Jan. 1776.

            17 ‘These prognostics of weather’: A Collection of English Proverbs (1670; 2nd edn 1678).

            18 ‘linnets congregate’: NJ, 9 Jan. 1769.

            19 ‘the most numerous’: Phil Gates, ‘Look Beneath the Leafy Lasagne’, Guardian, 5 Jan. 2024. See his blog, https://cabinetofcuriosities-greenfingers.blogspot.com.

            20 ‘A young woman’: Burials, Farringdon, All Saints Parish Register, 7 November 1769, HRO.

            21 ‘The Selborne Yew’: Antiquities, Letter 5.

            22 ‘older than Stonehenge’: Fiona Stafford, ‘Seeing the Wood for the Trees’, lecture at Wordsworth Grasmere, 20 July 2024.

            23 ‘craftsmen carved the wood’: Richard Mabey took two yew logs to Norfolk, sculpted into forms that evoked the feeling of ‘something still more deeply interfused’ in Wordsworth’s ‘Tintern Abbey’; Richard Mabey, Nature Cure (2006), 5, 166–74, and Turning the Boat for Home (2019). Also Fiona Stafford, ‘The Selborne Yew’, 6 November 2020: https://www.euromanticism.org/the-selborne-yew. 422

            24 ‘removed the hovels’: Antiquities, Letter 6.

            25 ‘teaching the poor children’: Gilbert White snr’s will, Antiquities, Letter 6.

            26 ‘he qualified as a barrister’: John White was admitted to the Middle Temple on 26 November 1707 and called to the bar on 15 May 1713. He had chambers in No. 1 Elm Court, keeping a formal interest until his death.

            27 ‘children arrived like clockwork’: other children: John, b. Sept., d. Dec. 1721; Anne, b. Oct., d. Nov. 1723; Thomas, b. Oct. 1724; Benjamin, b. Sept. 1725; Rebecca, b. Sept. 1726; John, b. Sept. 1727; Francis, b. March 1729 (in East Harting, Sussex, where Anne’s family owned a farm); Anne, b. April 1731; Henry, b. June 1733.

            28 ‘Took up the yellow lilies’: GK, 21, 22 Sept. 1757.

            29 ‘he added narcissi’: GK, 24, 29 Nov. 1757.

            30‘Their sap contains proteins’: University of Cambridge Botanic Garden website: https://www.botanic.cam.ac.uk/the-garden/gardens-plantings/snowdrops.

            31 ‘Weathervanes like this’: A. Needham, English Weathervanes (1953).

            32 ‘If I had not interposed’: GW to MW, 17 April 1779, LL II, 34.

            33 ‘Much Snowfall’: HRO 33M66/P17, diary of Richard Yalden, vicar of Newton Valence.

            34 ‘My apples, pears’: NJ, 11 Dec. 1784.

            35 ‘sentinel’ … ‘small manor house’: Mark Cocker, Crow Country (2007), 113, 116.

            36 ‘A rook should be shot’: NJ, 4 Feb. 1775.

            37 ‘As intense frost’: NJ, 29 Jan. 1776, at South Lambeth.

            38 ‘three Warton children’: Joseph (Jo), 1722–1800; Jane, 1724–1809; Thomas, 1728–1790.

            39 ‘Jane, who wrote anonymously’: her work included a conduct book, Letters Addressed to Two Young Married Ladies, on the Most Interesting Subjects (1784), and the novel Peggy and Patty, or, The Sisters of Ashdale (James Dodsley, 1783), which was unusual for its working-class heroines.

            40 ‘a list of the books’: Oriel, MPP/W 6/2/1, first page of notebook.

            41 ‘Firm, unremitting’: James Thomson, ‘Summer’ (1727), in The Seasons (1730).

            42 ‘The loosen’d ice’ … ‘Nature! great parent!’: James Thomson, ‘Winter’ (1726), in The Seasons (1730).

            43 ‘take the pains to examine’: NHS, DB 35, 20 May 1777.

            44 ‘a small and despicable link’: a 2022 study suggests that with the use of pesticides, inorganic fertilisers and more frequent drainage and ploughing, earthworms have declined by over a third in the UK in the last twenty-five years. James Pearce-Higgins, BTO, and Ailidth Jones, British Ecological Society Annual Meeting, 19 Dec. 2022.

            45 ‘with marble sculptures’: the story was told by the plantsman William Baxter in the 1830s. Richard Mabey, Flora Britannica (concise edn), 171–2. For botanical details, see https://frustratedgardener.com/2019/04/14/plant-profile-ivy-leaved-toadflax.

            46 ‘within sight of some window’: NHS, DB 44, n.d.

            47 ‘majestic mountains’: NHS, DB 17, 9 Dec. 1773.

            48 ‘A flock of wild Geese’: LL I, 31. In 1742, Gilbert spent three months at Whitwell: GW to SB, LL II, p. 159.

            49 ‘I heartily wish’: 13 Dec. 1750, Mulso, 43–4.

            50 ‘The Barkers had four girls and a boy’: Barker children: Sarah, b. 1752; Anne, b. 1754; Sam, b. 1757; Mary, b. 1760; Elizabeth, b. 1764.

            51 ‘without the least complaint’: GW to MW, 4, 8 Aug. 1783, LL II, 102, 107.

            52 ‘a bittern had been shot’: NJ, 14 Jan. 1774. The others were shot in Emshot (by Richard Yalden) and Greatham. 423

            53 ‘Gilbert’s favourite authorities’: Ray’s edition of Willughby’s Ornithology, quoted in Tim Birkhead, The Wonderful Mr Willughby: The First True Ornithologist (2018), 237.

            54 ‘after a brief revival’: in 1997, only eleven males were recorded; in 2022, there were around 228 booming males. See RSPB and BTO websites.

            55 ‘The living was almost a family fiefdom’: the Yaldens, LL I, 21, 74. Edmund snr, vicar, 1717–46; Edmund jnr, 1746–61; Richard, 1761–85.

            56 ‘We have this winter’: GW to AB, 25 Dec. 1778, GWH, AGW 8.

            57 ‘many elegant lessons’: AB and girls stayed from 6 Sept. to 14 Oct. 1782. See GW to MW, RC, 4 Jan. 1783; GW to Mary Barker, 22 Jan. 1783, LL II, 89–90, 92. The quote is from Gassendi’s life of the Provençal naturalist Nicolas-Claude Fabri de Peiresc.

            58 ‘come forth of the ground’: Gerard, A Catalogue of Plants Cultivated in the Garden of John Gerard, in the Years 1596–1599, Chap. 373: ‘Of Winter Wolfs-Bane’. Named Eranthis hyemalis in 1807.

            59 ‘settering’: https://bugwomanlondon.com/2015/12/09/wednesday-weed-stinking-hellebore.

            60 ‘good women’: NHS, DB 41, 3 July 1778.

            61 ‘Soft day’: NJ, 25 Jan., 4 Feb. 1769; ‘woodlark’, 23 Jan. 1770. He sent DB a list of birds in the order of their first singing. NHS, DB 2, 2 Nov. 1769.
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