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From a Drawing by Sir William Rothenstein. Cologne. At Armistice, 1918.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE





This book is an abbreviation of my three volumes of memories, Changes and Chances (1923), More Changes More Chances (1925), Last Changes Last Chances (1928), all published by Messrs. Nisbet. The difficult work of cutting the three down into the present single volume hs been admirably done by my friend Mr. Ellis Roberts; and I am deeply grateful to Mr. John Masefield, the Poet Laureate, for adding an Introduction.


I have taken the present title from the well-known four-line poem of Walter Savage Landor, called “Finis”:






I strove with none, for none was worth my strife.


Nature I loved, and, next to Nature, Art:


I warm’d both hands before the fire of life;


It sinks, and I am ready to depart.


H.W.N








London, 1935



















PREFACE





I FIRST SAW MR. NEVINSON on a sunny summer Sunday morning near Hampstead Heath. Like the Ghost in Hamlet, he



Stalked majestic by.



My companion said: “Do you know who that was? That was Mr. Henry Nevinson, the author of the Plea of Pan, one of the finest bits of modern prose.” As I knew the Plea of Pan and the wise and witty papers which Mr. Nevinson was then writing for the Daily Chronicle, I gazed at his departing back with reverence. As Milton said of Satan (or somebody else said of George IV’s cellar),



His Port was more than Human.



Since those distant days Mr. Nevinson has written many more “of the finest bits of modern prose.” Many of the very best of them have appeared in his three delightful volumes of Changes and Chances. Now his publishers have decided to bring those three volumes, with some cutting and compression, into this single volume, so that more may come to know the moving record of a great life and time.


No better autobiography has been written in English in the last hundred years. Mr. Nevinson has been in touch and often in friendship with nearly all the great men and women and rousing movements of the last fifty years. As a young man he saw the aged Carlyle, and listened to some of the last of Ruskin’s lectures; in his maturity he combated slavery abroad and the wrongs of women at home. Now in his wisdom (as we will call what follows his maturity) he sees his causes victorious, the slaves free, the women voting. He can reflect that he has been a friend to every generous cause that has stirred men’s hearts in his time.


This is a great record, hardly equalled by any, surely not surpassed; for in his friendships and championships he has not only used voice and pen, he has run risks and suffered. Probably few men have had more chances of being knocked on the head in the cause of liberty. Certainly no man with such a noble record to set down has had the charm, the wit and the graceful irony, which make this book so delightful and will make it memorable in time to come.


Some years ago, I hoped that he would add to his memoirs one, two or three books more. He has not yet done this, but all readers of this volume will hope with me that he will do so.




 





JOHN MASEFIELD



















CHAPTER I


THE ENGLISH MIDLANDS





I WAS NOT BORN IN ARCADIA. The only praise that I ever heard visitors give to my native town of Leicester was that it was clean. They always said that, and they said no more. All that they could see was a collection of dull streets with little, red-brick, slated houses for the workers in the hosiery, elastic-web, and boot factories; a few old ruins, not very picturesque; a few old inns and churches; a Temperance Hotel for dreary meetings; a pitiful Museum of stuffed birds and Roman “remains”; and an unusual number of Nonconformist chapels. The country around was to them equally uninteresting—a sluggish little river, hardly distinguishable from the sluggish little canal with which it was sometimes merged; monotonous or slightly undulating fields, stretching far away to north, east, and south, divided by hedgerows with hedgerow trees, and appreciated by foxhunters alone; on the west a few insignificant hills, interspersed with granite quarries and insignificant coal-mines, hardly worth the working. As to society! No wonder our visiting relations always looked happier and happier as the hour of their departure approached. I can now imagine the satisfaction with which they watched their luggage being strapped securely upon the top of their railway-carriage (the custom of those days), and with what a sigh of relief they sank into their seats as the train began to move.


No doubt, the town and country were dull, and so were we. There was a theatre, but we never went to it, well knowing it to stand upon the road to hell. There were dances in winter, but we never learnt to dance, for the devil lurked even in quadrilles. There was a Free Library, but we never took out a book, though my father was on the Committee, and when it met, late dinner was at six instead of five-thirty. Our secular reading was almost limited to ancient volumes of the Penny Magazine, and the current number of the Sunday at Home, which usually had a religious story in it besides the page of sermon called “The Pulpit in the Family.”


The Arabian Nights were banned, probably as “immoral,” though we were never told the shameful reason. Fairy stories were banned because they were untrue. In my early teens I bought a Shakespeare in one volume, but my mother was so full of horror at finding it that I hid it away. “It is a great immoral book,” she said to me, in one of her rare outbursts of feeling; “I know some people put it next the Bible, but that is mere wickedness.” Soon afterwards I ordered a Latin copy of the Imitatio Christi at a shop in the big market-place. But the bookseller told my father, and he stopped the order, in one of his rare outbursts of rage. For the book was Popish, and hatred of “the Bishop of Rome and all his detestable enormities” devoured him.


We lived in proud and quiet seclusion, as became gentlefolk on pilgrimage through this brief life to an eternity of bliss or woe. We were allowed to consort with the families of clergy (Low Church clergy), doctors, and military officers. But we were heartily glad there was only one family of each class, numbering nine children altogether, and of those we disliked five. The Vicar of St. Margaret’s, it is true, had four or five children, one of whom was to become stroke of the Lincoln eight, and the beloved Canon Lloyd Jones, of Peterborough and Northampton; and another the well-known magistrate, writer, and mother of my son, the painter. But we were not intimate with them because their father was High Church and put his choir into surplices. The other inhabitants of the town we divided into vulgar manufacturers, easy objects of satire, and the “lower classes,” of whom we knew nothing.


In such surroundings, childhood might seem to some people dull and unhappy, but mine was far from dull, far from unhappy. The very strictness provided moments of excitement, as when my ungoverned rage drove the nursemaid downstairs crying, “Please, Mum, Master ’Enery’s got his tantrums again!” And somehow romance crept in. On most days my mother sent me on errands into the town, and I scudded through the streets at full gallop, partly in pride of speed, but chiefly because I was a secret messenger bearing orders of deadly import. From the earliest years I was possessed by a passionate longing, not so much for solitude as for the wilderness. A verse in one of our numerous hymns ran:








Could I but find some cave unknown


    Where human foot had never trod.


Yet there I should not be alone.


    On every side there would be God.











To the last two lines I was indifferent, but I loved the first two, repeating them to myself as a wish instead of a condition. For the same reason I loved the line “O’er moor and fen, o’er crag and torrent,” for we used to sing that hymn, not being aware of its dangerous authorship. My mother used to say, “I know you’ll be a hermit and live among the rocks,” and no lot seemed to me more enviable, except perhaps a wandering tinker’s. So when at last it was decided that the Bible was insufficient knowledge for this Vale of Tears, and I was sent to a curate for Latin, Greek and spelling, I readily joined a gang for the destruction of windows and gas-lamps, imagining myself a freebooter or march-trooper. The curate himself was partly responsible for this perilous element of romance, for he lent me all the novels of Walter Scott bound up in one huge volume, which I hugged about with me like a ponderous nugget of gold. The same curate thrashed Latin grammar into his boys with more pitiless violence than I have ever seen in any school or regiment; but he perceived the beauty of Virgil, and through Virgil he gave me my first inkling of beauty in literature. They tell me he still lives, as vicar of a London church. If so, I thank him both for his sense of beauty and for his violence. In comparison with him, no human being has ever seemed to me terrific.


But more deeply rooted than the sense of beauty in literature, though in later years inextricably mixed with it, was my passion for what is called Nature. Through the dullish country that surrounded the town I ranged hungrily searching for any gleam of wildness, and, with almost unendurable delight, sometimes finding it—in a gorse-grown hollow between Stoughton and Houghton-on-the-Hill, or in the woods of Billesdon Coplow, or in a bit of marsh near Blaby, or in Groby Pool, where I learnt to skate, slithering over the five miles to and fro along the frozen Ashby road; or when we drove out, every spring, to see the hyacinths there, blue among the trees as the water itself. And beyond Groby rose “the Forest” in low hills of ancient granite—Bradgate and Old John, Swithland, Buddon Wood, and the summit of Bardon itself, rising 800 feet above the sea and looking far over the Midland plains. And near by was the Trappist monastery, where no one spoke, except the Guest-Master, who once, when we asked the time, replied, “Time is the dog that barks us all to hell,” an observation which none of us doubted was to be fulfilled in his case.


My life as a child in the country was broken by occasional visits to my grandfather’s house in London, in which one event in the day’s routine seems especially distinctive. It was as essential as the peculiar smell of the old house itself—that fragrant mixture of flowers, spices, resin and I don’t know what besides. I mean the event of family prayers, so different from our rites at home, and so much more alarming. For with us the head of the family performed the worship throughout, but at my grandfather’s they “read round,” so that even the youngest and feeblest was compelled to take a terrifying share. At half-past eight the butler clanged a great brass bell where it might be heard through bedrooms, gardens, and fields, and I have known grown-up women shed tears when they were late for that bell’s warning. Into the long dining-room the sons and daughters of the house entered by one door, and when they were ranged on chairs around the breakfast china, the lower door opened, admitting the retainers in file, according to rank, the housekeeper coming first and the butler last, like the non-commissioned officers acting as guides to a company on parade. All took their seats, the women on chairs, the men on a bench covered with green baize, and the ceremony began.


When the disjointed reading was finished, all books were shut, and the commentary was listened to with minds vacant and at rest. That over, we turned round to kneel, amid a feminine rustle of silk from my aunts and stiff cotton from the maids. With faces pressed to the backs of the chairs, we waited while a long prayer was read. Then all broke into “Our Father,” with a mixture of basses and trebles, that I was once well shaken for describing as “giving tongue.” In that repetition the deaf coachman went his own pace, and was generally left finishing “for ever and ever,” after the blessing had been pronounced. We rose, and there was a pause while the servants demurely left the room. It was the established custom for one of the elder members then to make a leading remark so as to bridge the gulf between the eternities and the breakfast-table. If the Member of Parliament was there, the remark was expected to be political. Otherwise it usually turned on a missionary meeting, the weather, or the abominations of “the Tractarians,” who, in my mind, were intimately connected with the fires of Smithfield as depicted in a terrific Book of Martyrs, the only really interesting volume in my grandfather’s large library.


The school to which I was first sent was built and organised on the model of an institution—and therefore was, as I hope, the very worst school in the country, except the workhouse schools, the industrial schools, the reformatories, and similar abominations maintained by the State, the municipality, or voluntary subscriptions.


Authorities in English schools may object that knowledge does not matter, and that the public school spirit is all. I should myself be inclined to consider knowledge of some importance even in public schools; but still, everyone agrees that, fortunately for all concerned with education in those schools, knowledge is not its highest object. But for acquiring the other objects that are regarded as more important—skill in playing ball, the sporting spirit, manners, initiative, cleanliness, good-temper, endurance, happiness—what chance had we there? Night and day no boy was ever alone. The classes were huge. Out of school we sat all together in one enormous schoolroom, except that the two highest forms had large and crowded class-rooms to themselves. No one was allowed to approach the dormitories in the daytime. They were arranged for publicity at night (the smallest holding fourteen, the largest sixty), with the idea of checking youthful vices; which were not checked. We were known by numbers, not by names, just as convicts are. We were marched to and fro to meals in military formation, with a band. The food was bad; the “sick-house” an abomination; the “bounds” so narrow that we knew nothing of the surrounding country but for a dreary walk on Sundays accompanied by a dreary master; and the only comfort to me was that the surrounding country was wretched and surburban, hardly cheered by a distant prospect of Hampstead Heath.


It was not a good place to start life from. Even the masters were dejected as well as neglectful, and I can imagine no more pitiable fate than theirs. Two of them actually ran away—one the French Master, who could endure English life no longer; the other a strange and probably interesting man, who had been long in America and used to spit at the ventilators over our heads, or into the hand of any eager pupil who held a hand out to advertise his knowledge of an answer. He knew, at all events, the geography of the United States, and beat into my head what little mathematics ever got there. The “classical master” knew a good deal of Greek, and contrived to get some of it into me as well. There was a “science master” too, but he presided over a huge form called “The Extra,” into which all the exceptionally stupid boys were shot, there to study bookkeeping and similar commercial pursuits, which rendered it a degradation for us even to walk or speak with them. The headmaster never taught anything, but he read morning prayers at half-past six, perambulated panting from class to class at least once a day, did the caning, and otherwise occupied his leisure. The second master must have been a remarkable man. Huge, fat, and Irish, he was the very model of a burlesque abbot, and rumour whispered that he had been in the Austrian army and had killed men. Consequently he taught French to the youngest boys, and kept order with great success in the lower school. There was one terrific moment when, catching me out of bed, he uttered in deep and unctuous voice the awful words, “Fifty-three, you are degenerating! I have seen men shot for less disobedience than yours.” Also he played the organ in church, and once when a fussy little master asked him the date of some event at breakfast, he replied, “Dates? Dates? A most ungentlemanly thing to know, dates?” What became of him I do not know.


Our standard in football must have been higher than in learning, for one boy, with whom I used always to go for dull walks along the road, afterwards won fame playing for England in the international matches. And another, to whom I was passionately attached, as he was to me, made an epoch in international “Rugger.” In body and mind he was an extraordinarily beautiful youth, and long after he was drowned in crossing a river in India, I used to find his name mentioned in sporting papers as marking a date in the development of football. Perhaps some aged players still remember Willie Hutchinson, but no one can remember him so well as I. For his mother must be long dead.


Of the hideous and degrading years which I passed in that institution I need recall no more, but may now issue forth again on the surface of the bright world.


*


In my beloved old school upon the Severn I can see now that we were not educated at all; no scientific methods were tried upon us. I doubt if any of the masters had even heard there was such a thing as a science of education. To them education was a natural process which all decent people went through, like washing; and their ideas upon it were unscientific as was our method of “swilling,” when we ran down naked from the bedrooms to sheds in the backyards, sluiced cold water over us with zinc basins, and then came dripping back to dry upstairs. And yet I do remember one young mathematician whose form by the end of his hour was always reduced to a flushed and radiant chaos; and when the other masters complained, he replied that this was part of his “system.” So I suppose that he at all events was scientific, and had possibly studied “Pädagogik” in Germany.


For the rest I cannot say that the ingenuous art of Greek, though we learnt it faithfully, softened our manners much, or forbade us to be savages. One peculiar custom may stand for many as an instance of the primitive barbarity which stamps upon any abnormal member of a herd. Since the last Pancratium was fought at Olympia, no such dire contest has been seen among men as our old steeplechase. Clad in little but gloves—a little which grew less with every hundred yards—the small bands of youths tore their way through bare and towering hedges, wallowed amid bogs, plunged into streams and ponds, racing over a two miles of country that no horse would have looked at. The start was at the Flash side of the Severn, and if I had cleared the first stream and the hedge beyond it with one clean bound, as my young brother did, I would have it engraved on my tombstone: “He jumped the Flash ditch. R.I.P.” The winner of the race was, of course, the boy who came in first; but the hero of the school was he from whom the most blood was trickling at the finish, and who showed the bravest gashes on his face as he walked down the choir of St. Mary’s at next morning’s service. The course for the display of all this heroism was marked by the new boys, whose places as “sticks” were allotted by the huntsman the day before, the whole school accompanying him; and by immemorial custom the most unpopular new boy of the year was always set at the last post—a slippery stump of ancient tree projecting in the very midst of a particularly filthy pond. As we drew nearer and nearer the place, all of us advancing at a gentle trot, one could see the poor creature growing more and more certain that he was the boy. We all exchanged smiles, and sometimes his name was called out; for all, except himself, had agreed who it would probably be. At last the pond was reached, and we stood round it in a thick and silent circle, awaiting the public execution of a soul. The boy’s name was called. He came sullenly forward, and made a wild leap for the stump. Invariably he fell short, or slipped and plunged headlong into the stagnant water, whilst we all yelled with satisfaction. Wallowing through the black slush and duckweed, he clambered on to the tree at last, and stood there in the public gaze, declared the most hateful boy in all the school. Upon himself the ceremony had not always the elevating effect at which we aimed. For I remember one disappointed moralist in the Fourth Form remarking, “Frog’s Pond doesn’t seem to have done that fellow any good. He wants kicking again.”



















CHAPTER II


CHRIST CHURCH MEADOWS





TWO YEARS of unusual misery and failure, followed by two years of radiant joy and success—that is the record of my Oxford life. The misery and failure were partly due to the place, but chiefly to my own nature. As I was neither rich nor titled, but only a “Junior Student” or Scholar, receiving money left to the college for the encouragement of true religion and useful learning, I was naturally put in the Meadow Buildings, overlooking a dank and unwholesome swamp. The hope, as we satirically asserted, may have been that we scholars might die there of some feverish chill and save the thrifty Bursar the expense of our scholarships.


Within the walls of the House I was isolated from my natural friends in time and position. One of the Scholars in my own year was an effeminate-looking person, apparently too petulant or fastidious for this world; the other an uncouth creature, apparently what the Germans call Blödsinnig, and I think I never spoke to either of them. The “Westminsters” of that and the previous years were a peculiarly fine and attractive group, forming the centre of the most intellectual and agreeable set in the college. But I was far too shy and self-distrustful even to think of entering their charming circle.


One Christmas Vac. a frank and kindly, though benighted young Tasmanian urged me to go with him to Paris, and for a month we stayed together at the Hôtel Corneille, near the Odéon in the Latin Quarter. Paris was at the time much disturbed about Marshal MacMahon (J’y suis, j’y reste), and England was disturbed, as so often, about the bogey of Russia. My acquaintance insisted upon storming down the streets at night shouting the patriotic song, “We don’t want to fight, but by Jingo if we do!” For, being a Colonial, he thought very highly of England. Happily the passers-by looked on him as only mad; or perhaps they murmured, as a Frenchwoman murmured at the sight of a wild dancing, “Toujours la jeunesse!” We tramped up and down the city, seeing all the museums and ancient buildings, made our way out to Versailles, St. Cloud, St. Denis, Vincennes, and the rest, observing especially the remains of the German siege and the Commune. But my ignorance of French history and language stood like a wall between me and interest, and the only points I recall with real pleasure were, first, long conversations with old John O’Leary, the exiled Fenian, who sat every evening in a café upon the Boulevard St. Michel and instructed me for the first time in the meaning of Ireland to an Irishman, and the cause of the deep hatred of my country that glowed in his fine and mournful eyes, while he treated me with a courtesy far more than paternal. And, secondly, my first visit to the Comédie Française to see an early night of a revived play called Hernani, by Victor Hugo, whose name even I had heard. I did not think much of the play. It seemed tedious with rhetoric and boundless soliloquies. But the woman who played Donna Sol! From her first word (I think it is Je descends) down to her “coy, reluctant, amorous delay,” when her lover urges her to the marriage bed! Then, the horn! the distant horn! “The horn of the old gentleman!” as George Meredith calls it. The lamentation over the dead! I had known nothing to compare with that woman, nor could ever know. Night after night I went, and day after day I walked up and down the railings of the Parc Monçeau where she then lived, carrying a big bunch of violets which I had not the courage either to leave at the door or to throw into the kitchen window. How the exquisite Sarah, in the glory of her youth, would have laughed if she had beheld her awkward, red-faced, speechless English adorer!


In Christ Church my incorrigible shyness was alone sufficient to prevent any friendly association with the Dons. If I saw one coming across Tom, I would turn back or go round by the other side. It never occurred to me that they could possibly take any interest in me and no doubt I was right.


From the Dons’ point of view my record was poor, and when I went down I received a very chilly testimonial from my tutor, and none from anyone else. Like many of my misfortunes, this was an unspeakable blessing, for with good testimonials I might have been a schoolmaster, or a Government official, or even a bishop—positions for which I was quite unsuited. But I do regret that I was then too young and too bashful to become acquainted with the distinguished men whom I could have seen every day in my own great college. Pusey and his unhappily deformed son, Liddon and Edward King (afterwards the beloved Bishop of Lincoln) lived within its walls, like cromlechs telling of battles that were then not so very long ago; and though they certainly would not have befriended me, they were distinguished men, good to have known. My own tutor, Mr. Madan, whose lectures were a farce, and who had stood hesitating for years whether his belief was sufficient to justify him in taking Holy Orders, must have held more stuff in him than appeared; for when he joined the Christ Church Mission in Uganda, which I called the “Crocodile’s Comfort,” he compiled a Swahili Grammar that I found many years afterwards used by travellers in the very centre of Africa, and it is quite possible that he converted some African natives to his degree of religious indecision.


Then there was Dodgson, with his clean, clear-cut, white face, tall hat and meticulous clerical uniform, the very model of a precise and starchy Don, but already long known to the whole world as the “Lewis Carroll” who wrote the two best children’s books ever written. I think he taught only Euclid and a simple algebra to Pass-men, but he may have taught higher mathematics too, if anyone cared to learn them. On the philosophic side there was “Dickie” Shute, who, dressed in riding breeches, knew a lot about dogs and Aristotle, and was probably the most penetrating mind in Oxford; a born sceptic, a pitiless teacher, a cruel satirist to his pupils; and he had, besides, written an excellent book identifying Truth with the expression of Reality, and driving Oxford metaphysicians and Churchmen to distraction. There was Stewart, who also knew all about Aristotle, and for his Scottish solemnity was known as “The Megalopsuch,” but who hid beneath his solemnity a solemn Scottish humour that sometimes came upon me so suddenly during his lectures that I could not restrain my laughter, though he never laughed. Perhaps this rather pleased him, for he betted I would obtain all manner of honours, and paid up his debts when I did not obtain them, so that I still owe him at least half a crown. And there was Reginald Macan, an Irishman, who had actually been in Germany, could read German, sang Schubert and Handelian songs with superb voice and grotesque grimaces, and lectured to portentous length upon Herodotus, with similar grimaces, but with great interest, though to no purpose for the Schools. Nor ought one to forget, though I was on the point of forgetting, the wayward and aloof but most attractive figure of York Powell, who seemed to belong to London rather than to Christ Church, though he had rooms in Peck, and was to be seen sometimes flitting about with outspread gown, never mixing with Dons or Undergrads., and apparently speaking to no one. Yet, behind the glasses of those brooding but excitable eyes, and under the cover of that copious brown beard, what wit was concealed, what humanity and culture and knowledge of uncommon and beautiful truth, whether in letters, art, or history!


But midway, as it were, between the venerated memorials of ancient wars and the marching pioneers of scepticism and culture stood the most characteristic group of Oxford, or at least of Christ Church, in those merry days. For want of a distinctive name, they were called the Broad-High-Church Party. They strove hard to unite Catholicism with culture, not a difficult task, and also to unite authority with criticism, which perhaps is harder. Charles Gore, afterwards Bishop of Oxford, was among them, but outside the House. Among us, one of the choicest enthusiasts was Francis Paget, afterwards Dean of Christ Church and Bishop of Oxford. He was then the very model of the urbane and cultured ecclesiastic, young, refinedly humorous, capable of elegant epigram, a faultless verbal scholar (he had been at Shrewsbury before my time), exquisite in dress and bearing, polite to embarrassing excess, and almost feminine in playful charm. But for my barbarism, it would not have been difficult for me to have won acquaintanceship, or even friendship, with the distinguished scion of my own school. But on that very account I all the more carefully avoided him, and when seated in his supersensual rooms for Latin compositions I assumed an even greater appearance of boorishness than was actually mine.


But the standard and motive and model of Francis Paget, as of all this younger school of Churchmen, whether lay or cleric, was Henry Scott Holland, I suppose the most inspiring personality I have ever known, except my own old master, Arthur Gilkes. Holland’s service lay in arousing the Church to an enthusiasm, not inspired by fear, as I suppose the Wesleyans’ largely was, but a joyful exhilaration of spirit, such as a young man or woman of perfect health and sanity may feel in starting out upon an adventure on a fine summer morning. By the senseless Oxford habit that invented “Rugger” and “Soccer,” and converted the Cherwell into the “Cher,” we called him “The Scotter.” Partly it was affectionate intimacy, but somehow it gave the impression of speed, I suppose from association with the Scotch express. Speed, impetuosity, a mighty rushing wind—those are the ideas that his name still calls up to my mind. Body and soul seemed always to be going at full gallop, as though the Holy Grail were just in sight, and he might hope to catch it, if only he could run fast enough. Hedge, ditch, and rail—nothing could stop him. Shouting, he swept over them all, just as with a shout he used to leap the brooks and gates when he took jumping parties out through the Oxford meadows along the upper river.


In those days we knew very little about that side of life which was so soon to absorb the world—the Social Question, the problems of poverty, the meaning and practice of social revolution. But in Holland’s mind these questions were already thundering with persistence. Some years before I knew him he had called upon the resident tutors of Oxford to “wake up to a sense of life and death and the old primal sympathies.” As early as 1873 he had written to Dr. Talbot, afterwards Bishop of Winchester: “I cannot but see ‘self-complacency’ as the real clerical vice; the self-complacency of knowing that you at least have explained life quite easily, and can only pity those who find the answer to the riddle so hard to find.” Strange thoughts in the Oxford where one of our number, as Stephen Paget records, was capable of saying, “The difference between the working man and us is that we can explain him, but he cannot explain us!” After all, Holland’s particular service to his time was that he dragged his reluctant University, and even his decent Church, by the scruff of the neck out into the open from their fugitive and cloistered lairs, and convinced his followers that only by action in the storm and stress of the world can doubts be dispersed and the personal soul “find salvation.”


Once when I met Scott Holland in my tutor’s rooms, he laughed generously at an ironic joke upon which I ventured, and his laughter filled me for the evening with proud exhilaration. But the opportunity fled by, and my painful self-distrust hid me from the man. For nearly three years I stood aloof in lonely unhappiness, severed by my own shy nature from those who were necessary to my soul.


Suddenly—suddenly—one of the greatest changes in my existence came. In despair of happiness, I was turning to the study of subjects that might be useful for the Indian Staff Corps or the Ceylon Civil Service, in which I knew a former schoolfellow; but I was still nominally reading for Greats, partly with the peculiar hope of finding God in metaphysics. Then it suddenly occurred to a Westminster scholar of my own year—a leader in the very set to which I should naturally have belonged but for my gauche timidity—that he would ask me to read with him. I don’t know what inner motive may have guided him to so queer a choice, but he told me afterwards that he had regarded me as an interesting eccentric in whose rooms he could perhaps read without interruption, whereas in his own he was interrupted by music, in which he particularly excelled, by a genuine passion for all art, especially Italian art, and by delight in the urbane and intellectual circle to which he belonged.


To me that friendship was not a self-surpassing movement from well to better. It was a transfiguration from the commonplace. The whole of my being was changed and illuminated with something of celestial light. It was not merely the amount I learnt from him of the intellectual and beautiful world, though that was inestimable. For though, I believe, born in Staffordshire within sight of the Derbyshire hills, he was a Londoner bred, and both at Shrewsbury and in Oxford I found in the Londoners an urbanity of knowledge and of manners far above the standard of us boorish provincials. From childhood he had been brought up in the midst of a society where conversation upon the great movements of the time, whether in religion, art or politics, was the common event of every day. Ideas and people which I hardly conceived of were quite real and actual to him. His knowledge of music and of English literature was very unusual, and his appreciation or criticism still seems to me unerring after forty years of listening to many famous critics. It was the same with art, at all events with Italian art, of which I was then entirely ignorant. With a laughing or scornful criticism he purged my mind of many crudities, many false idols, many harsh and intolerant aspects of life. It was characteristic of him and of our friendship that the subject of “sex” was never once mentioned between us.


I suppose it was self-confidence that he gave me, or self-appreciation—a sense of my own possible value which I never had before. If this extraordinary man, so highly esteemed by everyone who knew him, liked to be with me better than with others, I unconsciously concluded that there must be something valuable in myself.


Among my friend’s many other services, second, but only second to his gift of courage and expansion of heart, was his revelation to me of beauty in language and the highest forms of art. In music, I had learnt the violin just enough to take an uncertain part in quartets and trios, especially Corelli’s, with my elder brother, who was an admirable ’cellist, and with an old violin master, who loved music and played in an enthusiastic but execrable style. I also knew some dozens of Schubert’s and Schumann’s songs, which nearly always went sounding to perfection in my head, though I could not utter a note with assured accuracy.1 But now my friend began to reveal to me the glory of Bach and Beethoven—a glory which has only grown upon me as my years have grown. As to style in writing, we had many ironic and half-serious contests, for he insisted upon beauty of style, and I always felt an amused contempt for “stylists,” such as I still feel.2


And then there was pictorial art. I had learnt a good deal about the English school of landscape from my father’s small collection of pictures, and had myself taken the utmost delight in drawing. But of Italian art, as I said, I was entirely ignorant, partly because it was mainly Catholic; or else it was pagan, which was harmless in comparison, unless naked. Now to the highest forms of art my eyes were opened, and for many years they counted among my chief delights. “Art” was much the fashion in the Oxford of those days—the days of the “aesthetic movement”—but just for that very reason I had been inclined to sneer at the talk about it as either effeminate or priggish. With the same insensate or sensible crudity I had neglected to attend the courses of lectures which Ruskin was then giving in the theatre of the Parks Museum. In the days when I went to chapel I used to watch that strange figure pass up the pavement of the choir, which is decorated with symbolic mosaics of Temperantia, Justitia, Fortitudo, and other virtues supposed to be distinctive of men and women, and desirable for youth. When on Sundays we all were dressed out in white surplices like angels, Ruskin used to sit in a stall behind the row of us scholars on the north side of the choir. I always sat on the south side myself, because it gave a better view of the Norman arches and St. Frideswide’s chapel, and so I could contemplate him at leisure—the mass of tawny hair, carefully brushed into order; the bright grey, nearly blue eyes, usually quiet and meditative under tawny and projecting eyebrows; the eagle nose, the long and sensitive mouth, the rather receding chin; the whole face thin, well-wrinkled, and then still clean-shaven; the bright blue necktie wound two or three times round an upstanding collar, not hanging down over the shirt-front, but fastened by some invisible pin; the head inclined a little to the left, owing to the draughtsman’s habit of raising the left shoulder; the loose and unfashionable clothes, partly concealed by the long gown; the whole bearing shy, and showing just a touch of a Don’s self-conscious and apologetic manner, as much as to say, “Yes, I know I am distinguished, but please do not condemn me unheard.”




1 Music, good or bad, has always run in my head, I think, without a moment’s intermission. Even during prolonged sleep it seems to continue, for the same music sounds there again directly I awake.


2 This was Philip G. L. Webb, afterwards distinguished as poet, musician and Hon. Secretary of the Handel Society.






















CHAPTER III


THE SEARCH IN GERMANY





DURING OUR LAST TERM in Christ Church, my friend and I launched out upon various delightful pursuits, the chief of which was the study of German. Reginald Macan encouraged us, and advised beginning with Heine’s Briefe über Deutschland, which we spelt out together with eager appreciation. No writer could have suited our mood better at that time, and throughout life we have both retained for Heine an affectionate admiration. But it was not Heine who drew me to Germany; it was Carlyle. The influence of that dæmonic man of genius upon me and others was still incalculably powerful, though he was old and near to death. We did not accept his theories of government, we hardly realised or noticed them, and when Party Liberals denounced him we were astonished. To us he was a wide-spreading and revolutionary force, working like leaven—the Sauerteig to which he compared himself—fermenting, permeating, purifying, leavening the whole lump. And the lump was the British society of the time—sticky, stodgy, inert—the self-complacent society which stood enraptured before the beauties of commercial prosperity, competition, increase of population and cheapness of labour.


I escaped one day from Westminster School, where I was vainly attempting to teach classics amid the crowding chaos of a vast schoolroom, and took my stand nearly opposite the familiar house in Cheyne Row. A few biggish trees grew on the further side of the street to “Number 5,” and having hidden myself carefully behind the largest, I waited. The brougham was standing ready there, and presently the door opened. Supported by Froude, a small and slightly bent old figure came down the steps. A loose cloak, a large, broad-brimmed hat, a fringe of white beard and white hair, a grave and worn face, deeply wrinkled and reddish brown, aged grey eyes turned for a moment to the racing clouds—that was all.


So, under Carlyle’s influence, I went to Germany. And thus began my long and intimate acquaintance with Goethe’s ghost. I did not find in him what Carlyle had found, for Carlyle imported into his reading his own religious and moral fervour. I did not find God in any personal sense—in no more personal sense than I had found Him in the “Deus” of Spinoza. But I found a very remarkable and lovable man, and not all the dust and ashes that commentators and biographers have sprinkled thick over his memory have been able to obliterate my admiration and friendship.


Goethe in his youth felt a strong attraction to the romance of departed times, and to me Germany was still the home, sweet home of ghosts. When, on my first morning in Weimar I went with a French youth to see a great review of the local army contingent, I was certainly amazed at the exact precision of the drill, but my real interest lay in the distant views of the Thüringen Forest, and the low, dark hills stretching south into unknown and haunted regions. I hardly knew what I hoped to find in those dim woods of fir and dappled woods of beech. Spirits of the past often bore me company on my journeys, but, unhappily, I never succeeded in meeting either ghost or kobold or witch or fairy or any such desirable being in visible presence.


But I did succeed in catching hold of joy as it sped past me like a dream, or like the dear Middle Ages themselves. To wake up in a little wooden room of a little wooden village; to go out into the forest air of early morning alone and tramp mile after mile through trees and over low hills, singing (I must repeat that I was alone) all the long series of Schubert songs and Volkslieder that came into my head; to live upon bowls of sour milk, with black bread and wild strawberries and at night to discover another little wooden village that seemed never to have stirred since it was built out of Noah’s Ark; or to reach some little town standing with walls and towers unmoved since Wallenstein slipped past it—those were joys sufficient to compensate for all the ghosts and fairies that I never found, and gradually the yearning for unincarnate spirits of every kind ceased to haunt me, though it sometimes returns:








Weg, du Traum! so gold du bist;


Hier auch Lieb’ und Leben ist:











As a student in Jena, too, I attended morning lectures upon Kant and Goethe, besides Ernst Haeckel’s lectures in morphology, which, as being outside my segment of knowledge, I visited only for the charm of the man and in admiration of his clear and humorous statement. Here a few Englishmen gave instruction to the youth of Jena in the habits and customs of boats and balls. By our example upon the river-reach called “Paradies,” we proved to them how much steadier and quicker even one of their tubby old boats with fixed rowlock-pins would travel if their rowers kept some sort of time together. In the fields we showed them how much speedier a football with a blown-up bladder inside could move than their old leather case stuffed with protruding straw; and how much more exciting was a game under rules and between sides than the exercise of kicking the ball whenever one could get near enough, without sides or rules. We also induced a limited number of the more adventurous to come for “runs” through the neighbouring forests and villages, sometimes climbing the Fuchsthurm hill or up to the Forest tower upon the opposite height; sometimes “drawing” the idyllic hamlet of Ziegenhain (famed for its white beer), or running down the river bank towards Dornburg (with memories of Goethe again), or over Napoleon’s old battle-field to Vierzehn-heiligen. Our light costumes aroused scandal, and our energy bewilderment, but it was fine, almost dead of thirst, to reach the tall Seidels of Lager in a students’ beer-house—so fine that when one of my best “hounds” purposely jerked my arm just as I began to drink, I poured the whole lot over his head with a rolling German curse, and in subsequent “runs” he ran better than ever.


But to the only German for whom I felt something like friendship all these jollities seemed child’s play, unworthy of a denizen in this miserable world. He did not even approve the students’ clubs and duelling, though I suggested that the richer students would suffocate in their own fat, or burst with beer, but for this blood-letting and the amount of exertion required for slitting the envied gashes upon each other’s faces. He would gladly have beheld the outside world vanish altogether, and, indeed, he often behaved as though it had vanished already. As his father was an intimate friend of Schopenhauer, I suppose the son was born unhappy. He was certainly born with the religious or metaphysical mind peculiarly developed, and though he mocked at metaphysics as cobwebs of the brain, he could no more escape from their net than a fly from the web. He would spend whole days and nights in meditation upon the mental and spiritual world, and as he had, unhappily, inherited a small income, just enough to keep him in food and lodging, he had no external interests as rivals to religion and philosophy, except his own health and his own clothes, about both of which subjects he cherished unusual theories. He even put the theories into practice, to the perpetual annoyance of his landladies and acquaintances. For he insisted upon uncommon kinds of cooking, washing, and garments, under and outer—the under garment ordained by the Jaeger ritual (which he reverently followed) and the outer consisting mainly of a tunic like an officer’s, with a collar embroidered in coloured flowers, but no shirt-collar above it or tie beneath.


It was not due to this friend’s influence that I subsequently entered upon a careful study of the German Army and its organisation. During my time in Jena I did not pay much attention to international or social questions. I was almost entirely occupied in literature, philosophy, teaching for livelihood, and athletics, varied by the joy of breaking away into solitude and striding up to the Luftschiff or through some other forest region. But it was impossible to ignore the international situation altogether. During my residence in Jena, Gordon fell at Khartoum, and some of the German papers triumphed over the disaster as “the beginning of England’s end,” strangely comparing it to the defeat of Crassus by the Parthians. Though Bismarck always declared himself no Colonialmensch, there was a good deal of trouble between him and our Colonial or Foreign Office about Walfisch Bay and other South African points. “Relations were strained,” and the strain was not relaxed by a sudden and, as then was considered, a vast increase in our navy. The Boer War, Edward VII’s arrangements with France and Russia, the panic of naval rivalries, and the other causes of fear and hatred that led to the tragedy nearly thirty years later, were still unimagined. Our ageing Queen, with chastening affection, still cherished the German Courts as the best matrimonial preserve for her dynasty, and the familiar jest about the elephant and the whale was accepted as sufficient guarantee of peace.


My observations on the football field showed me that the Germans, though not lissom or quick in movement, possessed an unusually high average of physical and muscular power. I put it down to their practice of gymnastics (Turnerei) common to all their schools, whereas it was then almost unknown among us. I thought of the stunted and puny figures in our big manufacturing towns—their narrow chests, their bad teeth, their brief and meagre lives. It is very humiliating for a patriot to discover that his race is being surpassed by foreigners in the measurement of pectorals, biceps, and calves. Where did a quiet and drudging people like the Germans obtain such an advantage? Obviously from their army training, which included, not only gymnastic but outdoor life, regular exercise, and, most important of all, regular and wholesome, though dullish, food. Those were exactly the advantages supplied by our English universities, except that the food in them was not dull but varied and copious. Our universities turned out a fine average of physical development. If that was their function, they fulfilled it. But one must be rich to enjoy the advantages of a seat of learning. With what substitute for our universities could we provide our poor, our working men? The Germans had found a substitute in the army, and to the army, I thought, we English must also look for our redemption from physical decay. The army must become the university of the poor! For two years or three years their training should last. As at the ancient universities for the rich, a certain amount of mental information and instruction might be thrown in at leisure hours without infringing upon the ultimate purpose of health and strength. But, at all events, the sons of the workers must have an equal chance with the sons of landlords and manufacturers for developing a handsome, powerful, and healthy frame. Fresh air, good food, regular exercise—those are the staple necessities supplied by our highest education, and in a people’s army the poor would find them all.


In this “New Model,” rich and poor were to serve upon exactly the same terms, so that comradeship in arms might form the basis of a true democracy, and class distinctions be obliterated. In the unlikely or, at least, rare event of any wealthy Englishman wishing to receive higher intellectual education than he would naturally obtain in this athletic manner, the old universities would still be open to him after he had completed his course of training. I suggested that even the defence of our country might at some time require a larger force than we possessed in the middle ’eighties, but that was an object entirely subsidiary to the educational purpose of my scheme. I studied the German system with praiseworthy tedium, toiling through its text-books and watching the drill, associating with the men in barracks, trying their food (which on one occasion brought me into violent collision with the rations cook), and being present at great Kaiser-manœuvres round Coblentz, which, unfortunately, were cut short by a terrible outbreak of cholera; so that I had to abandon soldiering for a time and transfer my energy to the pleasant labour of cutting down trees to make a road through a forest in the Vosges.


But having obtained a fairly complete knowledge of the German army system, I developed my own scheme in an article which I sent round to the London monthly reviews and magazines. To my astonishment, they all rejected it in silence or with horrified alarm. Nor would my democratic proposal ever have reached the democratic mind had not W. T. Stead extended “hospitality” to an abstract of it in the Pall Mall Gazette. Even that was a step-motherly hospitality. For in an editorial note he condemned it with all his power of righteous vituperation. All political and social writers, Liberal and Tory alike, combined in a howl of indignation and abhorrence, and I do not suppose that the Labour Party, if it had then existed, would have howled less vigorously than the rest.



















CHAPTER IV


IN THE FIFTH CIRCLE





BEFORE MY SECOND SOJOURN in Germany I had met Samuel Barnett, the Vicar of St. Jude’s, Whitechapel, and he had urged me to associate myself with the little “University Settlement,” which then had a scanty habitation in Hooper’s Square, and consisted of Thory Gardiner, Barnett’s curate, Bolton King, and I think two others. When I returned, I found that Toynbee Hall had already been established in Commercial Street, and had received the blessing of Matthew Arnold, who assured the inmates that their names were written in the Book of Life. Persuasive though that assurance should have been, it was not the only reason why I lived in Petticoat Lane, close to the Hall, for two years, among bugs, fleas, old clothes, slippery cods’ heads and other garbage, and contributed for many years longer such assistance as my knowledge of Greek, German, and military drill allowed. During these later ’eighties one was carried along by a tide setting strongly towards “social reform,” “social economics,” and all the various forms of “Socialism” then emerging as rather startling apparitions.


To myself Socialistic theories were not new, nor was practical knowledge of “the workers.” Some years before (I suppose about the end of 1889) I had joined Hyndman’s Social Democratic Federation as one of its earliest members; and for two or three years I had gone down regularly to Poplar to help Luke Paget, a Shrewsbury boy (afterwards Bishop of Chester), in his Christ Church Mission near the East London Docks. But the Federation was too abstract and doctrinal for my ignorant mind, and a Roman priest, apprehensive lest a taint of Protestant learning might endanger their immortal souls, thrashed the Irish stevedore boys away from my efforts to teach them reading just as they had ceased nudging and giggling over the indecent sound of certain syllables—the only syllables they always contrived to spell out with accuracy. Toynbee Hall promised better. It was not hampered by theories, and it appealed to a more cultivated intelligence.


Of course, the main advantages of Toynbee and similar “Settlements” fell to the devoted pioneers who went down there “to spread the light,” etc. Many of us received great enlightenment and some, in consequence, have risen to positions of distinction and emolument in Whitehall, Edinburgh, Cape Town, and other centres of government and social authority. I have known very few who did not shed their University priggishness within a year or so, and nearly all acquired the best kind of knowledge from our uneducated neighbours. But still I sometimes think that on the whole we did very little harm to others, and in a few instances we may even have increased the happiness and intellectual pleasure of those whom we hoped vaguely to benefit. Speaking of the young men among us who worked in the City or other business, Vaughan Nash, who himself became prominent down there during the Great Dock Strike, once said, “We shear the lamb all day, and temper the wind at night.” And I think the wind was really tempered to many a fleeced and shivering lamb from Hoxton, Haggerston, and Bow.


Great in their various ways as were so many people who gave us their blessing in the East End, the vital heart of the whole business was Samuel Barnett himself. It is hard for me to speak of this remarkable man, for I knew him for twenty-five years, at times very intimately. When living in Whitechapel, I saw him nearly every day, and on Sunday mornings he usually invited me to discuss with him many perplexing and intimate questions of life. In public affairs I served under him year after year upon various committees, trying to act upon his ideal of “personal service” rather than being content with theories, statistics, and the fashionable chatter. He would never have wasted a minute of life over lost causes, any more than I have ever wasted a minute; but I did my best to support him in those victorious causes which heavy-hearted despair and torpid inertia call lost.


Knowledge makes it all the harder for me to explain the secret of his power. Except for large, deep brown, and very luminous eyes, he had no “physical advantage.” He was small, frail, bald, far from “good-looking,” and entirely unathletic, though he played tennis with a subtle adroitness akin to cunning. To people he liked his smile was quick and sympathetic, but he was far from being one of those winning priests who smile and smile, and whose arm seems always threatening to go round your neck. His look more commonly expressed indignation or impatience. Watts in his portrait just caught that expression, though “The Prophet,” as some people called him, always tried to conquer impatience, as prophets should, and though he frequently repeated the true saying: “He that believeth shall not make haste.” Among my own many sins he often rebuked that of not suffering fools gladly, attributing to me the very weakness to which he was himself exposed. And resistance to that temptation must have cost him an unceasing struggle; for God knows he had plenty of fools to suffer!


He was not in the least eloquent. In speaking and writing his style was unmistakable, but unattractive. It was a marvel how he put thought so fine into form so little calculated to please. It was a style so easy to burlesque that all of us could reel off imitations upon any occasion, such as the fall of a horse or the lighting of the street-lamps. There was no passionate outpouring, no attempt at oratory or splendid language or moving appeal. It was thought cut to the bare bone; short sentences crammed as full as they could hold and then left. To me, detesting all rhetoric, it came with relief; but literary or emotional people went away disappointed. “Protests against error become in their turn errors”; “Idolaters recognise no change”; “Unpopularity is no condemnation, but neither is an acquittal”; “The sense of sin has been the starting-point of progress”; “Quarrelling is the luxury of security”—how admirable such sentences are! Each would make a text for an essay. But when a speech or a sermon is chiefly composed of such sentences, and the ordinary mind is left to make what best it can of it, the ordinary mind refuses to be bothered, and it calls the speaker dull. You might as well try to rouse a congregation by reading Bacon’s Essays or a chapter of Proverbs. Sometimes, but rarely, a touch of malice was added, as in his saying: “The modern Jew is Jacob without the ladder.”


The heart of his power lay, I think, in a spiritual insight delicately sensitive to the difference between life and death. He laughed at me once for saying “All change is good,” but he never doubted that there can be no life without change. We were all revolutionary then, though not so revolutionary, of course, as everyone is now. And yet I remember maintaining that Barnett was the extreme revolutionist of us all. His spirit was like leaven, or like new wine in old skins. He never formed habits or idolised machines. When everyone was extolling and imitating his idea of “Settlements,” he quietly said to us, “I do not preach the duty of settling among the poor. I simply repeat the commandment, “Love God.’” Of all the leaders I have known, he almost alone fulfilled the most difficult duty of leadership: he so hated idols that he was always ready to lead a revolution against himself.


As I knew a good deal about Greek, and something about English literature, I talked on these subjects to anyone in the East End who cared to listen. As I was a good distance-runner, I led a merry pack of human hounds, meeting at Aldgate Pump, and drawing Mile End and Cambridge Heath Road. And as I was an enthusiast for military training, I took command of a Cadet Company in the hopes of ensuring some small amount of benefit to the enfeebled and undersized youths of Whitechapel and Shadwell, until my ideal of the Workers’ University under General Service could be ordained. The idea of that Cadet Company (the first ever started for working youths) was due to Francis Fletcher Vane (afterwards a baronet), at that time resident in Toynbee. He was one of those who, like the Chinese, regard their ancestors with pious adoration (“Blue Bloode in every Veine,” as our Toynbee satiric poet wrote), and I think he rather favoured me because he discovered that some of my ancestors were buried in the cathedral at Carlisle, his country town.


Somehow I did contrive to command that Company for ten or twelve years, drilling it regularly two or three times a week, first in Whitechapel and, for a much longer period, in Shadwell, beside the Basin where ships enter London Dock. In such forms of pleasure, regularity is the first necessity, and once when my subaltern missed a drill, I wrote to him: “I hope you are dead, for nothing but death could excuse your absence,” and he never appeared again. But some knowledge of military affairs was also requisite, and for that I attended the drill of the Grenadier and Coldstream Foot-guards in the Tower and Wellington Barracks, going through the whole thing as a private, N.C.O., lieutenant, captain, and major with great diligence, so that in the end I drilled the cold-eyed critics in the ranks of those famous battalions with such success that I “passed school” with 98 per cent of the marks and special distinction—an honour I am more proud of than any reward for scholarship. But it was a nervous business, especially when, at the beginning, if I gave a wrong command, the whole battalion instinctively did the right thing.


All this martial circumstance ought to have overcome my plaguey shyness. All the sharp decision of military commands ought to have overcome my torturing hesitation. But shyness and hesitation still laid their blighting curse upon me, and those five or six years (say from the end of 1885 to the end of 1891) were a period of extreme wretchedness, sometimes hardly endurable. I tried to make money by various means—by helping in a biographical dictionary; by writing a Life of Schiller, for a series; by pretending to teach history at Bedford College (though, outside the history of Greece, I knew none); by lecturing for the University Extension Society upon German literature, and for various local societies upon Shakespeare and Browning, over the elucidation of whose poems, especially of Sordello, I spent many toilsome days with my friend George Bruce, the devoted servant of the Board Schools. But I detested teaching in all its forms, and was probably no good at it. I detested London and all its population. I longed to be out in the wild world, but could find no issue. I knew I ought to plunge into journalism or even dare to write books, but, except for one or two small things that were thrust upon me, I studiously avoided writing for fear of doing it badly. To do other things badly was distressing, but endurable; to write badly then seemed intolerable. In a diary of May 1887 I find the significant entry:




“I am following my usual device of doing a hateful and difficult thing for the object of avoiding a more difficult and hateful, which, in this case, is writing. How I tremble and grow cold at the thought of trying to write—to write and publish for money!”





It is amazing, but that hideous distress of mind was almost continuous. On May 22, 1888, I wrote:





“Read a lot of stuff about Schiller, with growing dissatisfaction, that left me hopelessly melancholy all night. I shall never do anything worth the doing now. No faith, no hope, no charity left. All is swallowed up in vague ambition, for which I cannot even fix the object. Was haunted by bright visions of Jena and other places again. This seems a regular accompaniment of my melancholy. If anyone is taught by experience I ought to be, for I have made every mistake a man can make. Old age and experience tell me I have been a fool my whole life long. I have been led by passions and blinded; worn my heart on my sleeve; revelled in error and obscurity; and there is no health in me. But my enthusiasm used to be genuine, and my admiration passionate. Thought long of my lost friend at night, and in early morning had rather beautiful dreams, which I forget, though one was a conversation with Pericles.”


*


Through all those melancholy years I found only one road of escape—the escape from London. I then began the pensive habit of all-night walks, starting late on Saturday and walking on and on till Sunday evening, when one might hope to sleep. Tourists in Switzerland used to make a fussy adventure of getting up in a hotel to see the sun rise, but I have never known anyone beside myself who knew what joy it is to pass through the Surrey woods at night, or along the Chiltern Hills, and listen to the almost silent noises of creatures moving in the leaves; to watch the stars setting without a word; to smell the morning just approaching; to hear the lark suddenly declare the day; to feel in one’s eyes the pleasure of browns reappearing among the blues and blacks; and at last, after many hours of gradual glory, to behold the sun. Such vigils were fine loopholes for escape from London’s charnel-house, but the escape was brief. Finer because longer was the redemption of walking away for days together; westward, following the sun, if possible, but in any direction provided that the path led away from London. On those occasions of exquisite relief, I found the anguish of mental indigestion, which had almost become habitual, suddenly, as from a draught of elixir, relax its clutch at the mere sight of the train which was to carry me away to some starting-point beyond the suburbs. With unimaginable delight, I thus plodded on foot through wide regions of England, Wales, and the Scottish Lowlands, sometimes with a friend, far more often, and always better, alone.


In September 1888 I happened in my wanderings to meet again a famous man. After reading the chapter in Ruskin’s Præterita, called “L’Hôtel du Mont Blanc,” I went to Sallanches in the French Alps, and in the old Belle Vue Inn there I was horribly disturbed every morning at first light by someone in the next room creaking about with noisy feet. As there was an attendant or valet who dined with us in the evening, I took my plaguey neighbour for a lord, perhaps insane, and cursed him at random. One day I was talking to “the keeper” at dinner when the conversation turned on Carlyle’s country. Whereupon “the keeper” told me he had held Carlyle’s cup while he drank tea, so feeble had the old man become, and then I said, “I’m afraid Ruskin will be the next to go.” “I never knew him so well for years,” the amazing “keeper” replied. “Haven’t you seen him?” “Very often in old days,” I said.” I mean here—now,” he answered; “I am with him here.” So my crazy lord was Ruskin himself, and in the morning when awakened by those creaking boots, I did not say one single damn. Next day that trusty servant, Baxter, brought an invitation for Margaret Nevinson and myself, and I wrote that evening:




“He came to meet us with words of thanks, a little bit empressés; I mean there was something almost religiously solemn in his thanks (for a lot of cyclamen), as though we were in church or at a deathbed—eyes turned down and voice subdued (no doubt in the effort to conceal boredom). But he recovered himself at once, and I noticed it again only for a moment as we came away. He looked much older than in Oxford ten years ago. [A minute description of his appearance follows.] We were looking across the fertile valley to the red precipices of Varens, which rose sheer opposite the window, and he said there was no place like Sallanches for beauty and sublimity combined. ‘And yet,’ I said, ‘hardly a soul comes here to stay.’ ‘Very few people have souls,’ he answered, ‘and those that have are generally ambitious and want to climb heights. Hardly anyone cares about beauty. If people did, they wouldn’t build London or pull down Paris.’


“He paused, and as though to correct exaggeration, then went on: ‘There are, of course, good people still, but they spend all their time in undoing the harm that the others have done. They go nursing, or reforming the East End, or teaching crétins, while the healthy and hopeful are neglected. The other day there was a woman singing here about the street with a lovely voice. But her only song was all about “Liberté, Liberté,” and that sort of thing. I asked her what she knew of Liberty and tried to get her to sing some of the other songs in the book she was selling, such as “La Rosière,” but I found she did not know any, and could not read.’


“I said something about the melancholy of the mountain people. ‘Yes,’ he answered, ‘the people are gloomy and no wonder. They are neglected and left to themselves, and not allowed to see or hear anything. There are no gentry in the country; they have all swarmed into the towns to make money. The peasants have a very hard time, especially in such seasons as this, and now there is so much disease among the vines.’ He became a little depressed, and continued in tones more subdued and regretful: ‘The country does not grow what it used to. The whole climate’ (I think he meant of Europe) ‘is becoming damper, and I only wish God would provide us with better means of resisting it. The snow on Mont Blanc is not so deep as it used to be. It comes lower down the sides, but is thin, and the top is growing bare.’


“‘Yesterday,’ he continued more cheerfully, ‘we were on the road out there (towards Combloux and Megève) and saw the great moraine that once stretched from Mont Blanc to Geneva and the Jura. As it receded, it left the greatest blocks just there, by the Combloux road. We measured some.’ He appealed to Detmar Blow, the architect, who was with him, for the exact sizes, which were given. He then described the vegetation—‘very rich, as it always is on granite’—and went on to speak of various friends, such as Sydney Cockerell—‘a very remarkable young man, so sweet and thoughtful, and of high scientific power too. If he had been here he would have filled the whole place with shells by now.’


“‘Yes,’ he said again, as though aroused from despondency by the thought of friends. ‘There are still good people in the world, though they generally overwork—or overwalk themselves. So yesterday you walked up to the Col de Voza and back—a long way. I wish I could walk as far now. By walking you can get to places where no carriage or mule can take you. That’s the best of it.’”





He went on to speak of St. Martin (the little village just across the beautiful old bridge over the Arve, where that Hôtel du Mont Blanc had been)—“not much changed since his boyhood; even the inn capable of repair”—and of various other subjects. We took our leave, and in the afternoon we saw the slight and stooping figure enter a carriage and drive across to St. Martin so as to follow the old and beautiful road to Chamonix, where, a day or two later, he wrote the Epilogue to the final edition of Modern Painters. Those days were to be the last of full life for him, though he remained in the world nearly twelve years longer nominally alive.



















CHAPTER V


PURGATION





THE NEXT FEW YEARS—say from the last month of 1891 to the third month of 1897—were for me, as for so many people in that variegated age of English life, a period of strangely vivid interests and strangely diverse pursuits. We were simultaneously, and almost equally, attracted by the soldier, enthusiastic for the rebel, clamorous for the poor, and devoted to the beautiful. Some of us were moved most by one of these incitements, some by another; but many, like myself, were moved by all four together, and we recognised no contradiction in the objects of our admiration or desire. The apparent contradictions were reconciled in a renewed passion—a glowing intensity—of life as we issued from the rather chilly rationalism and moralising of former years. People who do not remember that remarkable age, or who never lived in its centre, easily dismiss the ’nineties as “decadent”; and there was, certainly, a small set which cultivated Decadence as an alluring pose. Decadence implies the weariness that comes of satiety, especially of satiety in sensual pleasures, and some enjoy being regarded as the languorous victims of excessive sensual experience. Satiety drives to the exploration of untried emotions, no matter how perverse, and it was natural for the satiated, in Walter Pater’s words, “to catch at any exquisite passion, or any contribution to knowledge that seemed by a lifted horizon to set the spirit free for a moment, or any stirring of the senses, strange dyes, strange colours, and curious odours, or work of the artist’s hands, or the face of one’s friend.” Since our time is short, and the number of our pulses counted, let us clutch the joy of the moment—the monochronos hedoné—and for the moment feel again a new thrill, reviving the excitement which habit had glutted to stupefaction. If that search was vain, other dark avenues must be drawn by the questing hounds of desire; for there are many coverts accessible to man, and in one or other of them the new ecstasy must surely lurk.


That was the spirit of Decadence, as we followed or laughed at it in the early ’nineties. But it never spread very far, for it was possible only among well-to-do and literary classes, and most people then, as always, were either poor or busy, or both. For the poor or the busy the ordinary pleasures of mankind suffice when they can get them, nor are their pleasures ever likely to be so habitual as to satiate. Most of us, though either poor or busy or both, felt, indeed, an amused interest in the Decadents, and were much moved by the beauty of their finest art in words and illustration. Most of us deplored and indignantly condemned the atrocious fate of Oscar Wilde, for whom many, like myself, would gladly have offered bail, if, like Stewart Headlam, we could have raised the £1,000 demanded. But Decadence fell with Wilde in the very middle of the ’nineties (April 1895) and both before and after the hideous event we regarded our life in that epoch rather as a Renaissance than as a Decadence. To us it was a time of adventure and life renewed. Those years of infinitely varied experiment were illuminated for us by all manner of strange and wandering lights, but by some that were steadfast though old, and by some steadfast though new—all manner of wandering lights, comets, shooting meteors, fire-flies, will-o’-the-wisps, and churchyard candles—but new stars also and the constellations to which Ulysses set his helm. The beautiful phenomena of heaven, like Dante ascending out of Hell’s darkness by hidden ways, I too perceived as through a rounded aperture. Nor did my Guide and I take any rest, but climbed up together, my Guide first and I second, until we came out into the upper world whence I could see the stars again.


I was enabled to shake off the hampering burden of teaching chiefly through the friendship of Captain John Sinclair, late of the 5th Lancers (afterwards Lord Pentland and Governor of Madras), who had conceived the idea of the London Playing Fields Committee for providing cricket, tennis and football grounds among clubs which could just afford the bare cost of upkeep. He had me appointed secretary, Edward Chandos Leigh, the Speaker’s Counsel, being chairman, and for about six years I managed the society with some success.


And I certainly did learn a good deal. I learnt what a large number of educated and busy Englishmen there are who give up time to sit on committees and control societies in which they have no interest beyond their personal liking for the subjects, or their sense of social obligation. I learnt how much pleasanter and more useful it is to work with educated and sensitive men than with the dull and insensate, and it has since seemed to me possible that the word “gentleman” may have a distinct meaning and value; even, alas! as something different from “Nature’s gentleman.” For among people of the other kind, the ill-manners, suspicions, and utter refusal to believe that anyone would not make money out of a public society if he possibly could, were a perpetual hindrance and irritation. That suspicious and insensitive temper has, I think, been the weakness hitherto in many “democratic” movements, partly because sixpence has, unhappily, meant so much more to the members than it would to people of higher education and probably greater possessions. My experience on one or two occasions taught me to sympathise very keenly with the suffering of all who serve the vulgar, and of anyone who lies at their mercy. I also learnt a good deal about cart horses, kinds of soil and grass, the rent and purchase of freehold, the rustic speech of groundmen and the art of land-surveying, so that at sight I could judge acreage almost to the yard. And it pleased me to go cycling about to every quarter of London, looking after the grounds, conciliating irritated claimants, and watching the young barbarians all at play. I met with some opposition, it is true, especially from moralists who objected to open spaces of every kind, because, as a notable sportsman and great landowner told me, “Immorality was all very well in its proper place—in its proper place—but not upon public commons.” But as a whole the sporting, cricketing and idle classes stood by us, and I became acquainted with a good many of them, as with W. G. Grace, who sometimes put his valuable signature to letters I had composed. After one of my meetings with him (June 4, 1894) I wrote:




“W. G. came in—solid, vast, enormous in the shoulders, ruddy and clear-skinned; thick, black beard just touched with grey; he is just beginning to swell too much in the wrong place; clear eyes, rather oblique like a Chinaman’s, and high cheekbones; a rough, good-tempered manner, a fine specimen of man, and all his powers spent on knocking balls about! What might he not have done a thousand years ago!”





The work was supposed to take only half my time, but it is a safe precept never to accept a half-time job, for it is impossible to regulate a day’s work by halves. Still I secured a good deal of leisure, and very timidly began writing sketches and articles for the fine and confused assortment of Bunting’s Contemporary Review (moderate Liberal), the St. James’s Gazette (immoderate Tory), and Freedom (immoderate Communist-Anarchist, unpaid). With punctual energy I continued to drill my Cadet Company near Shadwell Basin, and a little account of one of our field-days at Aldershot, which appeared in the St. James’s Gazette, somehow attracted the attention of J. W. Arrowsmith, the Bristol publisher, who wrote asking if I could not do him a bookful of similar sketches. My acquaintance with East End life was then many years old, but I began increasing it in various ways. In the first place, I went hopping with the crowd at Marden in Kent, and wallowed about in the slough of their encampments; for it was a wet season and the pickers were filthy and ragged. The swarming children were always dressed in their elders’ clothes, cut down anyhow and extended to double service—a skirt serving both as bodice and skirt, and trousers as coat besides. Through the garments of all the pickers the dirty flesh kept peering out in the most unusual places, and the invariable smell of dirty poverty, mingled with the pungent smell of withering hops, pervaded the whole gardens. The farm I worked on was said to have yielded £35,000 the year before, hops selling in the Borough at £15 a pocket (about 10 bushels). An industrious family of man, wife, and children would take home about £5 to £7 in the end, working under very definite regulations, and never picking during rain or the funeral of a picker.


For a time also I lodged in Arbour Square off the Commercial Road, and often attended the neighbouring Thames Police Court, then presided over by John Dickinson, an excellent Magistrate, before whom I had the honour in Bow Street of being brought up at a later period of his career, when I received a well deserved lecture, and gave him a still better one in return. Sometimes, too, I went round with the rent-collectors; once at least with Augusta Butcher, who afterwards married and was drowned with her husband in the Wye. In 1893 she was a woman of singular beauty—“like a lovely autumn day,” I wrote, “all the wild grace of Ireland in her crown of hair and red-brown eyes.” She had completely won the heart of the tenants, and they paid their rents as though they were bringing free gifts of frankincense and myrrh. The rooms in Catherine Buildings, where she collected, then ran from 5s. a week for two, or 2s. 9d. for one large, down to 1s. 6d. for one small.


About the same time (1893) I began a pleasant habit of cruising down the Thames and up the Medway to Rochester, or around the Thames estuary, till my knowledge of those waters was intimate and peculiar. Once or twice I rowed down in an outrigged four, an exciting voyage when many steamers were raising storms on the water. Sometimes I sailed with an Irish friend who kept a little boat, just big enough for two, somewhere near Queenborough. But I liked best to board a great sailing barge from Wapping Old Stairs and go quietly down with the tide, tying up for the night off Gravesend, and making Rochester in the morning. Perhaps I was the first to give the touch of romance to those beautiful red-sailed barges. For my story, The St. George of Rochester, was written in 1893, and it must have been romantic, for the most beautiful of women said to one of the plainest, “We ought to be very grateful to Mr. Nevinson for showing us what to do when we get into a scrape”; and the beautiful heroine of the barge certainly had got into a scrape! But, romance apart, the life on those barges was to me one of intense interest, mainly for the simple character of the men, and the exact routine of their essential work.


Supplied with a knowledge of East End life gradually absorbed through many years, I wrote the book of East London stories called Neighbours of Ours. Arrowsmith kept it hanging about for eleven months before publication (January 1895), thus allowing Arthur Morrison’s Mean Streets, treating of similar subjects, to beat us by a neck, with the result that mine was praised, and his was bought. Still mine had the kind of success I least expected; for though most of the stories are comedies, thought “rather daring” in those days for subject and language, they were heartily welcomed by people of serious knowledge, such as Samuel Barnett, Octavia Hill, Ernest Aves, and Charles Gore, afterwards Bishop of Birmingham and of Oxford, who actually invited me to his “evenings” in Westminster on the strength of them.


Equally significant, and leading to further result, was the approval of William Robertson Nicoll, then well known as editor of the British Weekly, and the Bookman; also as “Claudius Clear,” “A Man of Kent,” and perhaps other pseudonyms. At first he was flattering beyond bounds; said he found in me the “heart” and “faith” that people liked; urged me not to rein in my feelings, but just for this once, if I would write for him, “to wallow in the pathetic”; above all, to be “tender” and end on a note of rest. I told him it was all in vain; that I had no faith and little heart, and could never be tender. Yet even after my Staffordshire stories had begun to appear in the British Weekly, with disastrous effect upon its readers, he kindly continued to urge me to change my nature, promising that I should write the most popular book of the time if only I would follow his advice and eschew “the cruel harshness which leaves the mind gloomy and our aspect of mankind worse than before.” He declared that one of the stories (“An Undesired Victory”), which I had thought almost sentimentally sweet and even religious, had reminded him only of Germinal, and had most grievously offended his readers. So it went on for a time, till at last his disapproval and the danger to the paper became so emphatic that we parted with mutual consent, and greater esteem on my side than on his. For he told me my last story had created horrible disturbance, and had proved to him that I had taken my brutal and cynical line and would never leave it, whereas “we agree to drop that ugly side of life now, or to keep it only for death-bed scenes.” Upon which obscure utterance I withdrew to meditate. And my chief consolation for the inevitable rupture has been that a stranger once forwarded to me a letter from a parson long resident in the Black Country, saying that he always kept my collection of these stories, called In the Valley of Tophet, by his side, because they alone had introduced the light of human love and sweetness into that abandoned region. After all, it is as good a reward as writing the most popular book of the time, though not so lucrative either to myself or a publisher.


I was drawn to the Black Country chiefly by repulsion, for one always likes to see things at their worst, and I had long known the Black Country as the deadliest region of England. In the same spirit, I had the previous year (1894), visited the Workhouse Schools around London so as to realise what education at its worst might be, and there certainly I saw the system of charitable State Institutions operating as one might expect it to operate. At least, I hope that nothing which a State does could be worse. When in the Black Country, I lodged in an absolutely bare room with an old woman who made nails all day at her little stiddy for a “fogger” at Cradley (pronounced Craidley) Heath, and was chiefly paid in miserable “Tommy-truck” from his shop, he refusing to supply the iron rods unless she accepted the stuff. Associating day and night with nail-workers, iron-workers, and coal-miners, I learnt a good deal about their habits, and I found their view of life was not a cheering view. It provided little of that tenderness and few of those moments of rest which Robertson Nicoll required for his soothing stories. I already knew the Sunderland coal-pits, and the conditions of life in the neighbouring villages there. But in the Black Country the pits were worse organised, and the conditions above ground more wretched. In those days the whole district was neglected and appeared to be decaying. The great pottery works, it is true, were doing full time. The chain-makers of Cradley Heath were hammering the huge links for anchor chains, women toiling at the work in scanty covering. But the nail-makers were threatened by the machine-made nail; one great iron foundry was closed during that year (1895), and seven hundred hands were thrown out; and the miners had no power of union like the miners I had known in the North. Poverty, uncertainty and depression lay upon the district, heavy and dull as its own smoke. Still a boosy cheerfulness recurred at the “Wakes,” and the men found relaxation in whippet-racing, pigeon-flying, and leaping with weights—to me a marvellous performance; for a man swinging an iron weight like a dumbbell in each hand would take two short leaps first, without any run, and then a long leap, dropping the weights and clearing as many as eight kitchen chairs set in a row.


It was partly this increasing knowledge of the working people, partly a deep and lasting friendship with a very remarkable member of the Anarchist group, but chiefly my abhorrence of the State and all its detestable enormities, that made me intimate with the Anarchists during these years. Among comfortable people there was then the same kind of panic about Anarchists as there is now about Bolsheviks, though no resemblance in their doctrines can be found. In their Party I formed a friendship lasting for many years with two remarkable people: Louise Michel and Peter Kropotkin. “The Red Virgin” was conspicuous at nearly all the meetings—conspicuous in ancient black, always worn to commemorate her fellow Communards pitilessly slaughtered in Paris (1871) to glut the bloodthirst of the bourgeoisie, who, crowding around the slaughter-house with jeers and laughter, stood to witness the executions in mass. Old black bonnet, shaped like the Salvation Army bonnet and flung anyhow on top of the wild and copious grey hair; old black shawl; long black dress; and, making one forget dress and age and all, the thin, white face, lined with mingled enthusiasm and humour; prominent nose and receding chin, high and receding forehead, and under it keen grey eyes, eagerly peering out upon the world with rage, humorous pity, and gentleness strangely combined. She always spoke in French, her quiet and monotonous voice just rising and falling, sweet and low as the summer sea. “Ne cadencez pas, monsieur, ne cadencez pas!” she used constantly to say to me in her vain attempts to teach me her beautiful language; but her own cadence was regular and inevitable as the waves. “I am growing old,” she said at the beginning of one of her greatest speeches, “and as I grow old I learn to have patience.”


Peter Kropotkin I met first at the Autonomy Club in 1891. Anarchists do not have a chairman, but when enough of us had assembled, a man stood up and began to speak. His pronunciation was peculiar until one grew accustomed to it. “Own” rhymed with “town,” “law” was “low,” and “the sluffter fields of Europe” became a kindly joke among us. On that occasion he started with the sentence “Our first step must be the abolition of all low.” I felt no exaggerated devotion to the law, but, as a first step, its abolition seemed to me rather a long jump. Without a pause Kropotkin continued speaking, rapidly, but with the difficulty of a foreigner who has to translate rushing thoughts as he goes along. His purpose, as usual, was to expose the absurdity and brutality of State legislation and State control. His examples were drawn from the bureaucracies of Russia and France; for in those days, long before the war, bureaucracy had not yet bridled this country. And besides, though he naturally knew Russia best, he knew France as well, since, at the behest of the Tsar, he had long been imprisoned at Clairvaux, and only lately released owing to the expostulations of writers and men of science throughout Europe.


He was then about fifty, but he looked more. The great dome of his head was already bald. His face was battered and crinkled into an india-rubber softness, partly due to loss of teeth through prison-scurvy. His unrestrained and bushy beard was touched with the white that was soon to overcome its reddish brown. But eternal youth suffused his speech and stature. His mind was always going full gallop, like a horse that sometimes stumbles in its eagerness. Behind his spectacles his grey eyes gleamed with invincible benevolence. And yet there lived a contradiction in the figure of the man, for there was nothing soft or tender about that. The broad shoulders, the deep chest, the erect carriage and straight back revealed the military training of his youth.


Kropotkin’s method of work was peculiar, and, to an orderly Englishman, embarrassing. During the appalling period of Russian reaction (it seemed appalling then, though we have since seen how readily other Governments can equal its horrors)—during that ghastly persecution of all freedom’s advocates under Nicholas II and Stolypin in 1908 and 1909, whilst Tolstoy was issuing his pamphlet, I Cannot be Silent, Kropotkin was writing his book called The Terror in Russia and as I had been out during the abortive revolutions of 1905 and the two following years, he asked me to help him in getting the subject into order. Order was his difficulty. He knew so much, thought so much, felt so much, it seemed impossible for him to keep within limits. Writing at great speed, he poured out sheet after sheet of straggling manuscript. Then omissions occurred to him—dozens of omissions. With strange devices of flying lines, loops, brackets, and circles he struggled to get them in. He was constantly altering his arrangement, never sure in what sequence the statements or reflections ought to come. Loose leaves were scribbled over, and we had to tuck them into the manuscript as best we could. No one reading that book could imagine what a turmoil of confusion it went through before it emerged perfectly clear and clean and trim as it stands.


I saw him last on his seventieth birthday, in December 1912. I had just come from the scene of the Balkan War, and we naturally talked of wars. He already expected the overwhelming disaster that was so soon to fall upon Europe, and when it came he certainly welcomed it. For I suppose he was the only rational man in the world who sincerely believed it was “a war to end war.” His faith in humanity was inexhaustible, and he welcomed the Russian Revolution of March 1917 with the same enthusiastic hope. Unhappily, he lived to see both these hopes frustrated. Perhaps he retained too fond a faith in the unity and fundamental goodness of mankind, as he expounded them in his Mutual Aid. He never fully realised how incalculably lower than the angels we remain.


An Anarchist of equal attraction and almost equal fame whom I began to know in those years was Edward Carpenter. It was not until a good deal later in life that I became intimate with that exquisite writer and lovable personality, whom I have since always met as one of my truest and most admired friends, though the intervals between our meetings have often been wide. I had known him before by sight, and like all the youngish people of those days, I had been deeply stirred by his early books. But it was in October 1896, that I heard him first. He was speaking at St. Martin’s Town Hall upon new ideas in science, and a big crowd came to hear him, including Sydney Olivier, Henry Salt, Fred Evans, Mrs. N. F. Dryhurst, and almost the whole gang of our rebellious intellectual leaders and their following. The description I wrote of him that evening needs little alteration to-day to suit his appearance in later life:




“He is certainly a very beautiful and attractive person; tall and slim and fairly straight; loose hair, and beard just grizzled; strong, dark eyebrows, dark eyes, hooked nose, and thin cheeks of palish brown; the whole face very like Carlyle at forty-five—a Carlyle fined-down and ‘cultured’; he has one little trick of licking his thumb; was dressed in loose greys, with a blue shirt, and tie in a large bow; a voice soft but strong enough without effort; spoke from a few notes and went slowly ahead in almost perfect grammar; and with apparent composure, only checked by an occasional flutter as of failing breath; not many ‘points,’ and hardly any laughter; perhaps a conscious avoidance of such things. His main purpose was to show that Science, owing to its limitation, is apt to leave out many vital sides. The study of it should teach increased perception like that of savages; it should be intellectual, but also dwell on the moral or emotional relations of the object to ourselves. The study of medicine, for instance, should not be of drugs but of health, until the body becomes so pure as to be conscious of its internal states and changes, as certain Indians are.”


To some it may seem strange that all this time I was working hard to acquire further military knowledge, was drilling my little company with unfailing regularity, was attending the officers’ training drills with the Grenadier and Coldstream Guards, was organising camps and supplies, diligently investigating the German Army’s methods, and even attending their great Imperial manœuvres upon the left bank of the Rhine, following their drill, inspecting their barracks, and nearly causing international complications in my zeal to test their food. This labour was partly due to a vague intention of becoming a war correspondent, if ever I got a chance; and with this object I also learnt riding in one of the London schools. But this military enthusiasm belonged to the spirit of the time, inspired partly by the writings of Rudyard Kipling, Stevenson, and Henley, but chiefly by ignorance of war. We were something like those young Athenians whom Thucydides describes as ignorant of war and therefore a-tiptoe with excitement at the prospect of it. I remember offending my Socialist and Anarchist friends one evening by declaring I should not care to live in a world in which there was no war. Well, we have had our bellyful now, and many millions have not lived, whether they cared to nor not.


But it was nor merely martial ardour that led me to the great change in life which I was then approaching. The change was at least equally due to what was one of the happiest events in an existence which, on the whole, has been happy—my first visit to Greece in 1894.


I could hardly then believe that the land of Greece still existed. My first sight of it as we entered the amethyst Gulf of Corinth overwhelmed me with unequalled joy, and for the next three weeks I lived like one transported into joyful dreams. I knew nothing of modern Greece, her politics, her trade, or her population, and I cared nothing. I hardly observed that she was inhabited by living people, except when, as in Arcadia and upon the plains around Thebes, I found traces of the ancient Greek dress and manners. But to me the whole of the land—that most lovely land, so abundant in colour, so conformable in scale and free from monstrous and inhuman exaggeration of mountain or sea—was far more than any Paradise could be; for every stone and clod of its brilliant surface was consecrated by the noblest memories in all the history of man. We reached Athens late at night, but I went straight, without a moment’s doubt, through the new town and some crooked little streets right up to the foot of the great rock on which the Acropolis was dimly visible, hanging grey as a ghost against the stars. I clambered up the rough ground till I came to the steps of the Prophylæa, but was stopped at its first arch by a great iron gate which I shook in vain. Inside, the temples stood silent and pale. Marvellously tall they looked in the darkness. A dog barked at me from some hut beside the Parthenon, and three or four owls kept screaming their lamentations. I wandered down along the south front of the rock by steep paths choked with a chaos of ruins, and at last came to a modern road leading to the height overlooking the region of the ancient town from which now and again a melancholy singing issued.


Almost every minute of those few weeks was filled with delight, but one walk I may notice especially, again copying my diary nearly word for word, and lingering over it only for the sake of the few who still worship the ancient gods.


George Bruce was again my companion, strong as a young bull, though to me never so savage. Leaving Athens and passing through Corinth and the splendid mountain route between Sicyon territory and Argolis, we came to Mycenæ, the Lion Gate, the tomb of Agamemnon, and all the tragic scene where the doomed prophetess heard the wailing of murdered children upon the wind. Making a long circuit to visit some little green tents I espied on a hilltop, we found Charles Waldstein, then excavating the Heræon, holy shrine of Argos. By his direction we plunged down through deep village roads haunted by packs of savage dogs, and, fording a river, arrived in Argos at night. Next day was Independence Day, and we wandered about the old theatre, where one could imagine the Agamemnon performed before an audience knowing every inch of the ground and every point of the story.


By train we proceeded south across part of the Argive Plain and, turning suddenly west, wound slowly up a mountain gorge with a good deal of thick, brown water in it. So by a long curve we ascended to the broad, rich valley between Nestané and Parthenion, passing one beautiful village that hangs in terraces on its north side. Circling this by long loops, we climbed the very side of old Parthenion, where poor, neglected, comforting Pan was seen of the heroic runner, and, in fact, we circled almost round his mountain. The country is just such as would delight him—deep ravines all rocky and covered with olive, arbutus, and tiny myrtles, scrub of juniper and yellow broom, innumerable flowers springing between the stones, and sometimes large patches of grass. There are hardly any paths or roads except the main road from Argolis into Arcadia, but I saw many flocks of goats and sheep with their shepherd—tall and dignified men in huge white cloaks of goat’s hair with hoods, and red handkerchiefs knotted round their heads. Their life must be solitary and changeless—nothing to do or think of all day but the care of the flock. Hardly a woman is seen anywhere in this region, but one little shepherdess ran barefoot over stones and thorns after our train as it climbed the steep, and seated herself quite comfortably on one of the buffers behind, till we reached the summit. Thence we could see the great mountains, the beginnings of Parnon and others which bar the way into Laconia. As we rounded the west side of Parthenion, we came into the great central tableland of Arcadia—a wet marshy plain, cold and grey and cheerless, that evening, but fat and fruitful with moisture, bearing wheat and maize and currants, and divided among prosperous villages; though, indeed, they had a bare and gaunt look, like a northern mining town. On the left, quite close to us, Tegea must have stood, defying Sparta. On the right, some way off, was Mantinea upon its battle plain, hidden by a great mountain of rock. So we reached Tripolis, and wandered far out to trace the road that creeps across the hills and down into the Eurotas Valley to Sparta—Sparta unvisited.
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