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ABOUT THIS ESSAY
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Richard Jefferies (1848-87) divides opinion like no other writer of his generation.  Most readers see him as a pivotal figure in the development of English language prose writing about nature and rural life.  Others regard him as the prophet of a new age.  After his death a fierce debate raged over the proposal to erect a memorial to Jefferies in Salisbury Cathedral.  Was he a Christian, an atheist, or something worse?  Whatever he had been in life, had he made a last-minute recantation on his death-bed?  This paper sets out to address those questions by examining Jefferies’s life and the key texts, primarily his so-called autobiography The Story of my Heart (1883).

Superscript numbers in the text are references, superscript letters are notes.
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“There being nothing human in nature or the universe, and all things being ultra-human and without design, shape, or purpose, I conclude that no deity has anything to do with nature.  There is no god in nature, nor in any matter anywhere, either in clods on the earth or in the composition of the stars.  For what we understand by the deity is the purest form of Idea, of Mind, and no mind is exhibited in these.”1 

On the face of it, this extract from The Story of my Heart (1887) could not be clearer.  This is atheism, bordering on the nihilistic.  Not only is there no single creator god, there is no design or intelligence.  There is nothing.  But this is not Nietzsche proclaiming the death of God.  This is a largely self-educated Englishman who had made a name for himself, and a moderate income, by writing about rural life and nature.  He calls his book an autobiography but it contains no concrete facts about the author’s life; a reader has to be already familiar with the life story in order to make anything of the few references there are.  Some, like Arthur Thorn, have preferred the term ‘confession’,2 as in similar works by St Augustine and St Patrick.  There are certain common elements – a young person adrift, the moment of revelation – but it seems to me that ‘confession’ still falls wide of the mark.  Augustine and Patrick were sinners who found redemption in a faith already in existence and functioning.  What Richard Jefferies outlines in The Story of my Heart is something new, something beyond faith.  He has no doubts that the something exists – there is no equivocation in his text – therefore I would suggest terms like ‘proclamation’ or ‘affirmation.’   In a religious frame of reference The Story of my Heart is its author’s credo.

“[T]here lives on in me an unquenchable belief, thought burning like the sun, that there is yet something to be found, something real, something to give each separate personality sunshine and flowers in its own existence now.  Something to shape this million-handed labour to an end and outcome, leaving accumulated sunshine and flowers to those that shall succeed.  It must be dragged forth by might of thought from the immense forces of the universe.”3

The language, with its talk of sunshine and flowers set between references to the burning sun and the immense universal forces, verges on the apocalyptic.  Later in the book, as Jefferies struggles to bend insights gained over the years to his overarching revelatory principle, syntax fragments: “I believe, with all my heart, in the body and the flesh, and believe that it should be increased and made more beautiful by every means.  I believe – I do more than think – I believe it to be a sacred duty, incumbent upon every one, man and woman, to add to and encourage their physical life, by exercise and in every manner.  A sacred duty each towards himself, and each towards the whole of the human race.”4  

Finally, in the last notebooks containing ideas for a revised and expanded version of The Story of my Heart, words become blows: “Distance, design, space, motion – these have to be overcome – removed from the mind – obliterated, before I can begin to understand.”5 

So who was Richard Jefferies and how did he come upon his vision of cosmic consciousness?  His beginnings in life could hardly have been more prosaic.  He was born in Coate, a hamlet a mile or two outside Swindon, in November 1848, appropriately enough a year of revolution around the world.  Richard was the second child and eldest son of a gentleman farmer.  His mother was the daughter of a London printer.  For a Swindon farmer to have visited London would have been unusual at the time, but James Jefferies had literally gone further than that.  At the age of twenty-one he had worked his passage to America and then spent the next five or six years odd-jobbing his way around the north-eastern states and Canada.6    By September 1844 James Jefferies was back in England, in London where he married Elizabeth Gyde at Holy Trinity church, Islington.7    Soon after, the couple left London for the Jefferies family holding at Coate.

James Jefferies was certainly a gentleman; his grandfather was a prosperous miller who had bought Coate Farm in 1800.  At that time the farm was larger than it was in 1848 and included a mill and a bakery.  James’s father, like his son, spent time in London and married a London woman.a     The problem – the obstacle which prevented the miller’s heirs from building a family fortune and becoming gentry – was the first James Jefferies, the miller’s eldest son and ostensible heir.  This older James tends to be described as eccentric.   A less generous view, probably more accurate, is that he suffered from mental illness.  He was unable to work or even look after himself and had to be provided for.  He also outlived his father and his brother and thus became a charge on his nephew and namesake.8    Neither James II nor his father were natural businessmen and thus land had to be sold to support their dependents.  By 1861 the farm was described in the census return as forty-two acres which was nowhere near enough to support the family of two adults and three boys, let alone the single labourer they employed and the maid of all work.

James and Elizabeth’s first child had been a daughter, killed by a runaway horse when she was five years old.9     It may have been this tragedy that led the grieving parents to send their son Richard, then around four years of age, to Elizabeth’s younger sister in London.  Ellen Gyde had made a propitious marriage to Thomas Harrild, one of the sons of Harrild & Sons, printers in Norwich Street, London.     Harrilds’ was a successful firm and pioneered many new printing techniques; it diversified into making printing machinery and remained in business from 1809 to 1949.   Thomas and Ellen occupied a substantial house in Sydenham, Shanklin Villa,b and never had children of their own.  Certainly Richard, who remained with the Harrilds until he was nine, grew closer to his aunt than he seems to have been to his mother.  Most of his surviving personal letters were written to Mrs Harrild and he returned to Park Road in 1877 when seeking a base from which to launch himself into the London book world.  We do not know why Richard was recalled to Coate in 1857-8 but it is interesting to note that on Census Night 1861 his younger sister Sarah was living with the Harrilds in Sydenham.
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