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Preface 











England is a great and ancient country, with a national character that has been – and continues to be – shaped by its ever-changing weather and gloriously diverse seasons. It could even be said that the ins and outs of the natural world are an English obsession: for instance, an Englishman will always be happy to resort to that most familiar of conversation-starters – 'What about this weather, eh?' – when unsure of what to say. 




  Throughout history the nation's best writers, including journalists, novelists, poets, politicians and even royalty, have penned their thoughts on the joys of summer, the splendour of autumn, the beauty of winter and the rejuvenation of spring, articulating their consternation and delight at the passing months and the unique conditions they bring. 




  Collected in this volume are insightful excerpts from the journals, letters and poems of some of England's favourite and most well-read literary figures, offering a window into their personal lives, but also into their thoughts and feelings about the land they made their home and the customs and practices they upheld. These are writings from a simpler, more peaceful time, before the hustle and bustle of modern life; a time that can be recaptured by experiencing a quiet dawn on the South Downs, by finding the time to tend the crops in one's vegetable patch or by following the simple traditions of Shrove Tuesday or May Day. 




  There is a saying that an Englishman's home is his castle, but in truth his home is just as much the rolling hills, wending rivers, farms, fields and villages of the countryside, or, for the urban dweller, his garden or local parks. And so it has been for hundreds of years. 




  From Samuel Pepys taking a stroll to St James's Park to play his flageolet in the sunshine, to William Cobbett's meanderings through the English countryside, observing and reporting on the life of rural people, to the American novelist Nathaniel Hawthorne's outsider's view on the native climate, each entry in this day-to-day journey through the seasons is a celebration of the always spellbinding, always captivating, English year. 






 






January 
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The frost-fires kindle, and soon 


Over that sea of frozen foam 


Floats the white moon. 





 


Walter de la Mare 





I tell my secret? No indeed, not I: 


Perhaps some day, who knows? 


But not today; it froze, and blows, and snows, 


And you're too curious: fie! 


You want to hear it? well: 


Only, my secret's mine, and I won't tell. 




 


Or, after all, perhaps there's none: 


Suppose there is no secret after all, 


But only just my fun. 


Today's a nipping day, a biting day; 


In which one wants a shawl, 


A veil, a cloak, and other wraps: 


I cannot ope to every one who taps, 


And let the draughts come whistling thro' my hall; 


Come bounding and surrounding me, 


Come buffeting, astounding me, 


Nipping and clipping thro' my wraps and all. 


I wear my mask for warmth: who ever shows 


His nose to Russian snows 


To be pecked at by every wind that blows? 


You would not peck? I thank you for good will, 


Believe, but leave that truth untested still. 





 


Spring's an expansive time: yet I don't trust 


March with its peck of dust, 


Nor April with its rainbow-crowned brief showers, 


Nor even May, whose flowers 


One frost may wither thro' the sunless hours. 


Perhaps some languid summer day, 


When drowsy birds sing less and less, 


And golden fruit is ripening to excess, 


If there's not too much sun nor too much cloud, 


And the warm wind is neither still nor loud, 


Perhaps my secret I may say, 


Or you may guess. 





 


Christina Rossetti, 'Winter: My Secret' 





January 1 


I breakfasted, dined, supped & slept again at home. This morning very early about 1 o'clock a most dreadful Storm of Wind with Hail & Snow happened here and the Wind did not quite abate til the Evening. A little before 2 o'clock I got up, my bedsted rocking under me, and never in my Life that I know of, did I remember the Wind so high or of so long continuance. I expected every Moment that some Part or other of my House must have been blown down, but blessed be God the whole stood, only a few Tiles displaced. 




 


James Woodforde (1779) 


 


January 2 


Cold weather brings out upon the faces of people the written marks of their habits, vices, passions, and memories, as warmth brings out on paper a writing in sympathetic ink. 




 


Thomas Hardy (1886) 


 


January 3 


Night before last there was a fall of snow, about three or four inches, and, following it, a pretty hard frost. On the river, the vessels at anchor showed the snow along their yards, and on every ledge where it could lie. A blue sky and sunshine overhead, and apparently a clear atmosphere close at hand; but in the distance a mistiness became perceptible, obscuring the shores of the river, and making the vessels look dim and uncertain. The steamers were ploughing along, smoking their pipes through the frosty air… No such frost has been known in England these forty years!  




 


Nathaniel Hawthorne (1854) 




 


January 4 


I cannot quit Battle without observing, that the country is very pretty all about it. All hill, or valley. A great deal of wood-land, in which the underwood is generally very fine, though the oaks are not very fine, and a good deal covered with moss. This shows, that the clay ends before the tap-root of the oak gets as deep as it would go; for, when the clay goes the full depth, the oaks are always fine. The woods are too large and too near each other for hare-hunting; and, as to coursing it is out of the question here. But it is a fine country for shooting and for harbouring game of all sorts. It was rainy as I came home; but the woodmen were at work. 




 


William Cobbett (1822) 




 


January 5 


Thank you a thousand times, my dear friend, for your tender New Year's greeting and inquiries. I have passed well from 'under the saws and harrows' of the severe cold, and am better, both in apparent organic soundness and in strength for all occupation, than I once thought was possible for me. 




 


George Eliot (1880) 


 


January 6 


After dinner young Michell and I, it being an excellent frosty day to walk, did walk out, he showing me the baker's house in Pudding Lane, where the late great fire begun; and thence all along Thames Street, where I did view several places, and so up by London Wall, by Blackfriars, to Ludgate; and thence to Bridewell, which I find to have been heretofore an extraordinary good house, and a fine coming to it, before the house by the bridge was built; and so to look about St Bride's church and my father's house, and so walked home, and there supped together, and then Michell and Betty home, and I to my closet, there to read and agree upon my vows for next year, and so to bed and slept mighty well. 




 


Samuel Pepys (1667) 


 


January 7 


He dined with us on Friday, and I fear will not soon venture again, for the strength of our dinner was a boiled leg of mutton, underdone even for James; and Captain Foote has a particular dislike to underdone mutton; but he was so good-humoured and pleasant that I did not much mind his being starved. 




 


Jane Austen (1807) 


 


January 8 


Bushes and short trees blown like the flame of a candle. Long-tailed tits on dead stems of willow herb 4 ft. high. Rushes, half dead, half green. 




  Never go for a walk in the fields without seeing one thing at least however small to give me hope, the frond of a fern among dead leaves. 




 


Richard Jefferies (1884) 
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January 9 


Ride to Brockenhurst – sudden snow-storm, careering between the trees and across the road like a charge of wild cavalry; wraps us in winter, clears off. 




 


William Allingham (1866) 


 


January 10 


The arum just appearing under the hedges as in April; and the Avens… has never lost its leaves but appears as green as at Spring. 




 


John Clare (1825) 


 


January 11 


Fierce frost still, but not very windy. The sun has scarce appeared for many days: so that the paths & roads have been hard & dry all day long. The Thames, it seems, is so frozen, that fairs have been kept on it; & the Ice has done great damage to the ships below bridge. 




Covered the bulbs with straw, & the artichokes, & some of the most curious Asters: & put straw round the bloody wall-flowers. Lined the Cucumber bed a little: the plants look pretty well. 




 


Gilbert White (1763) 


 


January 12 


When I came out the night was superb. The sky was cloudless, the moon rode high and full in the deep blue vault and the evening star blazed in the west. The air was filled with the tolling and chiming of bells from St Paul's and Chippenham old Church. The night was soft and still and I walked up and down the drive several times before I could make up my mind to leave the wonderful beauty of the night and go indoors. To be alone out of doors on a still soft clear moonlit night is to me one of the greatest pleasures that this world can give. 




 


Francis Kilvert (1873) 




 


January 13 


As for the brain being useless after fifty, that is no general rule: witness the good and hard work that has been done in plenty after that age. 




 


George Eliot (1862) 




 


January 14 


How do you contrive to exist on your mountain in this rude season! Sure you must be become a snowball! As I was not in England in forty-one, I had no notion of such cold. The streets are abandoned; nothing appears in them: the Thames is almost as solid. 




 


Horace Walpole (1760) 




 


January 15 


This evening there was the most perfect and the brightest halo circling the roundest and brightest moon I ever beheld. So bright was the halo, so compact, so entire a circle, that it gave the whole of its area, and the moon itself included, the appearance of a solid opaque body, an enormous planet. 




 


Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1805) 





I 


 


If seasons all were summers, 


And leaves would never fall, 


And hopping casement-comers 





Were foodless not at all,


And fragile folk might be here 


That white winds bid depart; 


Then one I used to see here 


Would warm my wasted heart! 





 


II 


 


One frail, who, bravely tilling 


Long hours in gripping gusts, 


Was mastered by their chilling, 


And now his ploughshare rusts. 





So savage winter catches


The breath of limber things, 


And what I love he snatches, 


And what I love not, brings. 





 


Thomas Hardy, 'The Farm Woman's Winter' 





January 16 


We leave dear Claremont, as usual, with the greatest regret; we are so peaceable here; Windsor is beautiful and comfortable, but it is a palace, and God knows how willingly I would always live with my beloved Albert and our children in the quiet and retirement of private life, and not be the constant object of observation, and of newspaper articles. The children (Pussette and Bertie) have been most remarkably well, and so have we, in spite of the very bad weather we had most days. 




 


Queen Victoria (1844) 


 


January 17 


It begun to be dark before we could come to Dartford, and to rain hard, and the horses to fayle, which was our great care to prevent, for fear of my Lord's displeasure, so here we sat up for to-night, as also Captains Cuttance and Blake, who came along with us. 




 


Samuel Pepys (1661) 


 



January 18 




The few days' severe weather ceased, and it became spring again. What a climate is ours! 


 


Colonel Peter Hawker (1835) 
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January 19 


Went to A— Woods with S— and L— Saw a Barn Owl (Strix flammea) flying on broad daylight. At A— Woods, be it known, there is a steep cliff where we were all out climbing to inspect and find all the likely places for birds to build in, next spring. 




 


W. N. P. Barbellion (1903) 




 


January 20 


The season has continued uncommonly mild to this time. Many kinds of flowers are got above ground some weeks before their usual time: the snow-drops, & some Crocus's were in bloom before old December was out: & Farmer Knight complains that several of his turneps are in blossom. Covered the tulip, & Hyacinth-buds with a thin coat of tan that is rotten. 




  Have got some mould in excellent order for the early Cucumbers; it is a mixture of strong loam, ashes, & tan, tumbled about & well incorporated all the winter. 


 


Gilbert White (1759) 


 


January 21 


Walked on the hill-tops – a warm day. Sat under the firs in the park. The tops of the beeches of a brown-red, or crimson. Those oaks, fanned by the sea breeze, thick with feathery sea-green moss, as a grove not stripped of its leaves. Moss cups more proper than acorns for fairy goblets. 




 


Dorothy Wordsworth (1798) 


 


January 22 


On this day, which was very bright, the sun shone very warm on the Hot-bed from a quarter before nine, to three quarters after two. Very hard frost. 




 


Gilbert White (1758) 


 


January 23 


Went to meet of the Stag hounds. Saw a hind in the stream at L— with not a horse, hound, or man in sight. It looked quite unconcerned and did not seem to have been hunted. I tried to head it, but a confounded sheepdog got there before me and drove it off in the wrong direction… Got home at 6.30, after running and walking fifteen miles – tired out. 




 


W. N. P. Barbellion (1904) 




 


January 24 


Lymington. Fine and vernal. Ferry to steamer – delightful colours of earth, sky and sea, a bloom upon the landscape. From the Solent see the woody background of Lymington recede, the Island approach with a welcome; a boat with red sails passes in the sunshine. I feel tranquilly happy. 




 


William Allingham (1867) 




 


January 25 


How do you like this cold weather? I hope you have been earnestly praying for it as a salutary relief from the dreadfully mild and unhealthy season preceding it, fancying yourself half putrified from want of it, and that now you all draw into the fire, complain that you never felt such bitterness of cold before, that you are half starved, quite frozen, and wish the mild weather back again with all your hearts. 




 


Jane Austen (1801) 




 


January 26 


Had a Bottle of my Wine this evening in the B.C.R., being sconced for breaking Wind, while I was making Water in the Looking Glass, in the B.C.R.; by one Reynells. At Putt with Master won 0.0.1. The Frost is gone of, so it is all over with Skating. 


 


James Woodforde (1762) 


 


January 27 


This hotel, an immense place, built among picturesque broken rocks out in the blue sea, is quite delicious. There are bright green trees in the garden, and new peas a foot high. Our rooms are en suite, all commanding the sea, and each with two very large plate-glass windows. Everything good and well served. 




 


Charles Dickens (1869) 


 


January 28 


Out at night from nine till half-past one, and never heard or saw a bird, though a cold, frosty night, with a full moon and excellent tides. 




 


Colonel Peter Hawker (1830) 


 


January 29 


On this Day the mercury in the weather-glasses, which had been mounting leisurely for many days, we got one full degree above settled-fair in the parlour, & within half a degree of the same in the study. My Father, who has been a nice observer of that up stairs for full 37 years, is certain that it never has been at that pitch before within that time. 




 


Gilbert White (1758) 




 


January 30 


Had a very indifferent Night of sleep scarce any at all. Recd of my Butcher for Tallow at 3d per lb 0.2.9. A Frost again but not so sharp as Yesterday. It did not freeze within doors last Night. Recd for Butter this Evening 1s 0d, 0.2.6. It froze also in the Afternoon, and the Barometer still rising, but in the Evening it thawed and some Rain fell. I was saying before dinner that there would be alteration of Weather soon as I a long time observed one of our Cats wash over both her ears – an old observation and now I must believe it to be a pretty true one. 




 


James Woodforde (1794) 




 


January 31 


A man that lives as I do, whose chief occupation, at this season of the year, is to walk ten times in a day from the fire-side to his cucumber frame and back again, cannot shew his wisdom more, if he has any wisdom to shew, than by leaving the mysteries of government to the management of persons, in point of situation and information, much better qualified for the business. 




 


William Cowper (1782) 
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Clouded with snow 


The cold winds blow, 


And shrill on leafless bough 


The robin with its burning breast 


Alone sings now. 





 


The rayless sun, 


Day's journey done, 


Sheds its last ebbing light 


On fields in leagues of beauty spread 


Unearthly white. 





 


Thick draws the dark, 


And spark by spark, 


The frost-fires kindle, and soon 


Over that sea of frozen foam 


Floats the white moon. 





 


Walter de la Mare, 'Winter' 




 






February 
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One crocus is blown-out. Insects abound in the air: bees gather much on the snow-drops, & winteraconites. Gossamer is seen, streaming from the boughs of trees. 


 


Gilbert White 





O Winter Sun! 


How beautiful thy beams 


Upon the chainèd earth! 


The snows are melting and the gale 


Is hushed; thou shinest, soft and pale, 


O Winter Sun! 


Upon a world that dreams, 


And trembles with awakened hopes of birth. 
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