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DEDICATION


To ALFRED TURNER


This is a book, my dear Turner,

which I had in my heart to write for many years. The thought of it

came to me with that other thought that I was growing—rather,

grown—old; that the curtain had definitely been rung down on

all the days of my youth. And so I got into the way of looking

back, of recalling the far gone times and suns of the 'seventies

and early 'eighties when the scene of my life was being set. I made

up my mind that I would write about it all—some day.


Some day would undoubtedly have

been Never; if it had not been for you. I had not spoken of the

projected book to you or anyone else; but one fine morning in 1915

you ordered me to write it! You were then, you will remember,

editing the London Evening News, and as a reporter on your staff I

had nothing to do but to obey. The book was written, appeared in

the paper as "The Confessions of a Literary Man," and now reappears

as "Far Off Things."


So far, good. I enjoyed writing

the book enormously; and, I frankly confess, I enjoy reading it. In

a word, I am not grumbling. But there is one little point that I do

not mean to neglect. My complacent views as to "Far Off

Things" may not be shared by other and, possibly, more competent

judges. And what I want to impress on you is this: that if there is

to be trouble, "you are going to have your share of it." You

ordered the book to be written, you printed it in your paper, you

have urged me to reprint it, not once or twice, but again and

again.


Now, you remember Johnson on

advising an author to print his book. "This author," said the

Doctor, "when mankind are hunting him with a canister at his tail

can say, 'I would not have published, had not Johnson, or Reynolds,

or Musgrave, or some other good judge commended the

work!'"


Now you see the purpose of this

Epistle Dedicatory. It is to make it quite clear that, if there is

to be any talk of canisters and tails, the order will run:


"Canisters for two!"


Arthur Machen







  
Chapter I


One night a year or so ago I was

the guest of a famous literary society. This society, or club, it

is well known, believes in celebrating literature—and all

sorts of other things—in a thoroughly agreeable and human

fashion. It meets not in any gloomy hall or lecture room, it has no

gritty apparatus of blackboard, chalk, and bleared water-bottle. It

summons its members and its guests to a well-known restaurant of

the West End, it gives them red and white roses for their

button-holes, and sets them down to an excellent dinner and good

red wine at a gaily decked table, flower garlanded, luminous with

many starry lamps.


Well, as I say, I found myself on a

certain night a partaker of all this cheerfulness. I was one guest

among many; there were explorers and ambassadors and great

scientific personages and judges, and the author who has given the

world the best laughter that it has enjoyed since Dickens died: in

a word, I was in much more distinguished company than that to which

I am accustomed. And after dinner the Persians (as I will call

them) have a kindly and courteous custom of praising their guests;

and to my astonishment and delight the speaker brought me into his

oration and said the kindest and most glowing things imaginable

about a translation I once made of the "Heptameron" of Margaret of

Navarre. I was heartily pleased; I hold with Foker in "Pendennis"

that every fellow likes a hand. Praise is grateful, especially when

there has not been too much of it; but it is not to record my

self-complacence that I have told this incident of the Persian

banquet. As I sat at the board and heard the speaker's kindly

compliments, I was visited for a twinkling part of a moment by a

vision; by such a vision as they say comes to the spiritual eyes of

drowning men as they sink through the green water. The scene about

me was such as one will find nowhere else but in London. The

multitude of lights, the decoration of the great room and the

tables, above all the nature of the company and something in the

very air of the place; all these were metropolitan in the sense in

which the word is opposed to provincial. This is a subtlety which

the provinces cannot understand, and it is natural enough that they

are unable to do so. The big town in the Midlands or the North will

tell you of its picture galleries, of its classical concerts, and

of the serious books taken out in great numbers from its

flourishing free libraries. It does not see, and, probably, will

never see, that none of these things is to the point.


Well, from the heart of this London

atmosphere I was suddenly transported in my vision to a darkling,

solitary country lane as the dusk of a November evening closed upon

it thirty long years before. And, as I think that the pure

provincial can never understand the quiddity or essence of London,

so I believe that for the born Londoner the country ever remains an

incredible mystery. He knows that it is

there—somewhere—but he has no true vision of it. In

spite of himself he Londonises it, suburbanises it; he sticks a gas

lamp or two in the lanes, dots some largish villas of red brick

beside them, and extends the District or the Metropolitan to within

easy distance of the dark wood. But here was I carried from

luminous Oxford Street to the old deep lane in Gwent, which is on

the borders of Wales. Nothing that a Londoner would call a town

within eight miles, deep silence, deep stillness everywhere; hills

and dark wintry woods growing dim in the twilight, the mountain to

the west a vague, huge mass against a faint afterlight of the dead

day, grey and heavy clouds massed over all the sky. I saw myself, a

lad of twenty-one or thereabouts, strolling along this solitary

lane on a daily errand, bound for a point about a mile from the

rectory. Here a footpath over the fields crossed the road, and by

the stile I would wait for the postman. I would hear him coming

from far away, for he blew a horn as he walked, so that people in

the scattered farms might come out with their letters if they had

any. I lounged on the stile and waited, and when the postman came I

would give him my packet—the day's portion of "copy" of that

Heptameron translation that I was then making and sending to the

publisher in York Street, Covent Garden. The postman would put the

parcel in his bag, cross the road, and go striding off into the dim

country beyond, finding his way on a track that no townsman could

see, by field and wood and marshy places, crossing the Canthwr

brook by a narrow plank, coming out somewhere on the Llanfrechfa

road, and so entering at last Caerleon-on-Usk, the little silent,

deserted village that was once the golden Isca of the Roman

legions, that is golden for ever and immortal in the romances of

King Arthur and the Graal and the Round Table.


So, in an instant's time, I

journeyed from the lighted room in the big Oxford Street restaurant

to the darkening lane in far-away Gwent, in far-away years. I

gathered anew for that little while the savour of the autumnal wood

beside which the boy of thirty years before was walking, and also

the savour of his long-forgotten labours, of his old dreams of life

and of letters. The speech and the dream came to an end: and the

man on the other side of the table, who is probably the most

skilful and witty writer of musical comedy "lyrics" in England, was

saying that once on a time he had tried to write real poetry.


I shall always esteem it as the

greatest piece of fortune that has fallen to me, that I was born in

that noble, fallen Caerleon-on-Usk, in the heart of Gwent. My

greatest fortune, I mean, from that point of view which I now more

especially have in mind, the career of letters. For the older I

grow the more firmly am I convinced that anything which I may have

accomplished in literature is due to the fact that when my eyes

were first opened in earliest childhood they had before them the

vision of an enchanted land. As soon as I saw anything I saw Twyn

Barlwm, that mystic tumulus, the memorial of peoples that dwelt in

that region before the Celts left the Land of Summer. This guarded

the southern limit of the great mountain wall in the west; a little

northward was Mynydd Maen—the Mountain of the Stone—a

giant, rounded billow; and still to the north mountains, and on

fair, clear days one could see the pointed summit of the Holy

Mountain by Abergavenny. It would shine, I remember, a pure blue in

the far sunshine; it was a mountain peak in a fairy tale. And then

to eastward the bedroom window of Llanddewi Rectory looked over

hill and valley, over high woods, quivering with leafage like the

beloved Zacynthus of Ulysses, away to the forest of Wentwood, to

the church tower on the hill above Caerleon. Through a cleft one

might see now and again a bright yellow glint of the Severn Sea,

and the cliffs of Somerset beyond. And hardly a house in sight in

all the landscape, look where you would. Here the gable of a barn,

here a glint of a whitewashed farm-house, here blue wood smoke

rising from an orchard grove, where an old cottage was snugly

hidden; but only so much if you knew where to look. And of nights,

when the dusk fell and the farmer went his rounds, you might chance

to see his lantern glimmering a very spark on the hillside. This

was all that showed in a vague, dark world; and the only sounds

were the faint distant barking of the sheepdog and the melancholy

cry of the owls from the border of the brake.





I believe that I have seen at all

events the main streets of London at every hour of the day and

night. I have viewed, for example, Leicester Square between four

and five of a summer morning, and have marvelled at its dismal

disarray and quite miserable shabbiness of aspect. With the pure

morning sun shining upon its gay places in clear splendour they are

infinitely more "shocking" than they can appear at night-time to

the narrowest of provincials. The Strand is a solemn street at two

in the morning, Holborn has a certain vastness and windiness about

it as the sky grows from black to grey, and at six the residential

quarters seem full of houses of mourning, their white blinds most

strictly drawn.


And at one time I had almost as

full a knowledge of my native country, though not so much with

respect to the category of time as to that of place. I have, it is

true, seen the sky above the dark stretch of Wentwood Forest redden

to the dawn, and I have lost my way and strayed in a very maze of

unknown brooks and hills and woods and wild lands in the blackest

hours after midnight. But the habits of the country, unlike those

of London, generally fail to give reason or excuse for night

wanderings. If you stayed in friendly and hospitable company much

after ten of the night, it was usually a case of the spare room,

newly aired sheets, one pipe more, and so to bed. This at all

events on nights that were very black or tempestuous with wind and

rain; for on such nights it is difficult to make out the faint

footpath from stile to stile, and only the surest sense of locality

will enable one to strike the felled tree or the narrow plank that,

hidden by a dense growth of alders, crosses the winding of the

brook. But from very early years indeed I became an enchanted

student of the daylight country, which, I think, for me never was

illuminated by common daylight, but rather by suns that rose from

the holy seas of faery and sank down behind magic hills. I was an

only child, and as soon as I could walk beyond the limits of the

fields and orchards about the rectory, my father would take me with

him on such parish visitations as were fairly within the stretch

and strength of short legs. Indeed, I began my peregrinations at a

still earlier period, for I can remember a visit to the mill, that

was paid when I was a passenger in a perambulator, and aged, I

suppose, about three.


Later these travels became more

frequent, and I have recollections, still fresh and pleasant, of

sitting still in old farm-house kitchens while my father was about

his ghostly business. Always, even in the full blaze of summer,

there would be a glint of fire on the cavernous hearth and a faint

blue spire of wood smoke mounting the huge hollow of the chimney.

The smell of this wood smoke scented and sweetened the air, in

which there was usually a hint of apples stored away in loft or

cellar, somewhere behind one or other of the black tarred doors

that opened from every wall in the long, low room, and here and

there bevelled what should have been an angle. By the hearth stood

a big curving settle on one side, on the other there was usually an

armchair for the farmer's wife. One small window, with square

leaded panes, with solid oaken mullions, looked out on the garden,

and so thick were the walls—they were always heavily

"battered," or sloped outward towards the ground—that there

was a depth of at least three feet between the window panes and the

inner wall of the room. There was whitewash within and without,

renewed every spring, and it is one of the most beautiful

circumstances in Gwent that this custom of whitewash prevails. To

look up to a mountain side and to see the pure white of the walls

of the farms and cottages established there, fronting great winds,

but nestling too in a shelter of tossing trees, gives me even now

the keenest pleasure. And if on a summer day one climbs up amidst

those brave winds and looks down on all the rolling land of Gwent,

it is dotted with these white farms, that shine radiant in the

sunlight.


And these farm-house kitchens were

floored with stone, which was so purely and exquisitely kept that

people said "one could eat bread and butter off Mrs. Morgan's

kitchen floor." Such a place was, and still is, my notion of

comfort, of the material surroundings which are fit to house a man.

Now and then, in these later days, my business—never my

pleasure—calls me to our Hôtel Glorieux or our

Hôtel Splendide; to the places where the rooms are fifty feet

high, where the walls are marble, and mirrors and gilding, where

there are flowery carpets and Louis Quinze chairs and the true

American heat. I think then of the kitchens of Pantyreos and

Penyrhaul, as Israel in exile remembered Syon.


But it is not in summer-time that

it is best to remember these places, excellent though the thought

of their coolness and refreshment may be. I like to think of them

as set in a framework of late autumn or deep mid-winter. I will be

more curious than De Quincey: no mere bitter wind or frost, not

even snow will serve my turn, though each of these has its

admirable uses.


But let me have a night late in

November, let us say. Every leaf has long been down, save that the

beech hedgerow in the sheltered forest road will keep its tawny

copper all through the winter. Rain has been sweeping along the

valleys for days past in giant misty pillars, the brooks are bank

high with red, foaming water; down every steep field little

hedgerow streams come pouring. In the farmyards the men go about

their work clad in sacks, and if they may will shelter under

penthouses and find work to do in the barns.


Give me a night in the midst of

such weather, and then think of the farm atop the hill, to which

two good miles of deep, wandering lane go climbing, and mix the

rain with a great wind from the mountain: and then think of

entering the place which I have described, set now for the old act

of winter. The green shutters are close fastened without the

window, the settle is curved about the hearth, and that great

cavern is ablaze and glorious with heaped wood and coals, and the

white walls golden with the light of the leaping flames. And those

within can hear the rain dashing upon shutter and upon closed door,

and the fire hisses now and again as stray drops fall down the

chimney; and the great wind shakes the trees and goes roaring down

the hillside to the valley and moans and mutters about the

housetop.


A man will leave his place, snug in

shelter, in the deepest glow of the fire, and go out for a moment

and open but a little of the door in the porch and see all the

world black and wild and wet, and then come back to the light and

heat and thank God for his home, wondering whether any are still

abroad on such a night of tempest.


Looking back on my native country

as I first remember it, I have often regretted that I was not born

say twenty or thirty years earlier. I should then have seen more of

a singular social process, which I can only call the Passing of the

Gentry. In my father's parish this had taken place very long before

my day, or his either. Indeed, I am not quite sure that any

armigerous families had ever inhabited Llanddewi; though I have a

dim notion that certain old farm-houses were pointed out to me as

having been "gentlemen's houses." But an adjoining parish had once

held three very ancient families of small gentry. One was still in

existence well within my recollection, another became extinct in

the legitimate line soon after I was born, and the third had been

merged in other and larger inheritances.


There were no Perrotts left, and

their house had been "restored," and was occupied as a farm. I

often sat under their memorials in the little church, and admired

their arms, three golden pears, and their crest, a parrot;

altogether a pretty example of heraldia cantans, or punning

heraldry. Of the other two houses one was a pleasant, rambling,

mouldering place, yellow-washed, verandahed, and on the whole more

like a petit manoir in Touraine than a country house in England.

The third mansion was a sixteenth-century house built in the L

shape, and here dwelt in my childhood the last of the ancient

gentry of the place.


Even he was descended from the old

family in the female line. The old race had been named Meyrick, and

they had given land in the thirteenth century that a light might

burn before the altar of a neighbouring church for ever. The family

affirmed that at one time they had owned all the land that could be

seen from a certain high place near their house, and very possibly

the tradition was a true one. They had remained faithful to the

Latin Church through all the troubles—up to the year of

Napoleon Buonaparte's sacring as Emperor by the Pope in Notre-Dame.

And when the reigning squire of Lansoar heard the news he raged

with fury, and saying, as the story goes, "Damn such a Pope as

that!" left the Roman Church for ever. His grandson, whom I knew,

always read the Bible in the Douay version and praised the Papists.

Indeed, he used often to end up, addressing my father, "In fact

they tell me that you're more than half a Roman Catholic yourself,

and I like you none the worse for it!"


He was an extraordinary old man. In

his youth he had been busy one morning packing up his portmanteau

to go to Oxford. News came that his father was ruined; it was

probably in the wild smash of speculation that brought down Sir

Walter Scott. The young man quietly unpacked his portmanteau and

took possession of the mill, not many yards from his own door. He

ground corn for the farmers; he did well; he moved into Newport,

and became, I think, an importer of Irish butter. Probably, also,

he had his share in the industrial developments of Glamorganshire

and Monmouthshire, then at the height of their prosperity. At any

rate in twenty years or so the fortunes of the old house were

redeemed. The drawing-room of Lansoar had been used as a barn for

storing corn; in my day it was the most gracious and grave room

that I have ever seen. The old family portraits were back on the

walls, the old tapestried chairs were in their places, there was

not a thing in the room less than a hundred years old, and the

squire sat beside his hearth, looking—as I have found out

since those days—exactly like Henry IV of France.


He had travelled a good deal in his

time, and was supposed to have had his fancy taken by the clothes

he had seen worn by the Heidelberg students. So he wore an odd sort

of vestment striped with black and dull red, and gathered in with a

belt of the same stuff. We called it a blouse, but it must have

been something of the shape of a Norfolk jacket. In the evening he

would put on a black velvet coat which, as he told me, he got from

Poole's at the price of five guineas. Smoking he abominated, and it

was never allowed at Lansoar, save when Mr. Williams of Llangibby

was a guest.


The owner of Lansoar was in many

ways a kindly and benevolent old gentleman, but I think we in the

country were chiefly proud of his temper. It was said to be

terrific, even in a land of furious, quickly-raised rages. People

told how they had seen the old man's white moustache bristling up

to his eyes; this was a sign that the fire was kindled. And, as I

once heard him say, "the Meyricks always get white with love and

hate." It was said that his sister was the only person who met him

on something like equal terms. She was an ancient gentlewoman with

a tremendous aquiline nose and was more like a marquise of 1793

going proudly to instant execution than can possibly be imagined.

She and her brother differed—it is much too mild a word, I am

sure—so fiercely as to what were the true armorial bearings

of the family that when these were to be emblazoned above the

dining-room hearth a compromise had to be arranged, and two shields

were painted, one on each side.


I am sorry that I was too young to

observe Lansoar and its ways with intelligent interest. The people

that lived there were of a race and sort that have now perished

utterly out of the land; there never will be such people again. But

I was banished from Lansoar for the last year or two of the old

squire's life. I had left school and was at a loose end at home,

and I heard I had fallen under heavy displeasure. It seemed that

the descendant of the Meyricks had known a doctor who had lived in

Paris on five shillings a week at the beginning of the nineteenth

century; he wished to know why I was not living in London on five

shillings a week in 1880. The answer would have been that I had

neither five shillings nor five pence a week; but one did not

answer Mr. James of Lansoar.


I am heartily sorry that the class

which he represented has perished. I am sorry to think of all their

houses scattered over Gwent; now mere memorials of something that

is done for ever and ended. One came upon these houses in every

other valley, on every other hillside, looking pleasantly towards

the setting sun. They are noble old places, even though they are

noble in a humble way; there are no Haddon Halls in Gwent. But

these old homes of the small gentry of the borderland—now for

the most part used as farm-houses—show their lineage in the

dignity of their proportions, in the carved armorial bearings of

their porches. The pride of race that belonged to the Morgans,

Herberts, Meyricks that once lived in them has passed into their

stones, and still shines there.





There is a great book that I am

hoping to write one of these fine days. I have been hoping to write

it, I may say, since 1898, or '99, and somewhere about the latter

year I did write as many as a dozen pages. The magnum opus so far

conducted did not wholly displease me, and yet it was not good

enough to urge me forward in the task. And so it has languished

ever since then, and I am afraid I have lost the MSS. that

contained all that there was of it long ago. Seriously, of course,

it would not have been a great book if it had been ever so

prosperously continued and ended; but it would have been at least a

curious book, and even now I feel conscious of warm desire at the

thought of writing it—some day. For the idea of it came to me

as follows:


I had been thinking at the old

century end of the work that I had done in the fifteen years or so

before, and it suddenly dawned upon me that this work, pretty good

or pretty bad, or as it may be, had all been the expression of one

formula, one endeavour. What I had been doing was this: I had been

inventing tales in which and by which I had tried to realise my

boyish impressions of that wonderful magic Gwent. Say that I had

walked and wandered by unknown roads, and suddenly, after climbing

a gentle hill, had seen before me for the first time the valley of

the Usk, just above Newbridge. I think it was on one of those

strange days of summer when the sky is at once grey and luminous

that I achieved this adventure. There are no clouds in the upper

air, the sky is simply covered with a veil which is, as I say, both

grey and luminous, and there is no breath of wind, and every leaf

is still.


But now and again as the day goes

on the veil will brighten, and the sun almost appear; and then here

and there in the woods it is as if white moons were descending. On

such a day, then, I saw that wonderful and most lovely valley; the

Usk, here purged of its muddy tidal waters, now like the sky, grey

and silvery and luminous, winding in mystic esses, and the dense

forest bending down to it, and the grey stone bridge crossing it.

Down the valley in the distance was Caerleon-on-Usk; over the hill,

somewhere in the lower slopes of the forest, Caerwent, also a Roman

city, was buried in the earth, and gave up now and again strange

relics—fragments of the temple of "Nodens, god of the

depths." I saw the lonely house between the dark forest and the

silver river, and years after I wrote "The Great God Pan," an

endeavour to pass on the vague, indefinable sense of awe and

mystery and terror that I had received.


This, then, was my process: to

invent a story which would recreate those vague impressions of

wonder and awe and mystery that I myself had received from the form

and shape of the land of my boyhood and youth; and as I thought

over this and meditated on the futility—or comparative

futility—of the plot, however ingenious, which did not exist

to express emotions of one kind or another, it struck me that it

might be possible to reverse the process. Could one describe hills

and valleys, woods and rivers, sunrise and sunset, buried temples

and mouldering Roman walls so that a story should be suggested to

the reader? Not, of course, a story of material incidents, not a

story with a plot in the ordinary sense of the term, but an

interior tale of the soul and its emotions; could such a tale be

suggested in the way I have indicated? Such is to be the plan of

the "great" book which is not yet written. I mention it here

chiefly because I would lay stress on my doctrine that in the world

of imagination the child is indeed father of the man, that the man

is nothing more than the child with an improved understanding

certainly, with all sorts of technical advantages in the way of

information and in the arts of expression, but, on the other hand,

with the disadvantages of a dimmed imaginative eye and a weakened

vision. There have been a few men who have kept the awe and the

surmise of earlier years and have added to those miraculous gifts

the acquired accomplishments of age and instruction; and these are

the only men who are entitled to the name of genius. I have said

already that in my boyhood and youth I was a deep and learned

student of the country about my home, and that I always saw it as a

kind of fairyland. And, cross-examining my memory, I find that I

have in no way exaggerated or overcoloured these early and earliest

impressions. Fairyland is too precise a word; I would rather say

that I saw everything in something of the spirit in which the first

explorers gazed on the tropical luxuriance and strangeness of the

South American forests, on the rock cities of Peru, on the

unconjectured seas that burst upon them from that peak in Darien,

on the wholly unimagined splendours of the Mexican monarchy. So it

was with me as a child. I came into a strange country, and strange

it ever remained to me, so that when I left it for ever there were

still hills within sight and yet untrodden, lanes and paths of

which I knew the beginning but not the end. For it is to be

understood that country folk are in this respect like Londoners:

that they have their customary tracks and ways which lead more or

less to some end or other; it is only occasionally that either goes

out determined not to find his way but to lose it, to stray for the

very sake of straying. Thus I walked many times in Wentwood and

became familiar with the Roman road that passes for some distance

along the summit of that ancient forest, but only once, I think,

did I set out from the yellow verge of the Severn and cross the

level Moors—a belt of fen country that might well lie between

Ely and Brandon; really, no doubt "y môr," the sea—and

wonder for a while at the bastioned and battlemented ruins of

Caldicot Castle, and so mount up by the outer hills and woods of

the forest, through Caerwent, past the Foresters' Oaks, a grove of

trees that were almost awful in the magnificence of their age and

their decay, and so climb to the ridge and look down on the Usk and

the more familiar regions to the west.


And, as you may judge, it was only

the knowledge that one must not frighten one's family out of its

wits and that camping out in forests without food or drink is

highly inconvenient that kept me on this comparatively straight

path. So all the while, as I paced an unknown way, yet more

unknowns were beckoning to me on right and left. Paths full of

promise allured me into green depths, the wildest heights urged me

to attempt them, cottages in orchard dells seemed so isolated from

all the world that they and theirs must be a part of enchantment.

And so I crossed Wentwood, and felt not that I knew it, but that it

was hardly to be known.





I have already mentioned, I think,

that I was an only child. Add to this statement that I had no

little cousins available as play-fellows, some of these being

domiciled in Anglesea, others in London; that it was only by the

merest chance and on the rarest occasions that I ever saw any

children at all, and I have given some notion of the extreme

solitude of my upbringing. I grew up, therefore, all alone so far

as other children were concerned, and though I went to school,

school did not seem to make much difference to my habit of mind. I

was eleven years old at the time, and I suppose I was "set" to

loneliness. I passed the term as a sort of interlude amongst

strangers, and came home to my friendly lanes, to my deep and

shadowy and secret valleys, as a man returns to his dear ones and

his dear native fields after exile amongst aliens and

outlanders.


I came back, then, again and again

to solitude. There were no children's parties for me, no cricket,

no football, and I was heartily glad of it, for I should have

abhorred all these diversions with shudderings of body and spirit.

My father and mother apart, I loved to be by myself, with unlimited

leisure for mooning and loafing and roaming and wandering from lane

to lane, from wood to wood. Constantly I seemed to be finding new,

hitherto unsuspected tracks, to be emerging from deep lanes and

climbing hills so far but seen from the distance, matters of

surmise, and now trodden and found to be Darien peaks giving an

outlook upon strange worlds of river and forest and bracken-covered

slope. Wondering at these things, I never ceased to wonder; and

even when I knew a certain path and became familiar with it I never

lost my sense of its marvels, as they appeared to me.


I have read curious and perplexed

commentaries on that place in Sir Thomas Browne in which he

declares his life up to the period of the "Religio Medici" to have

been "a miracle of thirty years, which to relate were not a

history, but a piece of poetry." Dr. Johnson, summing up the known

events of Browne's early life, finds therein nothing in the least

miraculous; Southey says the miracle was the great writer's

preservation from atheism; Leslie Stephen considers that the

strangeness "consists rather in Browne's view of his own history

than in any unusual phenomena." "View of his own history" seems a

little vague; but however critical sagacity may determine the sense

of the passage, I would very willingly adopt it to describe these

early years of mine, spent in that rectory amongst the wild hills

of Gwent. Of my private opinion, I think there can be little doubt

that when Sir Thomas Browne used the word "miraculous" he was

thinking not of miracles in the accepted sense as things done

contrary to the generally observed laws of nature, but rather of

his vision of the world, of his sense of a constant wonder latent

in all things. Stevenson, I believe, had some sense of this

doctrine as applied to landscape, at least, when he said that there

were certain scenes—I forget how he particularised

them—which demanded their stories, which cried out, as it

were, to have tales indited to fit their singular aspects. This, I

think I have shown, is a crude analysis. I should put it thus: this

group of pines, this lonely shore, or whatever the scene may be,

has made the soul thrill with an emotion intense but vague in the

sense in which music is vague; and the man of letters does his best

to realise—rather, perhaps, to actualise—this emotion

by inventing a tale about the pines or the sands. Such at all

events was my state through all the years of boyhood and of youth:

everything to me was wonderful, everything visible was the veil of

an invisible secret. Before an oddly shaped stone I was ready to

fall into a sort of reverie or meditation, as if it had been a

fragment of paradise or fairyland. There was a certain herb of the

fields that grew plentifully in Gwent, that even now I cannot

regard without a kind of reverence; it bears a spire of small

yellow blossoms, and its leaves when crushed give out a very

pungent, aromatic odour. This odour was to me a separate revelation

or mystery, as if no one in the world had smelt it but myself, and

I ceased not to admire even when a countryman told me that it was

good for stone, if you gathered it "under the planet Juniper."


And here, may I say in passing,

that in my opinion the country parson, with all the black-coated

class, knows next to nothing of the true minds of the country folk.

I feel certain that my father, if asked by a Royal Commission or

some such valuable body, "What influence has astrology on your

parishioners?" would have answered: "They have never heard of such

a thing." In later years I have wondered as to the possible fields

which extended beyond the bounds of our ignorance. I have wondered,

for example, whether, by any possibility, there were waxen men,

with pins in them, hidden in very secret nooks in any of the

Llanddewi cottages.
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