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    Balancing the seeming permanence of England’s hedgerows, byways, and fields with the ceaseless movement of travellers, seasons, and work, The Heart of England contemplates how landscapes shape those who cross them even as footsteps, memory, and use quietly alter the land in return, tracing a conversation between endurance and change in which modest details become signs of a living country best discovered at walking pace rather than imposed by haste or spectacle.

Edward Thomas’s The Heart of England belongs to the tradition of topographical nonfiction and travel writing, focusing on the English countryside and its rural life. First published in the early twentieth century, before the First World War, it reflects the Edwardian moment in which the countryside seemed at once timeless and on the cusp of transformation. The setting ranges across places commonly regarded as England’s heartland, presenting farms, lanes, small towns, and open fields. Readers encounter not an itinerary with fixed endpoints, but a series of attentive journeys that illuminate how geography, work, and custom are woven into the texture of daily life.

The book’s premise is disarmingly simple: a writer moves through the country, looking, listening, and noting what is there. From that simplicity, Thomas develops a quietly immersive experience, composed of vivid observation and measured reflection. The voice is calm, exact, and companionable, favoring clarity over flourish while remaining richly evocative. The style is essayistic rather than documentary, blending description with thought, and the mood is contemplative without sentimentality. Instead of dramatic incident, readers are offered accumulation: byways taken, distances covered, and small revelations, all of which cohere into a portrait of place that prizes patience and attention.

Key themes emerge gradually but firmly. Thomas is concerned with continuity and change, showing how fields, roads, and dwellings persist even as their uses evolve. He attends to the ordinary and the local, insisting that value resides in particulars—soil underfoot, weather in the air, the way a path bends—rather than in grand abstractions. The relationship between people and land is central: not ownership alone, but habit, labor, and memory. Time is marked by seasons and by the traces of former lives, yet the book resists nostalgia, asking how one can honor what lasts while acknowledging the press of modern convenience and speed.

Formally, the book exemplifies Thomas’s gift for making observation a kind of thought. His paragraphs move as a walker does: pausing, turning, resuming, and occasionally lingering when the view requires it. He draws connections between natural forms and human arrangements, attentive to the way a lane, hedge, or stream guides settlement and work. The prose cultivates precision without pedantry, and the rhythm encourages unhurried reading. Maps recede behind the sensed reality of the ground, and facts are made meaningful by context. This is not a handbook, but a way of seeing that elevates modest detail into insight about character and place.

For contemporary readers, The Heart of England remains pertinent in its invitation to slow attention. It offers an alternative to hurried consumption of landscape, modeling sympathetic regard for the more-than-human world and for communities shaped by it. Concerns that feel current—environmental care, regional identity, the effects of rapid change—are approached through close looking rather than argument. The book suggests that stewardship begins with acquaintance, that understanding grows from repeated contact with the near-at-hand. It rewards those curious about how culture and terrain intertwine, and it provides an antidote to abstraction by returning the reader to things seen and felt.

As an entry point into Edward Thomas’s prose, this book is both accessible and lasting. It can be read in sequence or dipped into selectively, since each passage offers a self-contained encounter with a landscape or mode of travel. What unifies the experience is the author’s steadfast regard for the everyday and his confidence that the country’s inner life reveals itself through sustained attention. Without demanding expertise, he asks only patience and openness. The result is a companionable guide to looking, one that equips readers to recognize significance in familiar ground and to carry that practice beyond the page.
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    The Heart of England is Edward Thomas’s topographical travel book, composed in the early twentieth century, describing a series of journeys through the Midlands and adjoining shires. It defines the region not by borders but by recurring features: rolling uplands, river valleys, market towns, and the web of ancient roads. Thomas records what he sees and learns on the way, combining landscape description with notes on history, work, and settlement. His route moves by footpath, lane, canal, and railway, using each to approach villages, churches, and fields. The book aims to portray the country’s central tract as it is lived in and traversed.

The narrative first settles on the Cotswold limestone, where elevation, pale stone, and dry walls shape the character of farms and towns. Thomas outlines the relation between the uplands and the former wool trade, the siting of churches and manor houses, and the long views that connect one ridge to another. Beech hangers, quarries, and lanes set within banks and hedges are observed in their ordinary uses. He notes how the color and hardness of stone influence cottages and barns, and how the plateau breaks into combes and springs, sending small streams toward larger rivers that define the lower country.

From those heights the journey descends to the Severn, whose breadth, meadows, and seasonal floods anchor a different way of life. Thomas describes riverside towns and bridges, ferries and towing paths, and the orchards and pastures that follow the water. Navigation, mills, and fisheries appear as parts of a practical system tied to channels and tides. He traces the line of the river across flats and beneath hills, recording its crossings, tributaries, and reach. The presence of the hills at the valley’s edge, and the way they direct roads and villages, provides a framework for continued movement and observation.

Turning toward the Avon, the book follows water meadows and low ridges to towns marked by towers, timbered fronts, and bridges. Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwick, and Kenilworth are approached as places where roads converge and where castles, churches, and halls show layered history. Thomas presents their streets, markets, and surrounding fields in relation to the river’s course. He notes how settlement patterns arise from ford, ferry, and crossing, and how cultivated ground, parks, and commons meet at the town margins. The sequence positions each place within the larger basin, emphasizing routes between them rather than anecdote or portraiture of individuals.

North and east, the Forest of Arden and its remnants appear as a mosaic of hedgerows, lanes, woods, and scattered farms. Thomas records the feel of enclosure and the survival of greens, commons, and small hamlets. Canals thread this country, with locks, cuttings, and bridges that straighten or circumvent older ways. He sets the canals alongside turnpikes and parish roads, showing how water and road transport intersect with fields and workshops. The approach to larger towns is noted in signs, embankments, and smoke, while the narrative keeps to margins where rural and suburban uses meet, observing how boundaries shift without erasing older lines.

Across the region, the book returns to the theme of roads, especially the Roman Fosse Way and other long, straight alignments that steady the landscape. Thomas links these with earthworks, moot hills, and place-names that preserve earlier functions. Parish churches and their bells, fonts, and towers appear as fixed points, with churchyards and yews marking continuity. He consults county histories and local lore to connect features on the ground with records of building, tenure, and custom. The sequence is spatial rather than argumentative, moving from ridge to vale by the logic of tracks and streams, each section joined by a visible line.

Village life is presented through inns, fairs, and regular work in fields and workshops. Thomas notes trades that have waned or shifted, such as weaving, gloving, and small quarrying, alongside agriculture organized around sheep, cattle, wheat, barley, and roots. In orchards and hop-yards he observes seasonal labor and its tools. Birds, hedgerow plants, and weather mark the calendar of sowing and harvest without diverting the account from its main purpose. Speech, songs, and local habits are recorded as elements of place. The emphasis falls on how livelihood, settlement form, and terrain shape one another in recurring, practical arrangements.

Modern changes enter the account through railways, motor traffic, and new building. Thomas notes the alignment of lines and roads, the presence of cuttings, embankments, and stations, and the way these alter distances and access. Quarries, brickworks, and workshops are located in relation to clay, stone, and transport. He records the spread of signage and tourism at certain viewpoints while attending to footpaths, stiles, and rights of way that continue across fields. The closing stages retrace high ground and river crossings, using maps and milestones to tie earlier sections together. Change is presented as addition rather than replacement, legible alongside older structures.

The book’s message is that the heart of England can be known by following the interrelation of landforms, routes, waters, and work. Its structure is a sequence of linked journeys, each revealing how natural features and human practice produce coherent districts and distinctive towns. Thomas’s conclusions rest on detailed observation: continuity in churches and roads, adaptation in transport and trade, and the persistence of paths that connect one settlement to another. Without argument or polemic, the narrative offers a composed portrait of a central region that remains readable through its stones, fields, and rivers, showing place as the outcome of long, visible processes.
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    Edward Thomas’s The Heart of England (1906) is set in the Edwardian period, when the English Midlands—Warwickshire, Worcestershire, Gloucestershire, and adjoining Oxfordshire—stood at a crossroads between agrarian tradition and industrial modernity. The landscape ranges from the Cotswold uplands and their stone-built villages to the Severn and Avon valleys, and from the historical Forest of Arden to the outskirts of Birmingham and the Black Country. Market towns, hedgerowed fields, canals, and new railway corridors define the geography. The era immediately precedes the First World War, yet carries the legacies of earlier centuries: enclosure, wool prosperity, Nonconformity, and municipal reform. Thomas’s itinerary turns these palimpsests into a living historical map.

The long history of enclosure and agrarian change most deeply shapes the countryside Thomas traverses. From the Tudor period onward, but decisively between c. 1750 and 1870, a succession of Enclosure Acts—especially the General Inclosure Act (1801) and the General Inclosure Act (1845)—converted open fields and commons into privately hedged holdings. Across England roughly 6–7 million acres were enclosed in this era, with Warwickshire, Oxfordshire, and Gloucestershire seeing numerous enclosure awards that imposed straight roads, new hedgerows, and isolated farmsteads upon formerly communal landscapes. Enclosure curtailed customary rights of pasture and fuel gathering, forcing poorer cottagers toward wage labor and the Poor Law system after the 1834 reform. The later Agricultural Depression (1873–1896), driven by cheap North American grain and steamship transport, collapsed wheat prices from about 56 shillings a quarter in the 1867–77 decade to near 31 shillings in the 1890s. Many Midlands farms shifted from arable to pasture; laborers’ weekly wages stagnated in the teens of shillings; rural depopulation fed growing towns like Birmingham and Coventry. In The Heart of England Thomas walks through the material afterlife of these changes—miles of hawthorn hedges, rectilinear fields, abandoned green lanes, and villages with empty cottages and consolidated estates. He observes orchards, smallholdings, and surviving commons on the Cotswold margins as fragile residues of older economies, recording how enclosure and depression reordered work, settlement, and the very look and feel of the land.

The Midlands’ role in the Industrial Revolution furnishes Thomas with constant contrasts. In 1709 Abraham Darby I smelted iron with coke at Coalbrookdale (Shropshire), initiating metallurgy that culminated in the world’s first iron bridge over the Severn at Ironbridge in 1779. The Black Country—Dudley, Wolverhampton, Walsall, West Bromwich—became a dense belt of pits, furnaces, and forges by the mid-nineteenth century, while Birmingham’s Soho Manufactory (founded 1761) and the Boulton & Watt partnership diffused steam power and precision metalworking. Thomas’s pages alternate quietly between sheep pastures and smoky horizons, canal basins and slag heaps glimpsed from embankments, registering the uneasy adjacency of industry and field.

Transport revolutions—turnpikes, canals, and railways—structured the routes Thomas follows. Eighteenth-century turnpike trusts straightened and maintained arterial roads to market towns. The canal era brought the Birmingham Canal (begun 1768), Oxford Canal (1790s), and the Worcester & Birmingham Canal (opened 1815), lacing the Severn–Trent watershed. Railways then overlaid faster corridors: the London & Birmingham Railway reached Birmingham in 1838; the Great Western Railway reached Oxford in 1844; the Oxford–Worcester–Wolverhampton line opened in stages in the early 1850s. Thomas travels by local trains and on foot, noting quiet, underused canal wharves, towpaths reclaimed by willows, and the way cuttings and viaducts carve or frame the countryside’s vistas.

Civil conflict left enduring marks on the region that Thomas treats as part of the landscape’s memory. The Battle of Edgehill (23 October 1642) in Warwickshire, the first pitched engagement of the First English Civil War, pitted King Charles I against the Earl of Essex’s Parliamentarian army, leaving perhaps 1,000–1,500 dead near Kineton. The war’s final act in the region came at Worcester (3 September 1651), where Oliver Cromwell defeated Charles II by the Severn and Teme. Church towers, village greens, and ridge-top escarpments double as memorials and vantage points in Thomas’s journeys, as he moves through parishes that still keep muster-fields and skirmish sites in local lore.

The medieval and Tudor wool economy, followed by the Dissolution of the Monasteries, created many of the towns and churches Thomas admires. From the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries, Cotswold wool financed grand Perpendicular “wool churches” at places like Northleach and Chipping Campden, with tithe barns on great estates such as at Great Coxwell (c. 1290s) across the Oxfordshire border. Monastic houses—Hailes Abbey (founded 1246, dissolved 1539), Cirencester Abbey (dissolved 1539)—once organized land, markets, and charity before their lands were redistributed under Henry VIII. Thomas’s attention to carved stone, market crosses, and tithe-barn silhouettes links the present rural economy to these older structures of wealth and landholding.

Urban political ferment in the Midlands reshaped nearby countryside–town relations that Thomas registers in markets and civic spaces. The Birmingham Political Union, led by Thomas Attwood from 1830, mobilized mass meetings that helped precipitate the 1832 Reform Act. Chartism followed; the Bull Ring Riots of July 1839 saw confrontations between Chartists and police deployed by local magistrates. Later, Mayor Joseph Chamberlain (1873–1876) municipalized gas and water and pursued slum clearance—an embodiment of the city’s “civic gospel.” Thomas’s passages through Midland towns juxtapose town halls (Birmingham’s 1834 classical hall), paved streets, and urban parks with the outlying fields, showing how reform and industrial prosperity drew labor and attention away from village life.

Thomas’s book functions as a social and political critique by making the Midlands’ history legible in everyday topography. He exposes inequities bequeathed by enclosure—the privatization of commons, the dependency of laborers, and the consolidation of estates—by dwelling on hedges, locked gates, and abandoned cottages. He contrasts municipal self-confidence and industrial wealth with rural stagnation and depopulation, questioning the distribution of prosperity. His attention to game preserves, keepers’ notices, and obstructed paths critiques class power and restricted access to land. Without polemic, he argues for stewardship: that footpaths, commons, and village economies embody a public inheritance threatened by speculative development, extractive industry, and inattentive governance.
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Sunday afternoon had perfected the silence of the suburban street. Every one had gone into his house to tea; none had yet started for church or promenade; the street was empty, except for a white pigeon that pecked idly in the middle of the road and once leaned upon one wing, raised the other so as to expose her tender side and took the rain deliciously; so calm and unmolested was the hour.

The houses were in unbroken rows and arranged in pairs, of which one had a bay window on the ground floor and one had not. Some had laurels in front; some had names. But they were so much alike that the street resembled a great storehouse where yards of goods, all of one pattern, are exposed, all with that painful lack of character that makes us wish to rescue one and take it away and wear it, and soil it, and humanise it rapidly.

Soon a boy of nine years old came out of one house and stood at the gate. At first he moved briskly and looked in every direction as if expecting to see some one whom he knew; but in a little while he paused and merely looked towards the pigeon, so fixedly that perhaps he saw it not. The calm silenced him, took him into its bosom, yet also depressed him. Had he dared, he would have shouted or run; he would have welcomed the sound of a piano, of a dog barking, of a starling coldly piping. While he still paused an old man rounded the corner of the street and came down in the roadway towards him.

The old man was small and straight, and to his thin figure the remains of a long black coat and grey trousers adhered with singular grace. You could not say that he was well dressed, but rather that he was in the penultimate stage of a transformation like Dryope’s or Daphne’s[1], which his pale face had not altogether escaped. His neglected body seemed to have grown this grey rind that flapped like birch bark. Had he been born in it the clothing could not have been more apt. The eye travelled from these clothes with perfect satisfaction—as from a branch to its fruit—to his little crumpled face and its partial crust of hair. Yet he walked. One hand on a stick, the other beneath a basket of watercress, he walked with quick, short steps, now and then calling out unexpectedly, as if in answer to a question, “Watercresses!” No one interrupted him. He was hungry; he nibbled at pieces of cress with his gums, and so kneaded his face as if it had been dough. He passed the boy; he stooped, picked up a rotten apple, and in the act frightened the pigeon, which rose, as the boy saw, and disappeared.

The boy raised his head and watched. He saw the old man—as in an eloquent book and not with his own usually indolent eyes—and thought him a traveller. Yes! that was how a traveller looked—a strange, free man, hatless, walking in the road, ignoring puddles, talking carelessly to himself; from the country—such was his stick and the manner of his clothes; with something magnificent and comely in his hoariness; sleeping the boy knew not where, perhaps not at all, but going on and on, certainly not to church, but perhaps to places with mountains, icebergs, houses in the branches of trees, great waters, camels, monkeys, crocodiles, parrots, ivory, cannibals, curved swords. And the boy flushed to think that the quiet street was an avenue to all the East, the Pole, the Amazon ... to dark men who wondered about the sunlight, the wind, the rain, and whence they came ... to towns set down in the heart of forests and lonely as ships at sea. But whatever he was, the old man was more blessed than any one whom the boy had ever seen.

The old man was gone out of sight. The boy started to run and follow; but he stumbled and fell and uttered his intolerable longing in a fit of grave tears, while the street began to be bright and restless again.

I thought to follow him myself. But the next day I was still in that grey land, looking at it from a railway train.

The hundreds of streets parallel or at angles with the railway—some exposing flowery or neglected back gardens, bedrooms half seen through open windows, pigeon houses with pigeons bowing or flashing in flight, all manner of domesticities surprised—others a line of shop fronts and gorgeous or neat or faded women going to and fro—others, again, a small space that had been green and was still grassy under its encumbrance of dead trees, scaffolding and bricks—some with inns having good names—these streets are the strangest thing in the world. They have never been discovered. They cannot be classified. There is no tradition about them. Poets have not shown how we are to regard them. They are to us as mountains were in the Middle Ages, sublime, difficult, immense; and yet so new that we have inherited no certain attitude towards them, of liking or dislike. They suggest so much that they mean nothing at all. The eye strains at them as at Russian characters which are known to stand for something beautiful or terrible; but there is no translator: it sees a thousand things which at the moment of seeing are significant, but they obliterate one another. More than battlefield or library, they are dense with human life. They are as multitudinous and painful and unsatisfying as the stars. They propose themselves as a problem to the mind, only a little less so at night when their surfaces hand the mind on to the analogies of sea waves or large woods.

Nor at the end of my journey was the problem solved. It was a land of new streets and half-built streets and devastated lanes. Ivied elm trunks lay about with scaffold poles, uprooted shrubs were mingled with bricks, mortar with turf, shining baths and sinks and rusty fire grates with dead thistles and thorns. Here and there a man in a silk hat or a little girl with neat ankles and high brown boots stepped amidst the deeply rutted mud. An artist who wished to depict the Fall and some sympathy with it in the face of a ruined Eden might have had little to do but copy an acre of the surviving fields.

A north wind swept the land clean. In the hedges and standing trees, it sobbed at intervals like a bitter child forcing himself to cry; in the windowless houses it made a merrier sound like a horn. It drove workmen and passers-by to spend as much time as possible in “The King’s Head,” and there the medley of the land was repeated. Irish and Cockney accents mingled with Kentish; Americans would have been out of place. No one seemed to dislike the best room in the inn, where there was a piano, a coloured picture of Lord Roberts and of the landlord as a youth, an old print of snipe-shooting, some gaudy and fanciful advertisements of spirits, and no fire to warm the wall-paper which had once had a pattern characteristic of poor bathrooms.

I felt a kind of exalted and almost cheerful gloom as I stepped out and saw that it was raining and would go on raining. O exultation of the sorrowful heart when Nature also seems to be sorrowing! What strange merriment is this which the dejected mind and the wind in the trees are making together! What high lavolt of the shuffling heels of despair! As two lovers wounded and derided will make of their complainings one true joy that triumphs, so will the concealing rain and the painful mind.

The workmen had gone; faint lights began to appear through the blinds of the finished houses. There was no sunset, no change from day to night. The end of the day was like what is called a natural death in bed; an ill-laid fire dies thus. With the darkness a strange spirit of quiet joy appeared in the air. Old melodies floating about it on that mourning wind. The rain formed a mist and a veil over the skeletons round about, but it revealed more than it took away; Nature gained courage in the gloom. The rain smoothed her as it will wash away tears on the lonely hills. The trees were back in Eden again. They were as before in their dim, stately companies. The bad walking was no annoyance. Once I came upon a line of willows above dead reeds that used to stand out by a pond as the first notice to one walking out of London that he was in the country at last; they were unchanged; they welcomed and encouraged once more. The lighted windows in the mist had each a greeting; they were as the windows we strain our eyes for as we descend to them from the hills of Wales or Kent; like those, they had the art of seeming a magical encampment among the trees, brave, cheerful lights which men and women kept going amidst the dense and powerful darkness. The thin, incompleted walls learned a venerable utterance.

The night grew darker. The sound of pianos mingled with the wind. I could not see the trees—I was entrapped in a town where I had once known nothing but fields and one old house, stately and reticent among the limes. A sense of multitude surged about and over me—of multitudes entirely unknown to me—collected by chance—mere numbers—human faces that were at that moment expressing innumerable strange meanings with which I had nothing to do. Had I said to one who entered an adjacent house that I was retrospectively a lodger of his, since I had once hidden for half a day in the hollow oak in his front garden, he would have stared. Here were people living in no ancient way. That they supped and slept in their houses was all that was clear to me. I wondered why—why did they go on doing these things? Did they ever sit up thinking and thinking, trying to explain to themselves why they were there, and then fall asleep in their chairs and awake still with the same goalless thought and so go shivering to bed? The window lights were now as strange to me and as fascinating as, to a salmon swaying by a bridge, the lights and faces of the poachers on the bank. As if it were new came back to me the truism that most men are prisons to themselves. Here was a city imprisoned deep, and I as deep, in the rain. Was there, perhaps, joy somewhere on account of those thousands of prisoners and lighted windows?

I left London that night on foot. By way of preparation, I stayed until after midnight to listen to a sweet voice that drew upon all the gloom and jangle of London the sweet patterns of some old country melodies. Strange and pleasant it was to look out upon the London night of angry-ridged, tumultuous roofs, and then, sharply drawing a curtain, to live upon a cadence, a melody—




“As I walked forth one Midsummer morning

A-viewing the meadow and to take the air ...”







A pure rose upon a battlefield, a bright vermeil shell upon a slatternly sea-shore after storm, would not be of a more piercing beauty than those songs just there.

Then I set out and began to stain the immense silence of the city with the noise of my heels and stick. A journalist or two went by; a fat man and his fat dog straying from the neat bar of a Conservative Club homewards without precipitancy; a few pleasure-seekers with bleared or meditative eye; a youth with music in his steps, fresh from some long evening of talk and song, perhaps his first. Here was a policeman stern and expectant in a dark entry, or smoking a pipe; there stood or sat or leaned or lay men and women who no more give up their secrets than the blinded windows and the doors that will not be knocked at for hours yet. How noble the long, well-lighted streets at this hour, fit with their smooth paved ways for some roaring game, and melancholy because there is no one playing. The rise and fall of the land is only now apparent. In the day we learn of hills in London only by their fatigue; in the night we can see them as if the streets did not exist, as they must have appeared to men who climbed them with a hope of seeing their homes from the summits or of surprising a stag beneath. The river ran by, grim, dark and vast, and having been untouched by history, old as hills and stars, it seemed from a bridge, not like a wild beast in a pit, but like a strange, reminiscential amulet, worn by the city to remind her that she shall pass. How tameless and cold the water, alien, careless, monstrous, capable of drowning in a little while the uttermost agony or joy and making them as if they had never been. I passed by doors where lived people whom I knew, but it was two o’clock in the morning; they could not know me. I wondered which of them I could safely disturb. With what expression would they come down from their warm beds and oblivion, with dull, puzzled eyes, and slowly recall those things which—even the pleasant ones—our lonely lives so often reduce to mere entries in a tedious chronicle. I left the question unanswered.

Now I saw a tall, stiff crane surmounting the houses and nodding in the sky, itself simple, strong, direct, weighing the city against the heavens in an enormous balance with Rhadamanthine[2] solemnity.

Endless were the vast caves and deserts of the streets, most strange the unobserved, innumerable things prepared for the eyes of men on the coming day—glittering windows of cutlery, food, drugs, sadlery—the high walls with coloured advertisements of beer, medicine, food, actors, newspapers, corsets, concerts, pickles. The dark windows, the windows lit to serve some purpose unknown, seemed to make it necessary to cry out, to raise an alarm, to make sure that the darkness or light meant only the usual things. Now and then several streets ran towards one another and left a square or irregular space at their meeting, surrounded by an inn with a sign, a stone trough, an old eighteenth-century house, its windows emphasised by white paint, a row of pollarded limes, a scrap of orchard—once perhaps the heart of a village. Or for almost a mile the streets ran straight, with branches at right angles, and suddenly a large house stood back and its garden of limes and lawn broke the monotone. The names of the streets were an epitome of the world and time, commemorating famous and unknown men, battles, conspiracies, far-off cities and rivers, little villages known to me, streams and hills now buried by houses; the names of the inns were as rich as the titles of books in an old library, suggested many an inn by wood and mill and meadow and village square, but all confused as if in a marine store. And as I walked through old and new villages, rents, courts, alleys, lanes, rises, streets, buildings, roads, avenues, I seemed to be travelling through the Inferno and Purgatorio, but before the first man had entered them and without a guide. It was immense, sublime, but its purposes dark and not to be explained by the policemen here and there in charge. Nor, passing through Battersea, did I meet the famous man who has threaded this mystery. He, at least, would have taken me to a housetop and have unravelled space; but I expected him at street corners and on commons in vain. But presently I reached a sign-post that stood boldly up with undoubted inscriptions, one of them to London, and away from that I set my face, though I saw market-carts going the way I had come, with drowsy carters, one lamp, and horses whose shadowy muscles quivered in the electric light. That sign-post seemed to make all things clear. Like a prophet it rose up, who after an age of darkness says that the path of life and goodness is plain, that he knows it, and that all who follow him will be saved. Not for him hesitation and qualification; but to all men perplexed by definitions, testimonies, other prophets and their own thoughts, he cries: “This is the way.”




“The world may find the Spring by following her.”







I followed and needed only a good marching song. By chance I lighted on one which was first sung by countrymen. It is not triumphant—the mind wearies of a triumphant song in solitude and at night—but it persists and acknowledges no end. It was made by feeble, mighty-limbed men who knew what it is to go on and on for ends which they do not entirely apprehend. It matches the hurrying feet of the lover or the limp of the hungry man at dawn. It begins—





“With one man, with two men,

We mow the hay together;

With three men, with four men,

We mow the hay together:

With four, with three, with two, with one, no more,

We mow the hay and rake the hay and take it away together.”







It goes on—




“With five men, with six men,

We mow the hay together;

With seven men, with eight men,

We mow the hay together;

With eight, with seven, with six, with five, with four,

with three, with two, with one, no more,

We mow the hay and rake the hay and take it away together.”







It goes on until a hundred is reached, proceeding after twenty by tens. And so, gradually, as the song went on, the houses opened apart, and the road ahead was a simple white line. On either hand thousands of lights showed valleys and hills; but ahead there was a promising darkness, and out of it came the Watercress Man with a basket of wild flowers on his back.

“Sir,” said he, setting down his flowers slowly, “the price of a pint of ale won’t hurt you, I suppose? I have drunk nothing since yesterday morning.”

“But have you eaten anything?” I asked, ready to admire him for asking first for drink.

“No,” said he, “I have neither eaten nor drunken. I drink four ale.”

“Thank you,” he said, when I had given him twopence for drink and twopence for food. “We are all sons of one mother[1q]. You can’t get away from that.”

“Then we are brothers,” said I.

“Certainly, if you will.”


“I should like to know you.”

“With pleasure, if you can.”

“What are you by profession?”

“A hard question. I profess nothing. By conviction I am an ill-used man, and for the moment I am a seller of flowers.”

He showed me his flowers—kingcups, cuckoo flowers, primroses from the moist woods.

“I will buy your flowers,” I said.

“No! I think I shall keep those,” and he put them in a horse trough close by. I asked him if he would return into the country with me.

“No,” he replied, “it would be sunrise before we got into the country, and I never spend the daytime in the country if I can avoid it.”

“Why?” I asked.

“As we are brothers,” he said, “I will tell you that I paint landscapes. I like nothing on earth so well as the country. I was dragged up in the Borough. The country for me! But the lover of Nature and the gamekeeper and the farmer and the landowner spoil it by day. The people are stupid, brutal. The women are not at all beautiful. Their cowsheds are the only things they have not spoilt: they are still sweet. As a lad I read the pastoral poets, and I know that these things were once far different. So I live in London and paint landscapes at sixpence a-piece, sometimes four or five of them in a morning, so that I live well. I usually put a few red flowers in with the sixpennyworth. I am sixty-eight; my son will succeed me, but badly—badly.”

“How is that?”


“Because he says that he paints Nature as she is, which is impossible. I make no such mistake, as you shall see——I aim for suggestion. Here,” he said, producing one from his pocket (a brown field sloping up to a ridge of trees, painted black, against









































PART II

THE LOWLAND
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