
 
 
 
 
 



John Galsworthy


A Sheaf

Enriched edition. Exploring human relationships and societal norms through insightful short stories
In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience.

[image: ]

Introduction, Studies and Commentaries by Ian Page
Edited and published by Good Press, 2022


goodpress@okpublishing.info



    EAN 4057664573124
  


    Table of Contents

    
    
        Introduction

    

    
    
        Synopsis (Selection)

    

    
    
        Historical Context

    

    
    
        Author Biography

    

    
    
        A Sheaf

    

    
    
        Analysis

    

    
    
        Reflection

    

    
    
        Memorable Quotes

    

    


Introduction




Table of Contents




    Amid the noise of a world at war, A Sheaf gathers quiet acts of thought into a binding of conscience. John Galsworthy’s collection presents brief, lucid reflections composed in the heat of the First World War, yet tempered by patience and humane restraint. The title suggests gleanings: pieces gathered from the fields of daily life and public debate, tied together to feed understanding in a lean season. Rather than thunder, Galsworthy offers steadiness; rather than dogma, scrutiny; rather than despair, a sober resolve to preserve human worth. The result is a portrait of civic feeling confronting crisis without surrendering its moral clarity.

A Sheaf is non-fiction: essays, sketches, and open reflections written during the war years and first published as a volume in 1916. These pieces engage questions of public duty, justice, national character, and the fate of art and sympathy under pressure. The tone is measured but urgent, the arguments principled yet practical, always attentive to the ordinary lives that policy and passion can imperil. Galsworthy writes as a citizen as much as an artist, seeking to refine judgment rather than inflame it. The collection offers a contemporary’s witness to upheaval, crafted with the novelist’s eye for nuance and the reformer’s conscience.

Its classic status rests on poise and permanence. Because the circumstances were acute, one might expect expedience; instead, these essays were fashioned for endurance. They retain value as models of civic prose: candid, unsentimental, and scrupulously fair. The book embodies the English tradition of the moral essay at a moment when it mattered most, demonstrating that literature can steady public feeling without preaching. Across generations, readers have returned to A Sheaf not for facts of the day but for a method of thinking: compassionate skepticism allied to clear writing. In that balance of sympathy and scrutiny lies its claim to lasting regard.

John Galsworthy, born in 1867 and awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1932, is widely known for The Forsyte Saga and for plays and stories that challenged complacency. Yet his nonfiction is equally revealing. A Sheaf showcases the same humane realism that animates his fiction, brought to bear on the urgencies of wartime Britain. He writes as a liberal-minded observer who trusts language to refine feeling and law to serve justice. The book belongs to the mature middle period of his career, when his authority as a public voice was well established and his prose had achieved its characteristic clarity and control.

Published in 1916, A Sheaf emerged from a Britain fully engaged in the First World War, when public debate and private anxiety were both intense. Many of its pieces began as contributions to periodicals and public discussions of the day, then were gathered into a single volume. The act of binding them together gives the title its resonance: separate gleanings become a usable store. The historical context matters, but the writing avoids newspaper ephemera. Galsworthy looks past headlines to the underlying habits of mind—how to keep pity alive, how to temper zeal with fairness—that any crisis will test, and every society must practice.

Formally, the collection is varied but cohesive. Short essays sit beside more meditative sketches, each built on plain diction, regulated cadence, and a patient accumulation of example. The style is neither ornamental nor stark; it is lucid and exact, trusting that clarity is not the enemy of feeling. The metaphor of the sheaf clarifies the method: the unity is thematic, not chronological. What binds the pieces is a moral center—attention to the vulnerable, suspicion of cant, and respect for balance. Galsworthy’s craft lies in guiding readers from the particular to the general without sacrificing complexity or the dignity of concrete detail.

The themes are enduring. A Sheaf considers responsibility and restraint in wartime, the relation between law and mercy, the place of the arts under stress, and the claims that society makes on the individual. It weighs patriotism against humanity, pride against compassion, and the impulse to punish against the need to understand. Class and conscience appear not as abstractions but as forces experienced in daily choices. Galsworthy probes the tension between collective necessity and private goodness, asking how institutions can protect both security and justice. In every case, the question is how to preserve the moral fabric without fraying what it is meant to save.

Galsworthy’s purpose is civic and ethical rather than partisan. He seeks to clarify, not to harangue; to persuade by fairness, not by spectacle. The essays aim to humanize public discussion, reminding readers that policies are measured in lived effects and that victory without decency is a hollow triumph. He writes to strengthen the habits of thought—empathy, proportion, self-scrutiny—that inoculate a community against cruelty and panic. By disciplining emotion with reason and reason with compassion, A Sheaf offers a working demonstration of how literature can serve public life without collapsing into propaganda or retreating into aesthetic isolation.

As a document of its moment, the book contributed to a cultural conversation sustained by writers who believed that style and conscience belonged together. Its quiet authority helped confirm Galsworthy’s reputation as a trustworthy public voice, one who could bring literary tact to urgent matters. The collection occupied a distinctive space alongside his dramas and novels, expanding the picture of what a major author could offer in crisis. That breadth is part of its legacy: it exemplifies engaged authorship practiced without rancor. While composed for contemporaries, its appeal lies in a temperament that remains legible—and valuable—beyond its first audience.

In literary history, A Sheaf stands within a long English lineage of essays that test public ethics through private reflection. It looks back to plain-style moralists and forward to later practitioners of civic prose who balance analysis with feeling. Rather than claiming prophetic influence, its significance is steadier: it demonstrates how a novelist’s sensibility can refine social thought, and how measured rhetoric can hold its ground when rhetoric tends to overheat. The book thus forms a bridge between imaginative literature and public reasoning, showing that attentiveness to character, motive, and language is as vital in the forum as in fiction.

For contemporary readers, the relevance is immediate. In an age of accelerated information, polarized rhetoric, and renewed anxieties about conflict, A Sheaf models how to think with care and to feel without cruelty. Its pages encourage readers to test slogans against human consequences, to weigh fear against fairness, and to prize clarity over volume. The historical setting gives perspective; the method offers practice. One need not share every conclusion to profit from the discipline of attention it inculcates. The result is both bracing and consoling: a reminder that ethical poise is learnable, and that language can help steady the will.

A Sheaf endures because it binds insight to integrity. Composed in a season of strain, it gathers reflections that honor justice, pity, and proportion—virtues that never go out of date. As an accessible, finely wrought collection by a major writer, it offers a companionable guide to thinking humanely in difficult times. Readers will find a tone of quiet courage, a steady gaze that neither denies suffering nor surrenders to it. In the sheaf Galsworthy tied, the strands are restraint and compassion, judgment and hope. That bundle still feeds the mind, ensuring the book’s lasting appeal and its place among modern classics.
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    A Sheaf is a collection of essays and sketches by John Galsworthy written during the early years of the First World War. Drawn largely from periodical pieces, the volume arranges observations, appeals, and arguments that track the shifting temper of Britain between 1914 and 1916. Rather than a continuous narrative, it offers a sequence of topical reflections that together present a portrait of national life under strain. Galsworthy sets a tone of restraint and balance, acknowledging necessity while insisting on humane standards. The opening pieces register the shock of war’s outbreak, the quiet mobilization of people and resources, and the preference for duty over rhetoric.

The early essays capture public mood: streets subdued, queues and uniforms becoming part of the landscape, and households adjusting to absence and uncertainty. Galsworthy emphasizes steadiness and courtesy in ordinary conduct, treating them as civic assets. He notes how institutions adapt with minimal display, and how local communities organize relief, savings, and vigilance. His focus is not spectacle but the pattern of small, dependable acts that sustain morale. Without romanticizing, he presents an ethic of service as broadly shared, while cautioning against panic, rumor, and scapegoating that can fracture solidarity when patience and clarity are most required.

Galsworthy then considers the soldier and the nature of courage, avoiding sensational detail in favor of character and motive. He reflects on discipline, endurance, and comradeship, recognizing fear as a universal element and courage as measured persistence amid it. Parallel attention is paid to the home front: nurses, orderlies, ambulance drivers, and munitions workers whose labor secures the means of fighting and healing. The essays refrain from glorification, preferring acknowledgment of quiet sacrifice. Throughout, he maintains that individual dignity and mutual consideration are not luxuries in war but part of what is being defended and therefore must be preserved.

Attention turns to the idea of the enemy and the conduct of war. Galsworthy distinguishes between necessary resistance and indiscriminate hatred, arguing that fairness toward prisoners and enemy civilians is a test of national character. He warns against credulity before atrocity tales, urging verification over impulse. The essays uphold rules and courtesies that restrain vengeance, contending that cruelty degrades the victor as well as the vanquished. He recognizes the pressure to answer like with like, yet insists that principle is most meaningful when it limits retaliation. The theme is constancy of standards under stress, not leniency but measured right dealing.

From conduct abroad, the book moves to law at home. Galsworthy weighs emergency powers, censorship, and surveillance against the claims of justice and open judgment. He acknowledges the need for security while insisting that procedure and reason must frame decisions, not temper or prejudice. Questions of detention, prosecution, and the treatment of conscientious dissent are approached with attention to proportionality and evidence. The essays argue that liberties cannot be postponed without cost and that clear, accessible law is essential to public trust. In this account, due process is both shield and compass, guiding policy through fear-driven moments.

Social and industrial questions follow. Galsworthy examines labor mobilization, the discipline of factories, and the responsibilities of management and state toward workers and dependents. He stresses fair wages, decent housing, and support for the injured and bereaved as conditions of effective national effort. Refugees and displaced persons appear as a test of hospitality and organization. He urges cooperation across class lines, with frank recognition of strain but a preference for conciliation and shared purpose. The welfare of families, he argues, is not separate from military efficiency; it is its foundation, binding private hardship to public resolve.

Culture and speech in wartime receive sustained attention. Galsworthy reflects on the roles of literature, theater, and journalism, asking that language remain exact and sober. He cautions against inflated phrases that outstrip reality and numb feeling, preferring plain statement that honors fact and grief. The arts, in his view, are not diversions from duty but means to retain proportion and humanity. He grants that gaiety and relief have their place, provided they do not harden into indifference. In criticism and praise alike, he looks for sincerity, urging writers and readers to resist both cynicism and empty exhortation.

The later essays widen to an international horizon. Allies and small nations are described with respect for their trials and contributions. Galsworthy discusses war aims in terms of security under law rather than conquest, favoring settlements that protect independence and reduce causes of future conflict. He rejects punitive zeal as shortsighted, arguing that durable peace rests on fairness recognizable to friend and foe. Responsibility for rebuilding is presented as collective: to restore trade, rehouse populations, and repair institutions with patience. The book advances a vision of order grounded in restraint, mutual obligation, and a revived confidence in public right.

A concluding current gathers the threads: endurance, justice, civility, and measured hope. Galsworthy affirms that the habits of fairness and sympathy are instruments of strength, not signs of weakness. He looks beyond hostilities to reconstruction in education, health, labor relations, and the humane treatment of all who have borne the war’s weight. The collection’s purpose is practical and ethical: to steady conduct by keeping attention on what must not be lost while necessities are pursued. In sum, A Sheaf records a moment and recommends a bearing, presenting national character as a daily choice made under pressure.
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    John Galsworthy’s A Sheaf is rooted in Great Britain between 1914 and 1916, the formative years of the First World War. The work’s geographical frame is predominantly the British home front, especially London, with its ministries, law courts, newspapers, clubs, and charitable organizations that mediated the war’s pressures on civilians. The Western Front, Belgium, and the North Sea appear as ever-present horizons, shaping public mood and policy. The essays engage a nation under emergency statutes, mass mobilization, and moral questioning. In this setting, Galsworthy measures the distance between patriotic rhetoric and daily realities, observing how wartime governance reaches deeply into ordinary life.

Published in 1916 and drawing together pieces first printed in British periodicals, A Sheaf reflects the tempo of mid-war Britain: shortages looming, casualties mounting, and political authority hardening. Galsworthy wrote from an English liberal-humanitarian vantage, attentive to social justice, rule of law, and humane treatment of enemies and refugees. The book’s temporal focus captures the transition from volunteer enthusiasm to conscription, from improvisation to centralized control, and from early illusions to sober endurance. Its place is a London of committees, tribunals, and relief funds, yet its scope extends to coalfields, shipyards, and munitions factories whose strains the author follows as indicators of national character under stress.

The outbreak of the First World War followed the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914, cascading through alliance commitments into declarations of war. Germany invaded Belgium on 4 August 1914; Britain declared war the same day, citing treaty obligations and strategic imperatives. Mobilization transformed Britain within weeks as the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) crossed to France. A Sheaf gathers essays responding to these shocks, written in 1914–1916, and records the British public’s movement from astonishment to grim acceptance. Galsworthy’s early pieces register both patriotic duty and unease about hatred and retaliation, framing the conflict as a test of national conscience.

Germany’s violation of Belgian neutrality in August 1914, including the burning of Leuven’s university library on 25 August and harsh reprisals in Aerschot and Dinant, galvanized British opinion. By late 1914 and 1915, roughly 250,000 Belgian refugees arrived in Britain, concentrated in London, the Midlands, and industrial towns. Relief committees, municipal councils, and private households offered support. A Sheaf reflects this episode through appeals for humane aid and measured judgment about atrocity narratives. Galsworthy connects the refugee presence to Britain’s moral obligations, urging practical generosity over sensationalism, and situating Belgian suffering as a mirror for British claims about civilization and justice in wartime.

The BEF’s early battles—Mons (23 August 1914), the Marne (6–12 September 1914), and First Ypres (October–November 1914)—brought severe casualties and entrenched stalemate along the Western Front. The war of movement gave way to trenches, artillery barrages, and attritional logic. Towns like Ypres and Arras became symbols of endurance, while casualty lists filled British newspapers. In A Sheaf, these developments form the somber backdrop for reflections on loss, duty, and the language of sacrifice. Though not reporting from the front, Galsworthy interprets home-front responsibilities in the shadow of these battles, pressing for honesty about the human cost and resisting triumphalism detached from the dead and wounded.

The Defence of the Realm Act (DORA), passed on 8 August 1914, empowered the government to censor communications, control industries, regulate lighting and movement, and prosecute speech deemed harmful. In September 1914, the War Propaganda Bureau at Wellington House, led by Charles Masterman, coordinated information campaigns. Press restrictions and official narratives shaped civilian understanding of battle and policy. A Sheaf is intimately connected to this environment; Galsworthy writes as a public moralist within tightened boundaries. He acknowledges national security but scrutinizes the risks of overreach, warning that censorship and propaganda, if untempered, threaten the liberal principles Britain claimed to defend on the international stage.

Early recruitment hinged on voluntary enlistment championed by Lord Kitchener, whose call raised the New Armies in 1914–1915. Pals battalions formed from workplaces and towns promised camaraderie but concentrated local losses. By late 1915, the Derby Scheme attempted to categorize and attest eligible men, yet numbers fell short. A Sheaf addresses recruitment as a civic and ethical question, balancing appeals to collective duty with attention to individual circumstance, family dependency, and industrial necessity. Galsworthy warns that public shaming corrodes social trust. The essays mirror a society moving from voluntarism’s idealism to the sober realization that compulsion, if adopted, must be administered with scrupulous fairness.

The Military Service Acts of 1916 introduced conscription in stages: on 27 January, single men aged 18 to 41 became liable; on 25 May, coverage extended to married men. Local tribunals assessed exemptions for hardship, occupation, or conscience; a Non-Combatant Corps was formed in May 1916 for those refusing combatant service. Approximately 16,000 men claimed conscientious objection, with several thousand imprisoned or assigned to alternative labor after refusals. Cases turned on inconsistent local standards and social pressure. A Sheaf devotes sustained attention to this watershed, depicting tribunal rooms as crucibles of British justice. Galsworthy insists that liberty under law must endure precisely when the state is strongest. He urges recognition of genuine conscience, whether religious, ethical, or political, and condemns vindictiveness that punishes sincerity more harshly than evasion. By situating conscription within a longer English tradition of toleration and fair play, the essays make the administration of the Acts a central moral index for the nation at war.

The Shell Crisis of May 1915 exposed shortages of high-explosive munitions, prompting fierce press attacks led by Lord Northcliffe’s newspapers. Admiral Lord Fisher’s resignation on 15 May and military disappointments intensified pressure. On 25 May 1915, H. H. Asquith formed a coalition government and, on 9 June, appointed David Lloyd George as Minister of Munitions. The Munitions of War Act (2 July 1915) created controlled establishments, restricted strikes, and enabled labor dilution, while wage and hours disputes were mediated by new mechanisms. A Sheaf returns repeatedly to this episode as the matrix of wartime industrial policy. Galsworthy probes justice between labor and capital, denounces profiteering, and urges equitable sacrifice: skilled workers’ rights, safety in factories, and family subsistence must weigh alongside military need. He applauds efficiency where it serves life, not speculation, arguing that national unity requires visible fairness in the workshops as surely as courage in the trenches.

Wartime finance and living costs spurred social tension. The government introduced the Excess Profits Duty in 1915 at 50 percent on profits above a prewar standard, later increased, to curb abnormal gains. Prices rose, and housing pressures triggered the Glasgow rent strikes of October–November 1915, leading to the Rent Restriction Act 1915, which limited rent increases for many tenants. Under DORA, price controls and requisitions expanded. A Sheaf treats these measures as tests of distributive justice, condemning opportunism that shifts burdens onto the poor. Galsworthy aligns policy with ethical obligation, arguing that public willingness to endure depends on curbing profiteering and ensuring that sacrifices are shared visibly and proportionately.

Women’s wartime work expanded dramatically. By late 1915 and 1916, hundreds of thousands of women shifted into munitions, transport, clerical posts, and agriculture; organizations like the Voluntary Aid Detachments supplied nursing auxiliaries across Britain and France. The Women’s Social and Political Union suspended suffrage militancy to support war work, while trade unions negotiated dilution and protections. A Sheaf registers this realignment as both necessity and opportunity, chronicling the strain and dignity of female labor under hazardous conditions. Galsworthy acknowledges the social transformation underway, linking women’s contribution to arguments for fair wages, improved safety in factories handling TNT and cordite, and postwar recognition of civic equality.

The Aliens Restriction Act (5 August 1914) and subsequent orders led to the registration, surveillance, and internment of enemy aliens. Following the sinking of the Lusitania in May 1915, anti-German riots struck cities such as London and Liverpool. Camps like Knockaloe on the Isle of Man housed up to 23,000 internees. Britain balanced security fears with long-standing traditions of asylum. A Sheaf speaks to this tension, urging restraint, individualized justice, and the rejection of collective punishment. Galsworthy’s humanitarianism presses for due process and humane conditions, warning that indiscriminate suspicion of long-resident foreigners betrays the very standards Britain invokes to justify its cause abroad.

The maritime and aerial dimensions of war brought the conflict home. On 7 May 1915, the German U-boat U-20 sank RMS Lusitania off the Old Head of Kinsale, killing 1,198 passengers, including 128 Americans, intensifying outrage. Zeppelin raids began over England on 19 January 1915, striking Yarmouth and King’s Lynn, and reached London on 31 May 1915; subsequent raids in 1915–1916 demanded blackouts and air defense. A Sheaf records civilian fortitude and the ethical danger of vengeance. Galsworthy acknowledges the shock of civilian casualties while resisting crude demonization, advocating a measured resilience that refuses to let fear dictate either policy or public morality.

The Battle of Jutland (31 May–1 June 1916) pitted Admiral Jellicoe’s Grand Fleet against Admiral Scheer’s High Seas Fleet in the North Sea. Britain lost 14 ships and 6,094 men; Germany lost 11 ships and about 2,551 men. Tactically indecisive, the battle preserved British command of the sea and the blockade’s strategic pressure. A Sheaf reflects the mood of qualified relief and sobriety following Jutland. Galsworthy emphasizes the naval war’s quiet discipline and national reliance on maritime lifelines, interpreting the engagement as a reminder that spectacle should not obscure the cumulative, methodical exertions that, at sea as on land, determine outcomes.

The Easter Rising in Dublin (24–30 April 1916), led by Patrick Pearse, James Connolly, and others, challenged British rule in Ireland. The rebellion’s suppression and the subsequent executions ordered by General Sir John Maxwell shifted Irish opinion and complicated wartime governance; conscription was not applied to Ireland. Though A Sheaf focuses on Britain, the essays register the fragility of imperial unity and the moral risks of heavy-handed response. Galsworthy treats the episode as a caution that justice and moderation are strategic necessities as well as ethical imperatives, lest coercion at the periphery corrode the legitimacy on which the wartime state relies.

As social and political critique, A Sheaf insists that emergency does not suspend the claims of justice. Galsworthy interrogates conscription tribunals, internment policies, and censorship, arguing that the manner of administration is the nation’s moral signature. He targets profiteering and inequitable burdens, maintaining that legitimacy rests on transparent fairness to workers, tenants, and families. He resists xenophobia and dehumanizing propaganda, urging treatment of enemies and refugees in accordance with British traditions of law and honor. The book thus exposes the period’s key fault lines: state power versus conscience, security versus liberty, and national survival versus the humane standards that give survival meaning.

The book also challenges class stratification intensified by war. By juxtaposing officers’ honorific rhetoric with factory accidents, rent agitation, and food insecurity, Galsworthy indicts complacency among elites who invoke duty while shielding privilege. He praises women’s and labor’s contributions, arguing that recognition must be material, not ceremonial. A Sheaf defends measured speech against polemic, refusing both pacifist denial of danger and militarist absolutism. Its critique turns on the principle that a democratic society at war must govern through reasoned justice, not expedient passion. In exposing injustices embedded in tribunals, workshops, and streets, Galsworthy offers a stern, patriotic humanism as corrective to the era’s excesses.
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    John Galsworthy was an English novelist, playwright, and essayist whose career bridged the late Victorian, Edwardian, and interwar periods. Celebrated for a lucid realist style and a probing social conscience, he is best known for The Forsyte Saga, a panoramic sequence examining property, class, and moral responsibility in modern Britain. He wrote influential social problem plays that brought public issues to the stage with unusual clarity and sympathy. In the early 1930s he received the Nobel Prize in Literature, an honor that recognized both his narrative achievement and his sustained engagement with ethical questions in public life.

Educated at Harrow and New College, Oxford, Galsworthy trained for the law before turning decisively to literature. Travel in the 1890s broadened his horizons, and during this period he met Joseph Conrad, with whom he formed a lasting literary friendship. His first short stories appeared under the pseudonym John Sinjohn, before he adopted his own name in the early twentieth century. Galsworthy’s intellectual formation drew on European realism and the problem-play tradition associated with Henrik Ibsen. These influences, together with first-hand observation of English social life, shaped a method that combined narrative poise, dramatic economy, and a steady moral gaze.

Galsworthy’s reputation as a novelist consolidated with The Man of Property, which initiated the wide-ranging sequence later known as The Forsyte Saga. Subsequent installments, including the interlude Indian Summer of a Forsyte and the novels In Chancery and To Let, extended his portrait of a moneyed family across changing social conditions. He explored the psychology of possession, the costs of respectability, and the tensions between individual desire and familial duty. Contemporary readers admired the sequence for its elegant structure and humane irony, and it has since been recognized as a landmark of English realist fiction for its breadth and moral restraint.

Parallel to his fiction, Galsworthy became a leading dramatist of the Edwardian stage. Early success arrived with The Silver Box, followed by Strife, a compelling study of industrial conflict, and Justice, a critique of the penal system that stirred public debate about prison reform. Later plays such as The Skin Game and Loyalties examined class antagonism and social prejudice with sharp theatrical focus. His dramaturgy favored taut construction, clear speech, and fairness to opposing viewpoints, enabling audiences to weigh complex civic questions. The plays were widely produced and discussed, reinforcing his standing as a writer who joined art to social purpose.

Galsworthy continued the Forsyte world in A Modern Comedy, comprising The White Monkey, The Silver Spoon, and Swan Song, which traced cultural shifts in the interwar years. He then returned to related themes in the End of the Chapter sequence—Maid in Waiting, Flowering Wilderness, and Over the River—broadening his panorama of English life. Alongside fiction and drama, he published essays and sketches, including collections like The Inn of Tranquillity, reflecting on art, nature, and society. His shorter tales and reflective prose display the same lucid workmanship, attentive observation, and ethical curiosity that mark the larger cycles.

Public engagement accompanied Galsworthy’s literary output. He supported freedom of expression and international literary fellowship, serving as the first president of PEN International during the 1920s and early 1930s. His social commitments were closely tied to his art: Justice contributed to broader conversations about humane penal policy, while Strife presented labor relations without caricature, inviting constructive debate. In recognition of his contributions, he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in the early 1930s. The award underscored the distinctive union in his work of narrative skill, social awareness, and an ethical sensibility attentive to individual dignity.

In his later years, Galsworthy continued to write steadily, completing further novels and plays that sustained his examination of property, class, and responsibility in a changing Britain. He died in the early 1930s, leaving a substantial body of work that remained in print and in performance. Mid- and late-twentieth-century readers rediscovered The Forsyte Saga, and subsequent television adaptations renewed interest for new generations. Today, critics value his precise craft, even temper, and civic-minded realism. His fiction is studied for its social insight and narrative architecture; his plays, for their clarity and fairness in dramatizing public issues without sacrificing dramatic vitality.



A Sheaf
Main Table of Contents








ON THE TREATMENT OF ANIMALS



I



§ 1.



§ 2.



§ 3.



§ 4.



II



III



IV



(1)



(2)



V



(1)



(2)



VI



(1)



(2)



VII



VIII



CONCERNING LAWS



I



II



III



IV



ON PRISONS AND PUNISHMENT



I



(1)



(2)



(3)



(4)



II



III



ON THE POSITION OF WOMEN



I



II



ON SOCIAL UNREST



ON PEACE



I



II



VALLEY OF THE SHADOW



CREDO



FRANCE



REVEILLE



FIRST THOUGHTS ON THIS WAR



§ 1.



§ 2.



§ 3.



§ 4.



§ 5.



§ 6.



§ 7.



§ 8.



§ 9.



§ 10.



THE HOPE OF LASTING PEACE



DIAGNOSIS OF THE ENGLISHMAN



OUR LITERATURE AND THE WAR



ART AND THE WAR



TRE CIME DI LAVAREDO



SECOND THOUGHTS ON THIS WAR



§ 1.



§ 2.



§ 3.



§ 4.



§ 5.



§ 6.



§ 7.



§ 8.



§ 9.



§ 10.



§ 11.



§ 12.



TOTALLY DISABLED



CARTOON



HARVEST



AND—AFTER?



I—PRELUDE



II—FREEDOM AND PRIVILEGE



III—THE NATION AND TRAINING



IV—HEALTH, HUMANITY AND PROCEDURE



V—A LAST WORD



THE ISLANDS OF THE BLESSED







ON THE TREATMENT OF ANIMALS


Table of Contents



I


Table of Contents



For Love of Beasts

(A Paper in the Pall Mall Gazette, 1912.)
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We had left my rooms, and were walking briskly down the street towards the river, when my friend stopped before the window of a small shop and said:

“Gold-fish!”

I[1] looked at him very doubtfully; one had known him so long that one never looked at him in any other way.

“Can you imagine,” he went on, “how any sane person can find pleasure in the sight of those swift things swimming for ever and ever in a bowl about twice the length of their own tails?”

“No,” I said, “I cannot—though, of course, they’re very pretty.”

“That is, no doubt, the reason why they are kept in misery.”

Again I looked at him; there is nothing in the world I distrust so much as irony.

“People don’t think about these things,” I said.

“You are right,” he answered, “they do not. Let me give you some evidence of that.... I was travelling last spring in a far country, and made an expedition to a certain woodland spot. Outside the little forest inn I noticed a ring of people and dogs gathered round a gray animal rather larger than a cat. It had a sharp-nosed head too small for its body, and bright black eyes, and was moving restlessly round and round a pole to which it was tethered by a chain. If a dog came near, it hunched its bushy back and made a rush at him. Except for that it seemed a shy-souled, timid little thing. In fact, by its eyes, and the way it shrank into itself, you could tell it was scared of everything around. Now, there was a small, thin-faced man in a white jacket holding up a tub on end and explaining to the people that this was the little creature’s habitat, and that it wanted to get back underneath; and, sure enough, when he held the tub within its reach, the little animal stood up at once on its hind legs and pawed, evidently trying to get the tub to fall down and cover it. The people all laughed at this; the man laughed too, and the little creature went on pawing. At last the man said: ‘Mind your back-legs, Patsy!’ and let the tub fall. The show was over. But presently another lot came up; the white-coated man lifted the tub, and it began all over again.

“ ‘What is that animal?’ I asked him.

“ ‘A ’coon.’

“ ‘How old?’

“ ‘Three years—too old to tame.’

“ ‘Where did you catch it?’

“ ‘In the forest—lots of ’coons in the forest.’

“ ‘Do they live in the open, or in holes?’

“ ‘Up in the trees, sure; they only gits in the hollows when it rains.’

“ ‘Oh! they live in the open? Then isn’t it queer she should be so fond of her tub?’

“ ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘she do that to git away from people!’ and he laughed—a genial little man. ‘She not like people and dogs. She too old to tame. She know me, though.’

“ ‘I see,’ I said. ‘You take the tub off her, and show her to the people, and put it back again. Yes, she would know you!’

“ ‘Yes,’ he repeated, rather proudly, ‘she know me—Patsy, Patsy! Presently, you bet, we catch lot more, and make a cage, and put them in.’

“He was gazing very kindly at the little creature, who on her gray hind legs was anxiously begging for the tub to come down and hide her, and I said: ‘But isn’t it rather a miserable life for this poor little devil?’

“He gave me a very queer look. ‘There’s lots of people,’ he said—and his voice sounded as if I’d hurt him—‘never gits a chance to see a ’coon’—and he dropped the tub over the racoon....

“Well! Can you conceive anything more pitiful than that poor little wild creature of the open, begging and begging for a tub to fall over it and shut out all the light and air? Doesn’t it show what misery caged things have to go through?”

“But, surely,” I said, “those other people would feel the same as you. The little white-coated man was only a servant.”

He seemed to run them over in his memory. “Not one!” he answered slowly. “Not a single one! I am sure it never even occurred to them—why should it? They were there to enjoy themselves.”

We walked in silence till I said:

“I can’t help feeling that your little white-coated man was acting good-heartedly according to his lights.”

“Quite! And after all what are the sufferings of a racoon compared with the enlargement of the human mind?”

“Don’t be extravagant! You know he didn’t mean to be cruel.”

“Does a man ever mean to be cruel? He merely makes or keeps his living; but to make or keep his living he will do anything that does not absolutely prick to his heart through the skin of his indolence or his obtuseness.”

“I think,” I said, “that you might have expressed that less cynically, even if it’s true.”

“Nothing that’s true is cynical, and nothing that is cynical is true. Indifference to the suffering of beasts always comes from over-absorption in our own comfort.[1q]”

“Absorption, not over-absorption, perhaps.”

“Ha! Let us see that! Very soon after seeing the racoon I was staying at the most celebrated health resort of that country, and, walking in its grounds, I came on an aviary. In the upper cages were canaries, and in the lower cage a splendid hawk. It was as large as our buzzard hawk, brown-backed and winged, light underneath, and with the finest dark-brown eyes of any bird I ever saw. The cage was quite ten feet each way—a noble allowance for the very soul of freedom! The bird had every luxury. There was water, and a large piece of raw meat that hadn’t been touched. Yet it was never still for a moment, flying from perch to perch, and dropping to the ground again and again so lightly, to run, literally run, up to the bars to see if perhaps—they were not there. Its face was as intelligent as any dog’s——”

My friend muttered something I couldn’t catch, and then went on:

“That afternoon I took the drive for which one visits that hotel, and it occurred to me to ask my chauffeur what kind of hawk it was. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I ain’t just too sure what it is they’ve got caged up now; they changes ’em so often.’

“ ‘Do you mean,’ I said, ‘that they die in captivity?’

“ ‘Yes,’ he answered, ‘them big birds soon gits moulty and go off.’ Well, when I paid my bill I went up to the semblance of proprietor—it was one of those establishments where the only creature responsible is ‘Co.’—and I said:

“ ‘I see you keep a hawk out there?’

“ ‘Yes. Fine bird. Quite an attraction!’

“ ‘People like to look at it?’

“ ‘Just so. They’re uncommon—that sort.’

“ ‘Well,’ I said, ‘I call it cruel to keep a hawk shut up like that.’

“ ‘Cruel? Why? What’s a hawk, anyway—cruel devils enough!’

“ ‘My dear sir,’ I said, ‘they earn their living just like men, without caring for other creatures’ sufferings. You are not shut up, apparently, for doing that. Good-bye.’ ”

As he said this, my friend looked at me, and added:

“You think that was a lapse of taste. What would you have said to a man who cloaked the cruelty of his commercial instincts by blaming a hawk for being what Nature had made him?”

There was such feeling in his voice that I hesitated long before answering.

“Well,” I said, at last, “in England, anyway, we only keep such creatures in captivity for scientific purposes. I doubt if you could find a single instance nowadays of its being done just as a commercial attraction.”

He stared at me.

“Yes,” he said, “we do it publicly and scientifically, to enlarge the mind. But let me put to you this question. Which do you consider has the larger mind—the man who has satisfied his idle curiosity by staring at all the caged animals of the earth, or the man who has been brought up to feel that to keep such indomitable creatures as hawks and eagles, wolves and panthers, shut up, to gratify mere curiosity, is a dreadful thing?”

To that singular question I knew not what to answer. At last I said:

“I think you underrate the pleasure they give. We English are so awfully fond of animals!”









	
[1]


	
For “I” read “almost anyone.”—J. G.
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We had entered Battersea Park by now, and since my remark about our love of beasts we had not spoken. A wood-pigeon which had been strutting before us just then flew up into a tree and began puffing out its breast. Seeking to break the silence, I said:

“Pigeons are so complacent.”

My friend smiled in his dubious way, and answered:

“Do you know the ‘blue rock’?”

“No.”

“Ah! there you have a pigeon who has less complacency than any living thing. You see, it depends on circumstances. Suppose, for instance, that we happened to keep Our Selves—perhaps the most complacent class of human beings—in a large space enclosed by iron railings, feeding them up carefully, until their natural instincts caused them to run up and down at a considerable speed from side to side of the enclosure. And suppose when we noticed that they had attained the full speed and strength of their legs we took them out, holding them gingerly in order that they might not become exhausted by struggling, and placed them in little tin compartments so dark and stuffy that they would not care of their own accord to stay there, and then stood back about thirty paces with a shot gun and pressed a spring which let the tin compartment collapse. And then, as each one of Our Selves ran out, we let fly with the right barrel and peppered him in the tail, whereon, if he fell, we sent a dog out to fetch him in by the slack of his breeches, and after holding him idly for a minute by the neck we gave it a wring round; or, if he did not fall, we prayed Heaven at once and let fly with the left barrel. Do you think in these circumstances Our Selves would be complacent?”

“Don’t be absurd!” I said.

“Very well,” he replied, “I will come to ‘blue rocks’—do you still maintain that they are so complacent as to deserve their fate?”

“I don’t know—I know nothing about their fate.”

“What the eyes do not swallow, the heart does not throw up! There are other places, but—have you been to Monte Carlo?”

“No, and I should never think of going there.”

“Oh, well,” he answered, “it’s a great place; but there’s just one little thing about it, and that’s in the matter of those ‘blue rocks.’ You’ll agree, I suppose, that one can’t complain of people amusing themselves in any way they like so long as they hurt no one but themselves——”

I caught him up: “I don’t agree at all.”

He smiled: “Yours is perhaps the English point of view. Still——”

“It’s more important that they shouldn’t hurt themselves than that they shouldn’t hurt pigeons, if that’s what you’re driving at,” I said.

“There wouldn’t appear to you, I suppose, to be any connection in the matter?”

“I tell you,” I repeated, “I know nothing about pigeon-shooting!”

He stared very straight before him.

“Imagine,” he said, “a blue sea, and a half-circle of grass, with a low wall. Imagine on that grass five traps, from which lead paths—like the rays of a star—to the central point on the base of that half-circle. And imagine on that central point a gentleman with a double-barrelled gun, another man, and a retriever dog. And imagine one of those traps opening, and a little dazed gray bird (not a bit like that fellow you saw just now) emerge and fly perhaps six yards. And imagine the sound of the gun and the little bird dipping in its flight, but struggling on. And imagine the sound of the gun again and the little bird falling to the ground and wriggling on along it. And imagine the retriever dog run forward and pick it up and walk slowly back with it, still quivering, in his mouth. Or imagine, once in a way, the little bird drop dead as a stone at the first sound. Or imagine again that it winces at the shots, yet carries on over the boundary, to fall into the sea. Or—but this very seldom—imagine it wing up and out, unhurt, to the first freedom it has ever known. My friend, the joke is this: To the man who lets no little bird away to freedom comes much honour, and a nice round sum of money! Do you still think there is no connection?”

“Well,” I said, “it doesn’t sound too sportsman-like. And yet, I suppose, looking at it quite broadly, it does minister in a sort of way to the law of the survival of the fittest.”

“In which species—man or pigeon?”

“The sportsman is necessary to the expansion of Empire. Besides, you must remember that one does not expect high standards at Monte Carlo.”

He looked at me. “Do you never read any sporting paper?” he asked.

“No.”

“Did you ever hunt the carted stag?”

“No, I never did.”

“Well, you’ve been coursing, anyway.”

“Certainly; but there’s no comparing that with pigeon-shooting.”

“In coursing I admit,” he said, “there’s pleasure to the dogs, and some chance for the hare, who, besides, is not in captivity. Also that where there is no coursing there are few hares, in these days. And yet——”; he seemed to fall into a reverie.

Then, looking at me in a queer, mournful sort of way, he said suddenly:

“I don’t wish to attack that sport, when there are so many much worse, but by way of showing you how liable all these things are to contribute to the improvement of our species I will tell you a little experience of my own. When I was at college I was in a rather sporting set; we hunted, and played at racing, and loved to be ‘au courant’ with all that sort of thing. One year it so happened that the uncle of one of us won the Waterloo Cup with a greyhound whose name was—never mind. We became at once ardent lovers of the sport of coursing, consumed by the desire to hold a Waterloo Cup Meeting in miniature, with rabbits for hares and our own terriers for greyhounds. Well, we held it; sixteen of us nominating our dogs. Now kindly note that of those sixteen eight at least were members of the aristocracy, and all had been at public schools of standing and repute. For the purposes of our meeting, of course, we required fifteen rabbits caught and kept in bags. These we ordered of a local blackguard, with a due margin over to provide against such of the rabbits as might die of fright before they were let out, or be too terrified to run after being loosed. We made the fellow whose uncle had won the Waterloo Cup judge, apportioned among ourselves the other officers, and assembled—the judge on horseback, in case a rabbit might happen to run, say, fifty yards. Assembled with us were many local cads, two fourth-rate bookies, our excited, yapping terriers, and twenty-four bagged rabbits. The course was cleared. Two of us advanced, holding our terriers by the loins; the judge signed that he was ready; the first rabbit was turned down. It crept out of the bag, and squatted, close to the ground, with its ears laid back. The local blackguard stirred it with his foot. It crept two yards, and squatted closer. All the terriers began shrieking their little souls out, all the cads began to yell, but the rabbit did not move—its heart, you see, was broken. At last the local blackguard took it up and wrung its neck. After that some rabbits ran, and some did not, till all were killed! The terrier of one of us was judged victor by him whose uncle had won the Waterloo Cup; and we went back to our colleges to drink everybody’s health. Now, my friend, mark! We were sixteen decent youths, converted by infection into sixteen rabbit-catching cads. Two of us are dead; but the rest of us—what do we think of it now? I tell you this little incident, to confirm you in your feeling that pigeon-shooting, coursing, and the like, tend to improve our species, even here in England.”
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Before I could comment on my friend’s narrative we were spattered with mud by passing riders, and stopped to repair the damage to our coats.

“Jolly for my new coat!” I said. “Do you notice, by the way, that they are cutting men’s tails longer this spring? More becoming to a fellow, I think.”

He raised those quizzical eyebrows of his and murmured:

“And horses’ tails shorter. Did you see those that passed just now?”

“No.”

“There were none!”

“Nonsense!” I said. “My dear fellow, you really are obsessed about beasts! They were just ordinary.”

“Quite—a few scrubby hairs, and a wriggle.”

“Now, please,” I said, “don’t begin to talk of the cruelty of docking horses’ tails, and tell me a story of an old horse in a pond.”

“No,” he answered, “for I should have to invent that. What I was going to say was this: Which do you think the greater fools in the matter of fashion—men or women?”

“Oh! Women.”

“Why?”

“There’s always some sense at the bottom of men’s fashions.”

“Even of docking tails?”

“You can’t compare it, anyway,” I said, “with such a fashion as the wearing of ‘aigrettes.’ That’s a cruel fashion if you like.”

“Ah! But you see,” he said, “the women who wear them are ignorant of its cruelty. If they were not, they would never wear them. No gentlewoman wears them, now that the facts have come out.”

“What is that you say?” I remarked.

He looked at me gravely.

“Do you mean to tell me,” he asked, “that any woman of gentle instincts, who knows that the ‘aigrette,’ as they call it, is a nuptial plume sported by the white egret only during the nesting season—and that, in order to obtain it, the mother-birds are shot, and that, after their death, practically all their young die from hunger and exposure—do you mean to tell me that any gentlewoman, knowing that, wears them? Why! most women are mothers themselves! What would they think of gods who shot women with babies in arms for the sake of obtaining their white skins or their crop of hair to wear on their heads, eh?”

“But, my dear fellow,” I said, “you see these plumes about all over the place!”

“Only on people who don’t mind wearing imitation stuff.”

I gaped at him.

“You need not look at me like that,” he said. “A woman goes into a shop. She knows that real ‘aigrettes’ mean killing mother-birds and starving all their nestlings. Therefore, if she’s a real gentlewoman she doesn’t ask for a real ‘aigrette.’ But still less does she ask to be supplied with an imitation article so good that people will take her for the wearer of the real thing. I put it to you, would she want to be known as an encourager of such a practice? You can never have seen a lady wearing an ‘aigrette.’ ”

“What!” I said. “What?”

“So much for the woman who knows about ‘aigrettes,’ ” he went on. “Now for the woman who doesn’t. Either, when she is told these facts about, ‘aigrettes’ she sets them down as ‘hysterical stuff,’ or she is simply too ‘out of it’ to know anything. Well, she goes in and asks for an ‘aigrette.’ Do you think they sell her the real thing—I mean, of course, in England—knowing that it involves the shooting of mother-birds at breeding time? I put it to you: Would they?”

His inability to grasp the real issues astonished me, and I said:

“You and I happen to have read the evidence about ‘aigrettes’ and the opinion of the House of Lords’ Committee that the feathers of egrets imported into Great Britain are obtained by killing the birds during the breeding season; but you don’t suppose, do you, that people whose commercial interests are bound up with the selling of ‘aigrettes’ are going to read it, or believe it if they do read it?”

“That,” he answered, “is cynical, if you like. I feel sure that, in England, people do not sell suspected articles about which there has been so much talk and inquiry as there has been about ‘aigrettes’ without examining in good faith into the facts of their origin. No, believe me, none of the ‘aigrettes’ sold in England can have grown on birds.”

“This is fantastic,” I said. “Why! if what you’re saying is true, then—then real ‘aigrettes’ are all artificial; but that—that would be cheating!”

“Oh, no!” he said. “You see, ‘aigrettes’ are in fashion. The word ‘real’ has therefore become parliamentary. People don’t want to be cruel, but they must have ‘real aigrettes.’ So, all these ‘aigrettes’ are ‘real,’ unless the customer has a qualm, and then they are ‘real imitation aigrettes.’ We are a highly-civilized people!”

“That is very clever,” I said, “but how about the statistics of real egret plumes imported into this country?”

He answered like a flash: “Oh, those, of course, are only brought here to be exported again at once to countries where they do not mind confessing to cruelty; yes, all exported, except—well, those that aren’t!”

“Oh!” I said: “I see! You have been speaking ironically all this time.”

“Have you grasped that?” he answered. “Capital!”

After that we walked in silence.

“The fact is,” I said, presently, “ordinary people, shopmen and customers alike, never bother their heads about such things at all.”

“Yes,” he replied sadly, “they take the line of least resistance. It is just that which gives Fashion its chance to make such fools of them.”

“You have yet to prove that it does make fools of them.”

“I thought I had; but no matter. Take horses’ tails—what’s left of them—do you defend that fashion?”

“Well,” I said, “I——”

“Would you if you were a horse?”

“If you mean that I am a donkey——?”

“Oh, no! Not at all!”

“It’s going too far,” I said, “to call docking cruel.”

“Personally,” he answered, “I don’t think it is going too far. It’s painful in itself, and Heaven alone knows what irritation horses have to suffer from flies through being tailless. I admit that it saves a little brushing, and that some people are under the delusion that it averts carriage accidents. But put cruelty and utility aside, and look at it from the point of view of fashion. Can anybody say it doesn’t spoil a horse’s looks?”

“You know perfectly well,” I said, “that many people think it smartens him up tremendously. They regard a certain kind of horse as nothing with a tail; just as some men are nothing with beards.”

“The parallel with man does not hold, my friend. We are not shaved—with or against our wills—by demi-gods!”

“Exactly! And isn’t that in itself an admission that we are superior to beasts, and have a right to some say in their appearance?”

“I will not,” he answered, “for one moment allow that men are superior to horses in point of looks. Take yourself, or any other personable man, and stand him up against a thoroughbred and ask your friends to come and look. How much of their admiration do you think you will get?”

It was not the sort of question I could answer.

“I am not speaking at random,” he went on; “I have seen the average lord walking beside the average winner of the Derby.” He cackled disagreeably.

“But it’s just on this point of looks that people defend docking,” I said. “They breed the horses, and have a right to their own taste. Many people dislike long swishy appendages.”

“And bull-terriers, or Yorkshires, or Great Danes, with natural ears; and fox-terriers and spaniels with uncut tails; and women with merely the middles so small as Nature gave them?”

“If you’re simply going to joke——”

“I never was more serious. The whole thing is of a piece, and summed up in the word ‘smart,’ which you used just now. That word, sir, is the guardian angel of all fashions, and if you don’t mind my saying so, fashions are the guardian angels of vulgarity. Now, a
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