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LANDSCAPE WITH FIGURES: SELECTED PROSE WRITINGS

RICHARD JEFFERIES (1848–87) was probably the most imaginative and certainly the least conventional of country writers. He never worked the land and did not always live in the countryside, but in his articles and essays he single-handedly created the modern idea of English ‘nature writing’.

He wrote an astonishing amount in his short life, including novels (most famously Bevis and the hugely influential post-apocalypse novel After London), an autobiography, The Story of My Heart, and numerous essays on the English countryside, both about the people who lived and worked there and about its animals and plants.

After an education at Oxford, RICHARD MABEY worked as a lecturer in social studies, then as a senior editor at Penguin Books. He became a full-time writer in 1974 and is the author of some thirty books, including Weeds: How Vagabond Plants Gatecrashed Civilisation and Changed the Way We Think About Nature (2010); Whistling in the Dark: In Pursuit of the Nightingale (1993), winner of the East Anglia Book Award, 2010, in a revised version entitled The Barley Bird: Notes on a Suffolk Nightingale; Beechcombings: The Narratives of Trees (2007); the ground-breaking and best-selling Flora Britannica (1996), winner of a National Book Award; and Glibert White, which won the Whitbread Biography Award in 1986. His recent memoir, Nature Cure (2005), which describes how reconnecting with the wild helped him break free from debilitating depression, was short-listed for three major literary awards: the Whitbread, the Ondaatje, and the J. R. Ackerley prizes. He writes for the Guardian, New Statesman and Granta, and contributes frequently to BBC radio. He has written a personal column in BBC Wildlife magazine since 1986, and was made a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature in 2011.







Preface to New Edition

Richard Jefferies died of tuberculosis in 1887, aged thirty-eight. In a writing life of little more than twenty years, he showed signs of becoming a literary polymath, publishing nine works of fiction and more than 450 essays and pieces of journalism. They range from a tone poem on ‘The Lions in Trafalgar Square’, through slight ‘nature notes’ and political brickbats on the misdemeanours of agricultural labourers, to metaphysical meditations on human perception. What links them is a nagging, inquisitive and, just occasionally, toxic curiosity about what, in the great scheme of things, was the relationship between human beings, nature and the land.

It’s not surprising that in Jefferies’ own breakneck career this passion moved through distinct phases. It began in his teens, with strictly journalistic and often deeply conservative surveys of the worlds of farming and gamekeeping, shifted to sharper enquiries into natural history, and concluded with a kind of inclusive synthesis, in which human nature, the ‘more-than-human world’, and the deep mysteries of consciousness all become part of a single ‘field-play’. Jefferies was trying urgently to work out who he was, as a displaced, rootless, professional peerer, being rapidly invaded by one of the more destructive manifestations of nature.

Jefferies first perched on my shoulder when I was about twelve years old, and has lurked (not always enjoyably) in the shadows ever since. What fascinates me is how Jefferies’ phases – ‘movements’, if you like – have been echoed both in my own life, and in the shifting focus of public interest. When I first came across him, I was an adolescent nature-romantic, inclined to solitariness. His numinous landscape writing touched something quite deep and undefined in me, and I aped his style shamelessly in school essays. When I was sixteen I won a prize for one of these pastiches, and chose Jefferies’ ‘spiritual autobiography’, The Story of My Heart, as my reward. It is a measure of how tastes change that the staff in charge of prizes had never heard of either it or its author, and suspected from the title that it was some cheap novelette. So it had to be vetted. They might just as well not have bothered. I found it incomprehensible once I’d been presented with the thin volume, and it still seems to me a faintly distasteful piece of pre-New Age self-indulgence.

Half a century on, the reading public is more aware of Jefferies, especially his special contribution to what is now known as ‘nature writing’, as distinct from ‘natural history writing’. I find I’m constantly discovering new aspects of him here as well. His instinctive grasp of ecology was always obvious. Even in his most despairing moments, he understood the individual human’s inseparability from the rest of creation, however indifferent creation was to him. But a sharpening of our contemporary interest in what, precisely, these links are has helped highlight what a precocious observer Jefferies was. He was a kind of hedge-scientist, reasoning through analogy, forging explanations by the application of reason and intuition to acute observation. It’s not a respectable scientific mode these days, but it creates a space where human imagination can meet the constantly evolving, experimenting pool of life. Jefferies was surprisingly modern in his ideas about perception, too. He was aware of the dangerous subjectivity – but also creativity – of the senses, of how cultural context, psychological preconception, even pure optical illusion, shape the way nature appears to us. The mutability of the perceived world – and of evolving life itself – were, in the end, a single phenomenon to him.

I chose the selection in Selected Prose (which was originally published as Landscape with Figures: An Anthology of Richard Jefferies’s Prose) in the early nineteen-eighties, when interest in Jefferies reflected current political and social worries, and focused on his writings about the uneasy relations between country and city, the future of democracy, the idea of the ‘organic’ community. I suspect that this aspect of his work is likely to come to the fore again, and I hope that its inclusion here, alongside his more immediately popular nature writing, will help give a more balanced view of an unusual, troubled, but always relevant, writer.

Richard Mabey

Norfolk, 2012







Note on the Text

Rather than follow a strictly chronological order, I have arranged the pieces that follow in a way that may help illustrate the development of Jefferies’ thinking. I have also put them into three rough groups (agricultural and social affairs; natural history; general, philosophical essays) that correspond to the three main phases of his career, though there are of course overlaps both in time and subject matter.







Introduction

Nearly a century after his death it is still hard to say exactly what kind of writer Richard Jefferies was. On the strength of the few of his books that are still widely read – The Gamekeeper at Home, Nature Near London, Wildlife in a Southern County – he is recognized as probably the most imaginative observer of the natural world of his century. More generally he is regarded as a ‘country’ writer, and that will certainly do as a rough description of his working territory. But in any less literal sense it is a definition which immediately begs the most important question about his work, for there is nothing conventionally rural about Jefferies. He was never a land-worker and for a good deal of his career did not even live in the countryside. His writing rarely has the qualities of peace, quiet and timelessness that are supposed to characterize ‘rustic’ literature. He can appear, sometimes inside a single piece of writing, as a small-town journalist, a romantic radical, a social historian and an apologist for the landowning class. The closer he is read the more the major concern of his work appears to be an implicit questioning of what a ‘country writer’ is, an exploration of the relationships that are possible between a reflective outsider, marginal in all senses to the real business of the land, and the hard imperatives of life in the fields. To what extent is the ‘countryside’ not just a fact of geography and a place of work but an emblem of a whole range of social and spiritual values? And if there are intangible estates, who are the rightful inheritors?

The more urban our society becomes, the more relevant these questions seem, and it is no wonder that in some quarters Jefferies’ life has been mythological. In the most telling version – out of the Golden Age by the Romantics – chance brings together this visionary spirit, born of ancient English farming stock, and the last remnants of an unblemished and untroubled countryside. The reality was rather different. Jefferies was raised on an unsuccessful smallholding in a county where, just twenty years before, labourers had fought pitched battles with the yeoman farmers. He began writing during the great agricultural depression of the 1870s, and died, after years of suffering, when he was only thirty-eight, from tuberculosis.

We have to remember this history when reading Jefferies. But equally, I believe, we have to remember the myths. A feature of his writing is the way it taps and exposes our preconceptions about country life. In his huge output of essays and articles almost all our current beliefs and worries are prefigured.

In this anthology I have tried to sketch the development of Jefferies’ thinking on social, political and ecological matters as it is expressed in these essays and articles. (His fiction is outside the scope of this collection, and is in any case less interesting.) The sheer range of his output was formidable. In a working life of not much more than twenty years he published nine novels and ten volumes of non-fiction. Another ten collections appeared posthumously. His non-fiction works were mostly quarried from more than 450 essays and articles he contributed to some thirty different publications, from the Live Stock Journal to the Pall Mall Gazette. He would write with equal willingness (though not always equal facility) technical pieces for the farming press, improving articles for home encyclopedias and propaganda for Tory journals. In the high-circulation tabloids he pioneered the ‘country diary’, and the distinctive discursive style he developed is still echoed in a score of local newspapers. In almost the same breath, it seems, he was able to retreat into mystical reveries of the kind typified by The Story of My Heart, and then burst into radical sermonizing. Partly he wrote as any freelance will, what he was paid to write by his editors; yet the shifts also happened unprompted, as Jefferies revised yet again his opinion of where he belonged in the rural scheme of things.

Although Jefferies’ willingness to change his mind has sometimes been used as a reason for dismissing his work as trivial or untrustworthy, it is refreshing to find this kind of flexibility in ‘country’ writing. For a motif that is so important in English literature, the countryside has been portrayed from a notoriously narrow set of views, and only exceptionally by those who worked on it themselves. Permanence and peace, consequently, have been sighted more often than change and conflict, and natural harmony (though this is often illusory too) taken to include social harmony. At worst, the indigenous human has been absorbed completely into the natural landscape as another kind of sturdy and contented ruminant. This is a damaging process, and as Raymond Williams has pointed out, ‘A fault can then occur in the whole ordering of the mind. Defence of a “vanishing countryside” … can become deeply confused with that defence of the old rural order which is in any case being expressed by the landlords, the rentiers, and their literary sympathizers.’*

Although an excess of pastoral naïvety has produced, understandably, a suspicion of onlookers’ and outsiders’ versions of the rural experience, this can lead to another kind of bias, in which all such views are dismissed as aesthetic indulgences. Yet the cycles of birth, death, harvest and renewal which characterize the agricultural and natural worlds have been a powerful source of symbols at every level in our culture, even for those who do not live close to them. And there is a sense in which a settled rural landscape, whose pattern of fields, farms and churches embodies the history of a hundred generations, is a vision of Eden, no matter what temptation and toil lie hidden behind it.

There has been no shortage of writers willing to ignore this problem of perspective and depict the countryside in simple black or white terms. Jefferies’ accomplishment was to portray it in all shades with an equal vehemence and within the compass of a single working life. Although in the short term his versatility can look like shallowness or opportunism, in the context of his whole work it seems more like a rare kind of honesty.

The central character in what Jefferies once called ‘The Field-Play’ is the land-worker himself. The shift in the way he is depicted – from laggard to victim to hero – is the most striking expression of the movement of Jefferies’ thinking. Even his physical characteristics are viewed in different ways. In the early 1870s he is described as a rather badly designed machine. Ten years later he is being explicitly compared to the form of a classical sculpture.

Typically, it was with a shrewd, unflattering sketch of the Wiltshire labourer (to-day it would rank as an exposé) that Jefferies pushed his writing before a national audience in 1872. The Agricultural Labourers’ Union had been formed just two years earlier and there was mounting concern amongst landowners about its likely impact on the farm. Jefferies was working on the North Wilts Herald at the time, and realized that he was well placed to make an entry into the debate. He had a lifetime’s experience of observing agricultural affairs, an adaptable and persuasive style, and enough ambition not to be averse to saying what his readers wanted to hear. So he composed the first of his now celebrated letters to The Times on the life and habits of the Wiltshire labourer, and in particular his uncouthness, laziness and more than adequate wages. It was by any standards a callous piece, written with apparent objectivity but in fact with a calculated disdain that at times reduces the worker to little more than a beast of burden:


As a man, he is usually strongly built, broad-shouldered, and massive in frame, but his appearance is spoilt by the clumsiness of his walk and the want of grace in his movements … The labourer’s muscle is that of a cart-horse, his motions lumbering and slow. His style of walk is caused by following the plough in early childhood, when the weak limbs find it a hard labour to pull the heavy nailed boots from the thick clay soil. Ever afterwards he walks as if it were an exertion to lift his legs.



Jefferies was wearing his contempt on his sleeve, of course; but when he returned to the subject in the Manchester Guardian thirteen years later, it is hard to credit that it is the same man writing. Even the title of the piece (like those of many of his later essays) has a new subtlety, being less a description of what was to come than a frame of reference within which to read it; ‘One of the New Voters’ had little to do with voting or party loyalties but a great deal, implicitly, with the human right to the franchise. It recounted with meticulous detail and controlled anger a day in the life of Roger the reaper. Although he is still an abstraction, not a person, Roger is an altogether more real and sympathetic character than his predecessors. No longer an intemperate idler, but a man tied to long hours of dispiriting work without the capital or political power to find a way out, he none the less keeps his own private culture intact. Jefferies describes a scene in a pub after the day’s work is over.


You can smell the tobacco and see the ale; you cannot see the indefinite power which holds men there – the magnetism of company and conversation. Their conversation, not your conversation; not the last book, the last play; not saloon conversation; but theirs – talk in which neither you nor any one of your condition could really join. To us there would seem nothing at all in that conversation, vapid and subjectless; to them it means much. We have not been through the same circumstances: our day has been differently spent, and the same words have therefore a varying value. Certain it is, that it is conversation that takes men to the public-house. Had Roger been a horse he would have hastened to borrow some food, and, having eaten that, would have cast himself at once upon his rude bed. Not being an animal, though his life and work were animal, he went with his friends to talk.



This was a remarkable recognition from a man who just a few years earlier had seen nothing but vacant faces amongst the labouring class. But what really lifts this essay above the level of ephemeral social comment is that Jefferies sets it in the context of the great drama of the harvest, in which toil, sunshine, beer and butterflies, cornfield weeds and the staff of life, were mixed together in perplexing contradiction.


The golden harvest is the first scene; the golden wheat, glorious under the summer sun. Bright poppies flower in its depths, and convolvulus climbs the stalks. Butterflies float slowly over the yellow surface as they might over a lake of colour. To linger by it, to visit it day by day, and even to watch the sunset by it, and see it pale under the changing light, is a delight to the thoughtful mind. There is so much in the wheat, there are books of meditation in it, it is dear to the heart. Behind these beautiful aspects comes the reality of human labour – hours upon hours of heat and strain; there comes the reality of a rude life, and in the end little enough of gain. The wheat is beautiful, but human life is labour.



The central paradox of rural life has never been more plainly put. In another intense late essay, ‘Walks in the Wheat-fields’ (1887), Jefferies likens the blinding, desperate gathering-in of the harvest to ‘gold fever … The whole village lived in the field … yet they seemed but a handful buried in the tunnels of the golden mine …’ The double meaning of ‘living in’ here is very forceful; at the beginning of the piece he compares the shape of a grain of wheat to an embryo or ‘a tiny man or woman … settled to slumber’. In the wheat-field, he suggests, ‘Transubstantiation is a fact …’

In his last years Jefferies was increasingly preoccupied with the paradoxes that emerged when men lived close to nature. They seemed trapped in one way by their physical and biological needs, and in another by their sensibilities. If the ritual of harvest was paradoxical, so was all labour, which, depending on where you stood, could seem an act of nature or necessity, dignity or slavery. So, for that matter, was nature itself, which could be simultaneously cruel and beautiful. Jefferies’ concern with these ambiguities was in part a reflection of his own uncertain social position, as a man who had devoted his life to the expression of rural life, but who had no real role in it himself. He found no solutions to this enigma; but as he explores some of its more practical ramifications – could villages be centres of social change as well as social stability, for instance? what were the respective rights of owners, workers and tourists over the land? – his mixed feelings of exclusion and concern come increasingly close to our modern attitudes towards the countryside.

Richard Jefferies seemed destined to be a displaced person from childhood. He was born into a declining smallholding at Coate near Swindon in 1848. Although he was later to idealize both Coate and his father (who appears as the splendid, doomed figure of farmer Iden in the novel Amaryllis at the Fair, 1887) it does not seem to have been an especially happy household. A description of Coate in a letter from Jefferies’ father has a bitterness whose roots, one suspects, reach back to a time before Richard began upgrading his literary address to ‘Coate Farm’:


How he could think of describing Coate as such a pleasant place and deceive so I could not imagine, in fact nothing scarcely he mentions is in Coate proper only the proper one was not a pleasant one Snodshill was the name on my Waggon and cart, he styled in Coate Farm it was not worthy of the name of Farm it was not Forty Acres of Land.*



When he was four years old, Richard was sent away from Snodshill to live with his aunt in Sydenham. He stayed there for five years, visiting his parents for just one month’s holiday a year. When he was nine he returned home, but was quickly despatched to a succession of private schools in Swindon. Shunted about as if he were already a misfit, it is no wonder that he developed into a moody and solitary adolescent. He began reading Rabelais and the Greek Classics and spent long days roaming about Marlborough Forest. He had no taste for farm-work, and his father used to point with disgust to ‘our Dick poking about in them hedges’. When he was sixteen Richard ran away from home with his cousin, first to France and then to Liverpool, where he was found by the police and sent back to Swindon.

This habit of escape into fantasy or romantic adventure (it was later to become a characteristic of his fiction) must have been aggravated by the real-life decline of Coate. In 1865 the smallholding was badly hit by the cattle plague that was sweeping across southern England, and a short while later fourteen acres had to be sold off. Richard had left school for good by this time, and in 1866 started work in Swindon on a new Conservative paper, the North Wilts Herald. He was employed as a jack-of-all-trades reporter and proof-reader, but seemed to spend a good deal of his time composing short stories for the paper. They were a collection of orthodox Victorian vignettes of thwarted love, murder and historical romance, mannered in tone and coloured by antiquarian and classical references.* Although they are of no real literary value, they may have been useful to Jefferies as a way of testing and exercising his imaginative powers.

The next few years brought further frustrations and more elaborate retreats. In 1868 he began to be vaguely ill and had to leave his job on the Herald. In 1870 he took a long recuperative holiday in Brussels. He was extravagantly delighted by the women, the fashions, the manners, the sophistication of it all, and from letters to his aunt it is clear what he was beginning to think of the philistinism of Wiltshire society.

But circumstances forced him to return there in 1871, and to a situation that must have seemed even less congenial than when he had left. With the farm collapsing around them his parents resented his idleness and irresponsibility. He had no job and no money. He was able to sell a few articles to his old newspaper, but they were not enough, and he had to pawn his gun. His life began to slip into an anxious, hand-to-mouth existence that has more in common with the stereotype of the urban freelance than with a supposed ‘son of the soil’. He started novels, but was repeatedly diverted by a procession of psychosomatic illnesses. He wrote a play, and a dull and derivative memoir on the family of his prospective member of Parliament, Ambrose Goddard. The most unusual projects in this period were two pamphlets: the self-explanatory Reporting, Editing and Authorship: Practical Hints for Beginners, and Jack Brass, Emperor of England. This was a right-wing broadsheet that ridiculed what Jefferies saw as the dangers of populism.


… Educate! educate! educate! Teach every one to rely on their own judgement, so as to destroy the faith in authority, and lead to a confidence in their own reason, the surest method of seduction …



It was a heavy-handed satire, and though it may not have been intended very seriously, Jefferies was to remember it with embarrassment in later years.

But by this stage he had already made a more substantial political and literary debut with his letters to The Times on the subject of the Wiltshire labourer. It is important to remember the context in which these appeared. Agricultural problems of one kind or another had been central issues in British politics for much of the nineteenth century. But the land-workers themselves had been given sparse attention. And though they had been impoverished by the cumulative effects of farm mechanization, wage and rent levels, and the appropriation of the commonlands, their own protests had been sporadic and ineffectual. Then in 1870 Joseph Arch and some of his fellow-workers gathered together illicitly in their Warwickshire village and formed the Agricultural Labourers’ Union.

This was a new development in the countryside, and raised new anxieties amongst landowners. The rioting and rick-burning of the 1820s had fitted into a familiar stereotype of peasant behaviour, and had been comparatively easily contained. But organization was a different matter, and seemed to introduce an ominously urban challenge to the rural order and, by implication, to the social fabric of the nation which rested on it.

Jefferies’ hybrid background may have helped him understand these worries better than most, and it was the sense of moral affront sounded in his letters that won him sympathy from the landowners. The correspondence became the subject of an editorial in The Times, and Jefferies was soon offered more journalistic work in the same vein. Over the next few years he wrote copiously on rural and agricultural affairs for journals such as Fraser’s Magazine and the Live Stock Journal. Collectively these pieces are more informed and compassionate than the Times letters. Jefferies sympathizes with the sufferings of the labourers and their families, but believed that many of their habitual responses to trouble – particularly their reluctance to accept responsibility for their own fate – simply made matters worse. Wage demands alienated the farmers, who were their natural patrons and allies. Drink led to the kind of family break-ups described in ‘John Smith’s Shanty’ (1874). The only certain remedies were hard work and self-discipline.

This has been a perennial theme in Conservative philosophy, and there are times when Jefferies’ recommendations have a decidedly modern ring, as, for instance, in ‘The Labourer’s Daily Life’ (1874): ‘The sense of [home] ownership engenders a pride in the place, and all his better feelings are called into play.’ Yet even at this early stage, Jefferies’ conservatism has a liberal edge, and anticipates the libertarian, self-help politics of his later years. He speaks out in favour of allotments, libraries, cottage hospitals, women’s institutes and other mutual associations as means towards parish independence. And he begins to suggest that the farm and the village – the basic units of rural life – owed their survival and strength not so much to some immemorial order but precisely to their capacity to incorporate change and new ideas into a well-tried framework.

The increasing amount of work Jefferies was doing for London-based journals encouraged him to move to Surbiton in 1877, when he was twenty-eight years of age. Rather to his surprise he enjoyed London, discovering in it not only many unexpectedly green corners, but an exciting quality of movement and vivacity. As Claude Monet was to do in his paintings of Leicester Square and Westminster Bridge, Jefferies saw the rush of traffic and the play of streetlights almost as if they were natural events. In ‘The Lions in Trafalgar Square’ even the people are absorbed:


At summer noontide, when the day surrounds us and it is bright light even in the shadow, I like to stand by one of the lions and yield to the old feeling. The sunshine glows on the dusky creature, as it seems, not on the surface but under the skin, as if it came up from out of the limb. The roar of the rolling wheels sinks and becomes distant as the sound of a waterfall when dreams are coming. All abundant life is smoothed and levelled, the abruptness of the individuals lost in the flowing current like separate flowers drawn along in a border, like music heard so far off that the notes are molten and the theme only remains.



‘Lions’, like most of the London essays, was written during a later phase of Jefferies’ life. Perhaps because of his uncertainty about his own social role, he rarely wrote about his current circumstances, but about what he had just left behind. In Swindon, much of his work was concerned with the fantasy world of his adolescence. In Surbiton he is remembering his life at Coate, albeit in a rather idealized form.

The pieces that were to make up his first fully-fledged non-fiction work, The Gamekeeper at Home, were amongst these reminiscences, and were initially published in serial form in the Pall Mall Gazette between December 1877 and Spring 1878. It is of some significance that Jefferies chose as his subjects ‘the master’s man’ and the practical business of policing a sporting estate. The game laws were a crucial instrument for expressing and maintaining the class structure of the nineteenth-century countryside. Although poaching was an economic necessity for many families, it was also an act of defiance against the presumptions of landowners. They, for their part, often viewed the taking of wild animals from their land as a more fundamental breach of their ‘natural’ rights than outright stealing.

Jefferies doesn’t challenge this assumption in The Gamekeeper at Home. In a chapter on the keeper’s enemies, for instance, he moves smoothly from weasels, stoats and magpies to ‘semi-bohemian trespassers’, boys picking sloes and old women gathering firewood. ‘… how is the keeper to be certain,’ he argues, ‘that if the opportunity offered these gentry would not pounce upon a rabbit or anything else?’

This strand in Jefferies’ writing reaches a kind of culmination in Hodge and His Masters. This collection of portraits of the rural middle class – speculators, solicitors, landowners, parsons – was serialized in the London Standard between 1878 and 1880. Its hero is the self-made, diligent yeoman farmer. If he should fail it is because he has become lazy or drunk, or has forgotten his place in society:


There used to be a certain tacit agreement among all men that those who possessed capital, rank or reputation should be treated with courtesy. That courtesy did not imply that the landowner, the capitalist, or the minister of religion, was necessarily himself superior. But it did imply that those who administered property really represented the general order in which all were interested … These two characteristics, moral apathy and contempt of property – i.e. of social order – are probably exercising considerable influence in shaping the labourer’s future.



Jefferies grows shriller as he outlines the agents of these malign forces – the unemployed, the poachers, the publicans, the dispossessed and the dependant. Hodge himself, the ordinary labourer, remains invisible, except when Jefferies is rebuking him, in now familiar style, for his greed, bad cooking, lack of culture and laziness. How lucky he is, Jefferies remarks, only to work in the hours of daylight. After this, it is hard to take seriously the book’s closing note of regret about the insulting charity of the workhouse.

Yet alongside (and sometimes inside) these sour social commentaries he had begun writing short studies in natural history. They are lightly and sharply observed, and one senses Jefferies’ relief at having an escape route from the troubled world of human affairs. Wildlife in a Southern County was serialized in the Pall Mall Gazette during 1878, and its contents give some indication of what a versatile writer he was. There are pieces on orchards, woods, rabbits, ants, stiles, the ague, and ‘noises in the air’. The descriptions of the weather are especially convincing – perhaps because he saw this as one area which was beyond the corrupting influence of human society.

During this stage in his life his writing developed a characteristic discursiveness that was no doubt partly a result of his working as a jobbing journalist and having regularly to fill columns of a fixed length. Yet it was also a way of thinking. Many of the pieces are ramblings in an almost literal sense; anecdotes, observations, musings flit by as if they had been encountered and remarked upon during a walk.

In Round About a Great Estate (1880) this conversational style is employed to great effect and helps to make this the most unaffectedly charming of all Jefferies’ books. It is an ingenuous, buoyant collection of parish gossip, of characters and events that seem to have been chanced upon by accident. Yet it is celebratory rather than nostalgic. Jefferies remarks in his preface to the original edition:


In this book some notes have been made of the former state of things before it passes away entirely. But I would not have it therefore thought that I wish it to continue or return. My sympathies and hopes are with the light of the future, only I should like it to come from nature. The clock should be read by the sunshine, not the sun timed by the clock.



The worst thing that can be said about these natural history and documentary essays is not that they are inconsequential, but that they are impersonal and generalized. Even at his most perceptive, Jefferies viewed natural life with the same kind of detachment as he regarded the labourer. They aroused his curiosity but rarely his sympathy. But at the beginning of the 1880s a new intimacy starts to appear in his writing. He allows us to share specific experiences and deeply personal feelings. He seems, at last, to be engaged. A set of pieces on the fortunes of a trout trapped in a London brook, for instance, show us Jefferies in a very unfamiliar light – concerned, sentimental and increasingly aware of his own vulnerability.

There can be little doubt that one of the major influences on Jefferies during these years was his deteriorating health. The illness that was eventually to kill him began in earnest in 1881, and was diagnosed as a generalized tuberculosis. During 1882 he went to Brighton to recuperate, but he found only temporary relief, and signs of his pain and disenchantment are visible in almost all the remainder of his work.

Much of this period, perhaps predictably, was taken up with escapist novels. Greene Ferne Farm (1880) is an old-fashioned pastoral with a dialect-speaking Chorus. Bevis (1882), a book for children, is set in Jefferies’ boyhood Wiltshire, which the young heroes transform into a fabulous playground for their fantasies. After London (1885) is a bitter vision of the collapse of urban civilization and of the city reclaimed by forest and swamp. Yet even with, so to speak, a clean slate, Jefferies still chooses to create a woodland feudal society, complete with reconstituted poachers as savages. There is some fine descriptive writing in his fiction (particularly in Amaryllis at the Fair, which is based on an idealized version of his own family), yet as novels they have to be regarded as failures. They have no real movement, either in the development of the plot or of the individual characters. David Garnett described Amaryllis as ‘a succession of stills, never a picture in motion’,* and Jefferies himself declared he would have been happy to have seen it published as ‘scenes of country life’ rather than as a novel.

During the early 1880s he was also working on his ‘soul-life’, a kind of spiritual autobiography that was published as The Story of My Heart in 1883. Like all mystical works this is comprehensible to the degree to which one shares the writer’s faith – which here is an intense pantheism. Yet the book is an account of a meditation rather than a complete religion. (Some of the short, rhythmical passages even read like mantras.) Typically Jefferies goes to a ‘thinking place’ – a tree, a stream, or more often the sea – lies under the sun and prays that he may have a revelation. He wishes to transcend the flesh, to transcend nature itself, though he cannot express what he wants, nor what, if anything, he has found. ‘The only idea I can give,’ he writes, ‘is that there is another idea.’ Yet if the mystical sections of The Story are typified by this kind of word-play – sincerely meant, no doubt, but meaningless – there is another strand of more earthly idealism in the book concerned with a belief in the perfectibility of man and the degradation of labour, themes that were to become increasingly prominent in his work.

Although it is mostly impenetrable, the soul-searching of The Story of My Heart seemed to liberate Jefferies from many of his social and literary uncertainties. After 1883 his writing has a new commitment and assurance of style. His viewpoint had changed radically. He had become, on almost every topic from economics to ecology, a progressive. He worries about trends in agricultural modernization and their likely implications for wildlife. He attacks the grubbing-out of hedgerows and the ploughing of old grassland. He defends the otter, and argues in favour of the townsman’s right of access to the countryside (see particularly ‘The Modern Thames’, 1884).

These were specific expressions of a deeper change in Jefferies’ whole ideology. By the mid-1880s he had begun to argue for the extension of the franchise, and at times to go beyond the humane concern of ‘One of the New Voters’ to an out-and-out socialist position. In a remarkable late essay, ‘Primrose Gold in Our Village’ (1887), he describes how the new Conservative alliances in the countryside, which had once opposed the labourers’ vote, were now moving in to appropriate it. ‘Primrose Gold’ is unlike anything he had written previously. It is sophisticated, witty, elliptical and bitterly ironic. It also deals in allusion and metaphor, which are in short supply in his earlier, more literal writings. As Raymond Williams has remarked:


‘Primrose Gold’: the phrase is so exact. The simple flower as a badge of political manoeuvre; the yellow of the flower and of the money that is the real source of power; the natural innocence, the political dominance: it is all there.



In his late essays Jefferies begins to write of the politics, history and landscape of the countryside as if they were aspects of a single experience. This was especially true of his nature writing. Although he would still turn in slight pieces on seaside beaches and song birds when it was required of him, he was beginning to suggest that nature was not something apart from us, but a world that we were part of and in which we might see reflected some of our own qualities as living creatures. In ‘Out of Doors in February’ (1882) for instance, he explains the optimism he saw in the images of winter, and in the living world’s annual triumph over dark and cold:


The lark, the bird of the light, is there in the bitter short days. Put the lark then for winter, a sign of hope, a certainty of summer. Put, too, the sheathed bud, for if you search the hedge you will find the buds there, on tree and bush, carefully wrapped around with the case which protects them as a cloak. Put, too, the sharp needles of the green corn … One memory of the green corn, fresh beneath the sun and wind, will lift up the heart from the clods.



That was one kind of answer to the enigma of the toiler in the field: nature, as a redemptive force that could smooth away the distortions of civilization. In ‘Golden Brown’ (1884) Jefferies writes enviously of the health and habits of the Kent fruit-pickers, and of ‘the life above this life to be obtained from the constant presence with the sunlight and the stars’.

Yet at no time had he believed that complete human fulfilment could be achieved by a simple surrender to natural (or artificially rustic) rhythms. In an odd and not always rational way he also believed in that specifically human concept, progress. As early as 1880 he had declared that his sympathies and hopes were with ‘the light of the future’. He wanted, in Edward Thomas’s wonderfully exact phrase, ‘the light railway to call at the farmyard gate’.*

But for Jefferies himself neither nature nor progress could any longer provide a release. He spent 1887, the last year of his life, as an invalid in Goring, in pain and poverty. His view of the world was confined to what he could glimpse through a window, and his thoughts by that paradox that had haunted him, in one form or another, for most of his life. He had dreamed of men living with the easy grace of birds in flight, yet realized that the self-awareness that made that ambition possible would prevent it ever being fulfilled. In ‘Hours of Spring’ he writes mournfully of ‘the old, old error: I love the earth and therefore the earth loves me.’ Man was in the unique and probably unenviable position of being both part of nature and a conscious interpreter of it. Hence the crises of perspective that affected young political commentator and nostalgic old man-of-the-fields alike.

These last essays, particularly ‘Walks in the Wheat-fields’ and ‘My Old Village’, are poignant and embittered, but written with great power and clarity. In the end – inevitably perhaps – he returns to mysticism and, in ‘Nature and Books’ for example, rejects both naturalistic and scientific analyses of the colour of flowers: ‘I want the inner meaning and the understanding of wild flowers in the meadow … Why are they? What end? What purpose?’

There is a passage in the novel Amaryllis at the Fair, written at the start of this final illness, that catches exactly the conflict between consciousness and animality that runs right through Jefferies’ work. The hero, Iden, has just eaten a dinner which has been described in minute and sensuous detail. As he settles down in a chair to sleep, a mouse runs up his trouser leg to eat the crumbs in his lap:


One great brown hand was in his pocket, close to them – a mighty hand, beside which they were pygmies indeed in the land of the giants. What would have been the value of their lives between a finger and thumb that could crack a ripe and strong-shelled walnut? …

Yet the little things fed in perfect confidence. He was so still, so very still – quiescent – they feared him no more they did the wall; they could not hear his breathing. Had they been giften with human intelligence that very fact would have excited their suspicions. Why so very, very still? Strong men, wearied by work, do not sleep quietly; they breathe heavily. Even in firm sleep we move a little now and then, a limb trembles, a muscle quivers, or stretches itself.

But Iden was so still it was evident he was really wide awake and restraining his breath, and exercising conscious command over his muscles, that this scene might proceed undisturbed.

Now the strangeness of the thing was in this way: Iden set traps for mice in the cellar and the larder, and slew them there without mercy. He picked up the trap, swung it round, opening the door at the same instant, and the wretched captive was dashed to death upon the stone flags of the floor. So he hated them and persecuted them in one place, and fed them in another.

A long psychological discussion might be held upon this apparent inconsistency, but I shall leave analysis to those who like it, and go on recording facts. I will make only one remark. That nothing is consistent that is human. If it was not inconsistent it would have no association with a living person.

From the merest thin slit, as it were, between his eyelids, Iden watched the mice feed and run about his knees till, having eaten every crumb, they descended his leg to the floor.



Richard Mabey, 1983
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WRITINGS ON AGRICULTURAL AND SOCIAL AFFAIRS (1872–80)







Wiltshire Labourers

First published in The Times, 12 November 1872

First collected in The Toilers of the Field, 1892

Sir, – The Wiltshire agricultural labourer is not so highly paid as those of Northumberland, nor so low as those of Dorset; but in the amount of his wages, as in intelligence and general position, he may fairly be taken as an average specimen of his class throughout a large portion of the kingdom.

As a man, he is usually strongly built, broad-shouldered, and massive in frame, but his appearance is spoilt by the clumsiness of his walk and the want of grace in his movements. Though quite as large in muscle, it is very doubtful if he possesses the strength of the seamen who may be seen lounging about the ports. There is a want of firmness, a certain disjointed style, about his limbs, and the muscles themselves have not the hardness and tension of the sailor’s. The labourer’s muscle is that of a cart-horse, his motions lumbering and slow. His style of walk is caused by following the plough in early childhood, when the weak limbs find it a hard labour to pull the heavy nailed boots from the thick clay soil. Ever afterwards he walks as if it were an exertion to lift his legs. His food may, perhaps, have something to do with the deadened slowness which seems to pervade everything he does – there seems a lack of vitality about him. It consists chiefly of bread and cheese, with bacon twice or thrice a week, varied with onions, and if he be a milker (on some farms) with a good ‘tuck-out’ at his employer’s expense on Sundays. On ordinary days he dines at the fashionable hour of six or seven in the evening – that is, about that time his cottage scents the road with a powerful odour of boiled cabbage, of which he eats an immense quantity. Vegetables are his luxuries, and a large garden, therefore, is the greatest blessing he can have. He eats huge onions raw; he has no idea of flavouring his food with them, nor of making those savoury and inviting messes or vegetable soups at which the French peasantry are so clever. In Picardy I have often dined in a peasant’s cottage, and thoroughly enjoyed the excellent soup he puts upon the table for his ordinary meal. To dine in an English labourer’s cottage would be impossible. His bread is generally good, certainly; but his bacon is the cheapest he can buy at small second-class shops – oily, soft, wretched stuff; his vegetables are cooked in detestable style, and eaten saturated with the pot liquor. Pot liquor is a favourite soup. I have known cottagers actually apply at farmers’ kitchens not only for the pot liquor in which meat has been soddened, but for the water in which potatoes have been boiled – potato liquor – and sup it up with avidity. And this not in times of dearth or scarcity, but rather as a relish. They never buy anything but bacon; never butchers’ meat. Philanthropic ladies, to my knowledge, have demonstrated over and over again even to their limited capacities that certain parts of butchers’ meat can be bought just as cheap, and will make more savoury and nutritive food; and even now, with the present high price of meat, a certain proportion would be advantageous. In vain; the labourers obstinately adhere to the pig, and the pig only. When, however, an opportunity does occur the amount of food they will eat is something astonishing. Once a year, at the village club dinner, they gormandize to repletion. In one instance I knew of a man eating a plate of roast beef (and the slices are cut enormously thick at these dinners), a plate of boiled beef, then another of boiled mutton, and then a fourth of roast mutton, and a fifth of ham. He said he could not do much to the bread and cheese; but didn’t he go into the pudding! I have even heard of men stuffing to the fullest extent of their powers, and then retiring from the table to take an emetic of mustard and return to a second gorging. There is scarcely any limit to their power of absorbing beer. I have known reapers and mowers make it their boast that they could lie on their backs and never take the wooden bottle (in the shape of a small barrel) from their lips till they had drunk a gallon, and from the feats I have seen I verily believe it a fact. The beer they get is usually poor and thin, though sometimes in harvest the farmers bring out a taste of strong liquor, but not till the work is nearly over; for from this very practice of drinking enormous quantities of small beer the labourer cannot drink more than a very limited amount of good liquor without getting tipsy. This is why he so speedily gets inebriated at the alehouse. While mowing and reaping many of them lay in a small cask.

They are much better clothed now than formerly. Corduroy trousers and slops are the usual style. Smock-frocks are going out of use, except for milkers and faggers. Almost every labourer has his Sunday suit, very often really good clothes, sometimes glossy black, with the regulation ‘chimney-pot’. His unfortunate walk betrays him, dress how he will. Since labour has become so expensive it has become a common remark among the farmers that the labourer will go to church in broadcloth and the masters in smock-frocks. The labourer never wears gloves – that has to come with the march of the times; but he is particularly choice over his necktie. The women must dress in the fashion. A very respectable draper in an agricultural district was complaining to me the other day that the poorest class of women would have everything in the fashionable style, let it change as often as it would. In former times, if he laid in a stock of goods suited to tradesmen, and farmers’ wives and daughters, if the fashion changed, or they got out of date, he could dispose of them easily to the servants. Now no such thing. The quality did not matter so much, but the style must be the style of the day – no sale for remnants. The poorest girl, who had not got two yards of flannel on her back, must have the same style of dress as the squire’s daughter – Dolly Vardens, chignons, and parasols for ladies who can work all day reaping in the broiling sun of August! Gloves, kid, for hands that milk the cows!

The cottages now are infinitely better than they were. There is scarcely room for further improvement in the cottages now erected upon estates. They have three bedrooms, and every appliance and comfort compatible with their necessarily small size. It is only the cottages erected by the labourers themselves on waste plots of ground which are open to objection. Those he builds himself are, indeed, as a rule, miserable huts, disgraceful to a Christian country. I have an instance before me at this moment where a man built a cottage with two rooms and no staircase or upper apartments, and in those two rooms eight persons lived and slept – himself and wife, grown-up daughters, and children. There was not a scrap of garden attached, not enough to grow half-a-dozen onions. The refuse and sewage was flung into the road, or filtered down a ditch into the brook which supplied that part of the village with water. In another case at one time there was a cottage in which twelve persons lived. This had upper apartments, but so low was the ceiling that a tall man could stand on the floor, with his head right through the opening for the staircase, and see along the upper floor under the beds! These squatters are the curse of the community. It is among them that fever and kindred infectious diseases break out; it is among them that wretched couples are seen bent double with rheumatism and affections of the joints caused by damp. They have often been known to remain so long, generation after generation, in these wretched hovels, that at last the lord of the manor, having neglected to claim quit-rent, they can defy him, and claim them as their own property, and there they stick, eyesores and blots, the fungi of the land. The cottages erected by farmers or by landlords are now, one and all, fit and proper habitations for human beings; and I verily believe it would be impossible throughout the length and breadth of Wiltshire to find a single bad cottage on any large estate, so well and so thoroughly have the landed proprietors done their work. On all farms gardens are attached to the cottages, in many instances very large, and always sufficient to produce enough vegetables for the resident. In villages the allotment system has been greatly extended of late years, and has been found most beneficial, both to owners and tenants. As a rule the allotments are let at a rate which may be taken as £4 per annum – a sum which pays the landlord very well, and enables the labourer to remunerate himself. In one village which came under my observation the clergyman of the parish has turned a portion of his glebe land into allotments – a most excellent and noble example, which cannot be too widely followed or too much extolled. He is thus enabled to benefit almost every one of his poor parishioners, and yet without destroying that sense of independence which is the great characteristic of a true Englishman. He has issued a book of rules and conditions under which these allotments are held, and he thus places a strong check upon drunkenness and dissolute habits, indulgence in which is a sure way to lose the portions of ground. There is scarcely an end to the benefits of the allotment system. In villages there cannot be extensive gardens, and the allotments supply their place. The extra produce above that which supplies the table and pays the rent is easily disposed of in the next town, and places many additional comforts in the labourer’s reach. The refuse goes to help support and fatten the labourer’s pig, which brings him in profit enough to pay the rent of his cottage, and the pig, in turn, manures the allotment. Some towns have large common lands, held under certain conditions; such are Malmesbury, with 500 acres, and Tetbury (the common land of which extends two miles), both these being arable, &c. These are not exactly in the use of labourers, but they are in the hands of a class to which the labourer often rises. Many labourers have fruit-trees in their gardens, which, in some seasons, prove very profitable. In the present year, to my knowledge, a labourer sold £4 worth of apples; and another made £3, 10s. off the produce of one pear tree, pears being scarce.

To come at last to the difficult question of wages. In Wiltshire there has been no extended strike, and very few meetings upon the subject, for the simple reason that the agitators can gain no hold upon a county where, as a mass, the labourers are well paid. The common day-labourer receives 10s., 11s., and 12s. a week, according to the state of supply and demand for labour in various districts; and, if he milks, 1s. more, making 13s. a week, now common wages. These figures are rather below the mark; I could give instances of much higher pay. To give a good idea of the wages paid I will take the case of a hill farmer (arable, Marlborough Downs), who paid this last summer during harvest 18s. per week per man. His reapers often earned 10s. a day – enough to pay their year’s rent in a week. These men lived in cottages on the farm, with three bedrooms each, and some larger, with every modern appliance, each having a garden of a quarter of an acre attached and close at hand, for which cottage and garden they paid 1s. per week rent. The whole of these cottages were insured by the farmer himself, their furniture, &c., in one lump, and the insurance policy cost him, as nearly as possible, 1s. 3d. per cottage per year. For this he deducted 1s. per year each from their wages. None of the men would have insured unless he had insisted upon doing it for them. These men had from six to eight quarts of beer per man (over and above their 18s. a week) during harvest every day. In spring and autumn their wages are much increased by piece-work, hoeing, &c. In winter the farmer draws their coal for them in his waggons, a distance of eight miles from the nearest wharf, enabling them to get it at cost price. This is no slight advantage, for, at the present high price of coal, it is sold, delivered in the villages, at 2s. per cwt. Many who cannot afford it in the week buy a quarter of a cwt. on Saturday night, to cook their Sunday’s dinner with, for 6d. This is at the rate of £2 per ton. Another gentleman, a large steam cultivator in the Vale, whose name is often before the public, informs me that his books show that he paid £100 in one year in cash to one cottage for labour, showing the advantage the labourer possesses over the mechanic, since his wife and child can add to his income. Many farmers pay £50 and £60 a year for beer drunk by their labourers – a serious addition to their wages. The railway companies and others who employ mechanics do not allow them any beer. The allowance of a good cottage and a quarter of an acre of garden for 1s. per week is not singular. Many who were at the Autumn Manoeuvres of the present year may remember having a handsome row of houses, rather than cottages, pointed out to them as inhabited by labourers at 1s. per week. In the immediate neighbourhood of large manufacturing towns 1s. 6d. a week is sometimes paid; but then these cottages would in such positions readily let to mechanics for 3s., 4s., and even 5s. per week. There was a great outcry when the Duke of Marlborough issued an order that the cottages on his estate should in future only be let to such men as worked upon the farms where those cottages were situated. In reality this was the very greatest blessing the Duke could have conferred upon the agricultural labourer; for it ensured him a good cottage at a nearly nominal rent and close to his work; whereas in many instances previously the cottages on the farms had been let at a high rate to the mechanics, and the labourer had to walk miles before he got to his labour. Cottages are not erected by landowners or by farmers as paying speculations. It is well known that the condition of things prevents the agricultural labourer from being able to pay a sufficient rent to be a fair percentage upon the sum expended. In one instance a landlord has built some cottages for his tenant, the tenant paying a certain amount of interest on the sum invested by the landlord. Now, although this is a matter of arrangement, and not of speculation – that is, although the interest paid by the tenant is a low percentage upon the money laid out, yet the rent paid by the labourers inhabiting these cottages to the tenant does not reimburse him what he pays his landlord as interest – not by a considerable margin. But then he has the advantage of his labourers close to his work, always ready at hand.

Over and above the actual cash wages of the labourer, which are now very good, must be reckoned his cottage and garden, and often a small orchard, at a nominal rent, his beer at his master’s expense, piece-work, gleaning after harvest, &c., which alter his real position very materially. In Gloucestershire, on the Cotswolds, the best-paid labourers are the shepherds, for in that great sheep-country much trust is reposed in them. At the annual auctions of shearlings which are held upon the large farms a purse is made for the shepherd of the flock, into which every one who attends is expected to drop a shilling, often producing £5. The shepherds on the Wiltshire Downs are also well paid, especially in lambing-time, when the greatest watchfulness and care are required. It has been stated that the labourer has no chance of rising from his position. This is sheer cant. He has very good opportunities of rising, and often does rise, to my knowledge. At this present moment I could mention a person who has risen from a position scarcely equal to that of a labourer, not only to have a farm himself, but to place his sons in farms. Another has just entered on a farm; and several more are on the high-road to that desirable consummation. If a labourer possesses any amount of intelligence he becomes head-carter or head-fagger, as the case may be; and from that to be assistant or under-bailiff, and finally bailiff. As a bailiff he has every opportunity to learn the working of a farm, and is often placed in entire charge of a farm at a distance from his employer’s residence. In time he establishes a reputation as a practical man, and being in receipt of good wages, with very little expenditure, saves some money. He has now little difficulty in obtaining the promise of a farm, and with this can readily take up money. With average care he is a made man. Others rise from petty trading, petty dealing in pigs and calves, till they save sufficient to rent a small farm, and make that the basis of larger dealing operations. I question very much whether a clerk in a firm would not find it much more difficult, as requiring larger capital, to raise himself to a level with his employer than an agricultural labourer does to the level of a farmer.

Many labourers now wander far and wide as navvies, &c., and perhaps when these return home, as most of them do, to agricultural labour, they are the most useful and intelligent of their class, from a readiness they possess to turn their hand to anything. I know one at this moment who makes a large addition to his ordinary wages by brewing for the small inns, and very good liquor he brews, too. They pick up a large amount of practical knowledge.

The agricultural women are certainly not handsome; I know no peasantry so entirely uninviting. Occasionally there is a girl whose nut-brown complexion and sloe-black eyes are pretty, but their features are very rarely good, and they get plain quickly, so soon as the first flush of youth is past. Many have really good hair in abundance, glossy and rich, perhaps from its exposure to the fresh air. But on Sundays they plaster it with strong-smelling pomade and hair-oil, which scents the air for yards most unpleasantly. As a rule, it may safely be laid down that the agricultural women are moral, far more so than those of the town. Rough and rude jokes and language are, indeed, too common; but that is all. No evil comes of it. The fairs are the chief cause of immorality. Many an honest, hard-working servant-girl owes her ruin to these fatal mops and fairs, when liquor to which she is unaccustomed overcomes her. Yet it seems cruel to take from them the one day or two of the year on which they can enjoy themselves fairly in their own fashion. The spread of friendly societies, patronized by the gentry and clergy, with their annual festivities, is a remedy which is gradually supplying them with safer, and yet congenial, amusement. In what may be termed lesser morals I cannot accord either them or the men the same praise. They are too ungrateful for the many great benefits which are bountifully supplied them – the brandy, the soup, and fresh meat readily extended without stint from the farmer’s home in sickness to the cottage are too quickly forgotten. They who were most benefited are often the first to most loudly complain and to backbite. Never once in all my observation have I heard a labouring man or woman make a grateful remark; and yet I can confidently say that there is no class of persons in England who receive so many attentions and benefits from their superiors as the agricultural labourers. Stories are rife of their even refusing to work at disastrous fires because beer was not immediately forth-coming. I trust this is not true; but it is too much in character. No term is too strong in condemnation for those persons who endeavour to arouse an agitation among a class of people so short-sighted and so ready to turn against their own benefactors and their own interest. I am credibly informed that one of these agitators, immediately after the Bishop of Gloucester’s unfortunate but harmlessly intended speech at the Gloucester Agricultural Society’s dinner – one of these agitators mounted a platform at a village meeting and in plain language incited and advised the labourers to duck the farmers! The agricultural women either go out to field-work or become indoor servants. In harvest they hay-make – chiefly light work, as raking – and reap, which is much harder labour; but then, while reaping they work their own time, as it is done by the piece. Significantly enough, they make longer hours while reaping. They are notoriously late to arrive, and eager to return home, on the hay-field. The children help both in haymaking and reaping. In spring and autumn they hoe and do other piece-work. On pasture farms they beat clots or pick up stones out of the way of the mowers’ scythes. Occasionally, but rarely now, they milk. In winter they wear gaiters, which give the ankles a most ungainly appearance. Those who go out to service get very low wages at first from their extreme awkwardness, but generally quickly rise. As dairy-maids they get very good wages indeed. Dairymaids are scarce and valuable. A dairymaid who can be trusted to take charge of a dairy will sometimes get
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