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    A yearning to live more fully in the presence of sky, sun, and moving air animates this book, which turns close attention to fields, lanes, and changing weather into a quietly radical way of thinking about how to be alive, insisting that the ordinary countryside is not merely scenery but an active force that clarifies the senses, steadies the mind, and expands the spirit, so that a walk, a pause in a hedgerow, or the drift of a cloud become occasions for renewal and inquiry into what freedom, perception, and health might mean in everyday life.

Richard Jefferies, an English writer renowned for his depictions of nature and rural life, gathered The Open Air as a collection of essays in the mid-1880s, during the late Victorian period. The genre is literary nature writing: reflective prose rooted in careful observation of the English countryside. Many pieces originated in periodicals, then were gathered into book form, a common practice of the time. The settings range across fields, hedgerows, commons, streams, and downs, evoking the rhythms of agricultural landscapes without tying the reader to a single plot or place. The book appears amid rapid industrial expansion, offering a counterpoint grounded in outdoor experience.

Rather than a narrative, the book offers a sequence of meditations and excursions, each turning a day’s light, a season’s shift, or a brief encounter with birds, plants, and weather into an occasion for thought. The voice is poised between intimate and expansive, inviting the reader to accompany the author at walking pace. Jefferies favors lucid, sensuous description carried by long, flowing sentences, yet keeps a steady, factual eye on what is actually seen and felt. The mood is at once tranquil and restless, animated by desire for more time outdoors and by wonder at nature’s inexhaustible patterns.

Central themes include the restorative influence of sunlight and fresh air, the kinship between bodily vitality and clear perception, and the tension between confined, hurried habits and the spaciousness available beyond doors and walls. Jefferies explores how attention to small phenomena—wind in grass, the angle of a shadow, the first warmth of spring—can reframe a day. He returns to the cycles of growth and decay that lend depth to human time, asking what forms of freedom remain open to those who practice regular contact with the living world. The essays suggest an ethics of presence rooted in repeated, local seeing.

Jefferies’s craft lies in uniting the precision of the naturalist with the cadence of the essayist. He names what he can with clarity, yet refuses to reduce the scene to inventory, seeking instead a continuity between sensory fact and reflective insight. The prose moves from ground-level detail to broader perspective with unobtrusive transitions, creating the impression of thought unfolding at the pace of a walk. He rarely argues overtly; observation bears the weight of his claims. Structure varies from brief vignettes to more extended sequences, but the governing principle remains constancy of attention in the open air.

For contemporary readers facing urban schedules, indoor work, and environmental uncertainty, The Open Air offers both respite and a pointed challenge. It models a practice of unhurried noticing that counters distraction, while raising questions about health, happiness, and responsibility in a world where access to living ecosystems can no longer be taken for granted. The book’s emphasis on everyday, nearby places makes it accessible to those far from celebrated wilderness, and its insistence on direct experience resonates with current interests in mental well-being, environmental stewardship, and sustainable habits. Jefferies proposes that renewal begins where one stands, under ordinary sky.

This collection rewards slow reading, whether sampled by season or followed in sequence, and it pairs naturally with short walks that let the prose echo in real air. Readers might attend to how descriptions are built—how a turn of light alters thought, how a noticed sound redirects mood—and to the way recurring motifs knit the essays into a coherent atmosphere. Without relying on plot, Jefferies sustains momentum through variation of place, weather, and hour. Approached with patience, the book invites a recalibration of attention that can carry beyond its pages, suggesting practical ways to live more outwardly day by day.
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    The Open Air, by Richard Jefferies, is a collection of late-Victorian essays that record direct encounters with fields, woods, downs, and shore. First published in 1885, it gathers short studies that combine precise observation with reflections on how weather, light, and season shape daily life outdoors. The pieces are unified less by plot than by the steady movement of the year and the author's habit of walking and watching. Without polemic, the book advances a simple premise: time spent in fresh air strengthens body and attention. It opens by establishing that premise in scenes of clear sky, sunshine, and unhurried roaming.

Early essays linger on first principles of seeing and feeling in the open. Jefferies notes the reach of sunlight across grass, the drift of cloud shadows, and the way a path reveals itself through repeated footfall. Rather than argue, he enumerates particulars: scent of hawthorn, ripple of wheat under a breeze, and the far carry of a lark's song. The effect is cumulative, building an outline of freedom that depends on attention, not distance. He repeatedly contrasts indoor confinement with the restoration available from a few hours outside, proposing simple walking as the most available means of gaining that benefit.

In spring-centered pieces, the book tracks small thresholds that mark the year's turn. First buds appear along hedgerows, blackbird and thrush establish territories, and plough and harrow score the brown surface for new growth. Jefferies treats these as observable signs rather than symbols, providing a running register of dates, light, and wind. He notes how farms adjust to longer days, how lanes dry, and how water meadows alter with the stream. The sequencing is incremental, essay to essay, following the calendar while remaining local. The emphasis stays on continuities: recurring birdsong, recurring tasks, and the renewed capacity to range farther.

Summer scenes expand the compass. Meadows carry the weight of hay, wheat heads thicken, and insects thread low flights through heat shimmer. Jefferies records the order of work - mowing, turning, carting - and relates it to weather windows that can open or close within hours. He attends to margins as well: ditch, byre, and gate where swallows gather and cows stand in shade. Birds such as lapwing and lark are situated within this working land, not apart from it. The conclusion is practical rather than abstract: land, sky, and labor interlock, and patient watching reveals how each movement answers another.

Other chapters shift into shade and enclosure. Woods, commons, and ponds furnish slower tempos: dragonflies patrol reed edges, deer step from cover, and fungi stud fallen limbs. Jefferies lists habitats and habits, detailing how hush gathers at noon and lifts toward evening. He notes the visibility of tracks after rain, the lightness of dew at dawn, and the short distances that separate farmed ground from a sense of seclusion. The focus remains empirical - where to look, when signs appear, and how not to disturb them - presented as ordinary knowledge available to any walker with time and consistent attention.

From low country the essays climb to hills and downs. Here the subjects widen: the reach of a view, the set of the wind, the chalk's dryness under foot, and paths older than hedges. Jefferies observes shepherding routines and the spare furniture of ridgelines - barrows, thorns, and boundary stones - without antiquarian digression. The high ground is treated as an instrument for seeing weather and space, a place where distance clarifies and simple shelter matters. The writing remains plain in its purpose: to show how open height alters pace, judgment, and mood through exposure to air, sun, and horizon.

Coastal chapters set a contrasting field. The shore supplies a strict rhythm in tides, a different register of sound, and a horizon veined with craft and weather. Jefferies notes the play of gulls over shingle, the lift and fall of boats, and the work of fishers whose schedules follow moon and current. Storm and calm are presented as conditions to be met rather than dramatized. The coast's motion is aligned with inland winds and harvests, creating a continuous circuit between sea and plain. Again the emphasis is on simple means: walking, looking, and breathing salt air.

Several essays address towns and those who cannot range far. Jefferies points to parks, commons, and canal paths as practical outlets for strength and recovery. He argues that sunlight, movement, and unroofed space aid health and should be woven into education, work breaks, and convalescence. Examples include soldiers drilling on green sward, children learning by field lessons, and clerks gaining stamina from lunchtime walks. The recommendations avoid technical regimen; the claim is basic availability. Fresh air is presented as a public resource that gains value when access is secured across classes and neighborhoods.

In closing movements, the collection gathers its strands into a plain assertion: the open air is a steadying influence available in field, hill, coast, and city fringe. Jefferies's method - close noticing, modest range, and seasonal order - frames a consistent message about bodily vigor and mental clarity gained outdoors. He does not turn inward or abstract; he keeps to particulars and the recurring work of rural life. The final impression is continuity rather than novelty. The book asks only that readers go out, look closely, and allow weather, light, and ground to do their ordinary work.
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    Richard Jefferies’ The Open Air (first published 1885) is anchored in the fields, heaths, and lanes of southern England in the 1870s–1880s. Its scenes and observations arise chiefly from Wiltshire—around Coate near Swindon on the North Wessex Downs—the Thames valley, and the Sussex Downs, as well as the green margins of London. Jefferies wrote after periods living near Surbiton (Surrey) and later on the Sussex coast near Worthing, giving him both rural and metropolitan vantage points. The work contemplates mixed arable–pastoral landscapes, hedgerows, commons, and chalk downland at a time when railways and suburbs pressed outward, industry drew populations inward, and the countryside’s economy and ecology were visibly changing.

The Great Depression of British Agriculture (c. 1873–1896) reshaped the very fields Jefferies walked. Cheap grain, carried by steamships from the United States and Russia and by transcontinental railways after 1869, undercut British arable farming. The catastrophic wet summer of 1879—the “Black Year”—ruined harvests, while diseases hit livestock. Average wheat prices roughly halved between the early 1870s (about 56s per quarter) and the mid‑1890s (under 30s), prompting large tracts to shift from arable to pasture. Rural wages stagnated and villages lost workers to cities and emigration. In The Open Air, Jefferies registers these pressures in quiet fields, diminished ploughlands, and the altered balance of game and pasture, using close observation of hedgerows and rickyards to trace economic change on the ground.

The rise and rapid ebb of the National Agricultural Labourers’ Union (founded 29 February 1872 at Wellesbourne, Warwickshire, by Joseph Arch) marked a turning point in rural politics. By 1874 the union claimed some 80,000–86,000 members and led strikes across counties such as Warwickshire, Oxfordshire, and Buckinghamshire, briefly raising weekly wages from about 12s to 15–16s before economic headwinds and employer lockouts eroded gains. The movement also organized assisted emigration. Jefferies’ essays, while rarely polemical, humanize the farm labourer—shepherds, mowers, hedgers—attending to their skills, seasonal rhythms, and exposure to uncertainty. His sympathetic delineation of their labor and precarious livelihoods mirrors the heightened public attention to rural welfare triggered by the union’s short‑lived surge.

Railway expansion and the new culture of leisure reframed access to nature. The Great Western Railway reached Swindon in 1841 and later built local branches (the Highworth branch opened 1883 near Jefferies’ Coate). London’s suburban lines—such as the London & South Western Railway to Surbiton (1838) and the London, Brighton & South Coast Railway to Brighton (1841)—and cheap excursion traffic popularized country and seaside visits. The Bank Holidays Act 1871 created regular leisure days, accelerating day‑trips to Richmond Park, Epsom, Box Hill, and the Thames reaches. In The Open Air, landscapes near the metropolis are read as both sanctuary and threshold, the essays capturing how trains, footpaths, and towpaths knit city and countryside together while also exposing tensions between mass visitation and solitude.

The preservation of commons and open spaces crystallized in campaigns led by the Commons Preservation Society (founded 1865; later Open Spaces Society) and allied reformers such as Octavia Hill and George Shaw‑Lefevre (Lord Eversley). Landmark measures included the Wimbledon & Putney Commons Act 1871, the Commons Act 1876 (requiring that enclosure serve the public interest), the Epping Forest Act 1878 (securing roughly 5,600 acres for public use under the City of London), and the Open Spaces Act 1877 empowering local authorities to hold land for recreation. Jefferies’ celebrations of heaths, downs, and rights‑of‑way echo these victories: his attention to ancient tracks, ridgeways, and unfenced horizons implicitly endorses public access and the civic value of air, light, and walking in an increasingly privatized countryside.

Conflicts over wildlife and property were sharpened by the Game Laws and the Ground Game Act 1880. While the Game Act 1831 had privileged landowners’ sporting rights, the 1880 Act granted occupiers an inalienable right to kill rabbits and hares to protect crops, balancing agriculture against estate sport and reducing reliance on gamekeepers’ control. The 1870s also saw well‑publicized poaching affrays as rural poverty bit. Jefferies’ field naturalism depicts rabbits, hares, and birds not merely as quarry but as part of a living system; he notes damage to crops yet criticizes artificial rearing and mass “battue” slaughter. In The Open Air, such scenes register the legal and ethical recalibration of land, livelihood, and wildlife.

Environmental regulation broadened with the Public Health Act 1875 and the Rivers Pollution Prevention Act 1876, which sought—often imperfectly—to curb sewage and industrial effluent. The legacy of the 1858 “Great Stink” and the Thames’ chronic contamination spurred new urban works, while river authorities like the Thames Conservancy (established 1857) struggled to balance navigation, fisheries, and sanitation. Jefferies’ streams and brooks are standards of clarity and abundance; his laments over silted wetlands, culverted rivulets, and chemically tainted waters translate statutory debates into sensory registers. By contrasting rural springs and freshets with smoke and drainage near the metropolis, The Open Air makes tangible the stakes of public health and water protection for everyday life.

As social and political critique, The Open Air opposes enclosure of experience as much as of land. It exposes class lines drawn by sporting privilege, the insecurity of farm work amid price collapse, and the narrowing of access to heaths and paths that open‑space legislation sought to reverse. Jefferies’ insistence on the necessity of air, light, and walking interrogates urban overcrowding and pollution addressed by the 1875 public health code, while his attention to laborers’ knowledge implicitly questions wage inequality and voice—issues sharpened by the 1870s union movement and the expanded county franchise of 1884. Without didacticism, the book demands that the countryside serve common life rather than private spectacle or speculative profit.
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St. Guido ran out at the garden gate into a sandy lane, and down the lane till he came to a grassy bank. He caught hold of the bunches of grass and so pulled himself up. There was a footpath on the top which went straight in between fir-trees, and as he ran along they stood on each side of him like green walls. They were very near together, and even at the top the space between them was so narrow that the sky seemed to come down, and the clouds to be sailing but just over them, as if they would catch and tear in the fir-trees. The path was so little used that it had grown green, and as he ran he knocked dead branches out of his way. Just as he was getting tired of running he reached the end of the path, and came out into a wheat-field. The wheat did not grow very closely, and the spaces were filled with azure corn-flowers. St. Guido thought he was safe away now, so he stopped to look.

Those thoughts and feelings which are not sharply defined but have a haze of distance and beauty about them are always the dearest. His name was not really Guido, but those who loved him had called him so in order to try and express their hearts about him. For they thought if a great painter could be a little boy, then he would be something like this one. They were not very learned in the history of painters: they had heard of Raphael, but Raphael was too elevated, too much of the sky, and of Titian, but Titian was fond of feminine loveliness, and in the end somebody said Guido was a dreamy name, as if it belonged to one who was full of faith. Those golden curls shaking about his head as he ran and filling the air with radiance round his brow, looked like a Nimbus or circlet of glory. So they called him St. Guido, and a very, very wild saint he was.

St. Guido stopped in the cornfield, and looked all round. There were the fir-trees behind him—a thick wall of green—hedges on the right and the left, and the wheat sloped down towards an ash-copse in the hollow. No one was in the field, only the fir-trees, the green hedges, the yellow wheat, and the sun overhead, Guido kept quite still, because he expected that in a minute the magic would begin, and something would speak to him. His cheeks which had been flushed with running grew less hot, but I cannot tell you the exact colour they were, for his skin was so white and clear, it would not tan under the sun, yet being always out of doors it had taken the faintest tint of golden brown mixed with rosiness. His blue eyes which had been wide open, as they always were when full of mischief, became softer, and his long eyelashes drooped over them. But as the magic did not begin, Guido walked on slowly into the wheat, which rose nearly to his head, though it was not yet so tall as it would be before the reapers came. He did not break any of the stalks, or bend them down and step on them; he passed between them, and they yielded on either side. The wheat-ears were pale gold, having only just left off their green, and they surrounded him on all sides as if he were bathing.

A butterfly painted a velvety red with white spots came floating along the surface of the corn,[2q] and played round his cap, which was a little higher, and was so tinted by the sun that the butterfly was inclined to settle on it. Guido put up his hand to catch the butterfly, forgetting his secret in his desire to touch it. The butterfly was too quick—with a snap of his wings disdainfully mocking the idea of catching him, away he went. Guido nearly stepped on a humble-bee—buzz-zz!—the bee was so alarmed he actually crept up Guido's knickers to the knee, and even then knocked himself against a wheat-ear when he started to fly. Guido kept quite still while the humble-bee was on his knee, knowing that he should not be stung if he did not move. He knew, too, that humble-bees have stings though people often say they have not, and the reason people think they do not possess them is because humble-bees are so good-natured and never sting unless they are very much provoked.

Next he picked a corn buttercup; the flowers were much smaller than the great buttercups which grew in the meadows, and these were not golden but coloured like brass. His foot caught in a creeper, and he nearly tumbled—it was a bine of bindweed which went twisting round and round two stalks of wheat in a spiral, binding them together as if some one had wound string about them. There was one ear of wheat which had black specks on it, and another which had so much black that the grains seemed changed and gone leaving nothing but blackness. He touched it and it stained his hands like a dark powder, and then he saw that it was not perfectly black as charcoal is, it was a little red. Something was burning up the corn there just as if fire had been set to the ears. Guido went on and found another place where there was hardly any wheat at all, and those stalks that grew were so short they only came above his knee. The wheat-ears were thin and small, and looked as if there was nothing but chaff. But this place being open was full of flowers, such lovely azure cornflowers which the people call bluebottles.

Guido took two; they were curious flowers with knobs surrounded with little blue flowers like a lady's bonnet. They were a beautiful blue, not like any other blue, not like the violets in the garden, or the sky over the trees, or the geranium in the grass, or the bird's-eyes by the path. He loved them and held them tight in his hand, and went on, leaving the red pimpernel wide open to the dry air behind him, but the May-weed was everywhere. The May-weed had white flowers like a moon-daisy, but not so large, and leaves like moss. He could not walk without stepping on these mossy tufts, though he did not want to hurt them. So he stooped and stroked the moss-like leaves and said, "I do not want to hurt you, but you grow so thick I cannot help it." In a minute afterwards as he was walking he heard a quick rush, and saw the wheat-ears sway this way and that as if a puff of wind had struck them.

Guido stood still and his eyes opened very wide, he had forgotten to cut a stick to fight with: he watched the wheat-ears sway, and could see them move for some distance, and he did not know what it was. Perhaps it was a wild boar or a yellow lion, or some creature no one had ever seen; he would not go back, but he wished he had cut a nice stick. Just then a swallow swooped down and came flying over the wheat so close that Guido almost felt the flutter of his wings, and as he passed he whispered to Guido that it was only a hare. "Then why did he run away?" said Guido; "I should not have hurt him." But the swallow had gone up high into the sky again, and did not hear him. All the time Guido was descending the slope, for little feet always go down the hill as water does, and when he looked back he found that he had left the fir-trees so far behind he was in the middle of the field. If any one had looked they could hardly have seen him, and if he had taken his cap off they could not have done so because the yellow curls would be so much the same colour as the yellow corn. He stooped to see how nicely he could hide himself, then he knelt, and in a minute sat down, so that the wheat rose up high above him.

Another humble-bee went over along the tips of the wheat—burr-rr—as he passed; then a scarlet fly, and next a bright yellow wasp who was telling a friend flying behind him that he knew where there was such a capital piece of wood to bite up into tiny pieces and make into paper for the nest in the thatch, but his friend wanted to go to the house because there was a pear quite ripe there on the wall. Next came a moth, and after the moth a golden fly, and three gnats, and a mouse ran along the dry ground with a curious sniffling rustle close to Guido. A shrill cry came down out of the air, and looking up he saw two swifts turning circles, and as they passed each other they shrieked—their voices were so shrill they shrieked. They were only saying that in a month their little swifts in the slates would be able to fly. While he sat so quiet on the ground and hidden by the wheat, he heard a cuckoo such a long way off it sounded like a watch when it is covered up. "Cuckoo" did not come full and distinct—it was such a tiny little "cuckoo" caught in the hollow of Guido's ear. The cuckoo must have been a mile away.

Suddenly he thought something went over, and yet he did not see it—perhaps it was the shadow—and he looked up and saw a large bird not very far up, not farther than he could fling, or shoot his arrows, and the bird was fluttering his wings, but did not move away farther, as if he had been tied in the air. Guido knew it was a hawk, and the hawk was staying there to see if there was a mouse or a little bird in the wheat. After a minute the hawk stopped fluttering and lifted his wings together as a butterfly does when he shuts his, and down the hawk came, straight into the corn. "Go away!" shouted Guido jumping up, and flinging his cap, and the hawk, dreadfully frightened and terribly cross, checked himself and rose again with an angry rush. So the mouse escaped, but Guido could not find his cap for some time. Then he went on, and still the ground sloping sent him down the hill till he came close to the copse.

Some sparrows came out from the copse, and he stopped and saw one of them perch on a stalk of wheat, with one foot above the other sideways, so that he could pick at the ear and get the corn. Guido watched the sparrow clear the ear, then he moved, and the sparrows flew back to the copse, where they chattered at him for disturbing them. There was a ditch between the corn and the copse, and a streamlet; he picked up a stone and threw it in, and the splash frightened a rabbit, who slipped over the bank and into a hole. The boughs of an oak reached out across to the corn, and made so pleasant a shade that Guido, who was very hot from walking in the sun, sat down on the bank of the streamlet with his feet dangling over it, and watched the floating grass sway slowly as the water ran. Gently he leaned back till his back rested on the sloping ground—he raised one knee, and left the other foot over the verge where the tip of the tallest rushes touched it. Before he had been there a minute he remembered the secret which a fern had taught him.

First, if he wanted to know anything, or to hear a story, or what the grass was saying, or the oak-leaves singing, he must be careful not to interfere as he had done just now with the butterfly by trying to catch him. Fortunately, that butterfly was a nice butterfly, and very kindhearted, but sometimes, if you interfered with one thing, it would tell another thing, and they would all know in a moment, and stop talking, and never say a word. Once, while they were all talking pleasantly, Guido caught a fly in his hand, he felt his hand tickle as the fly stepped on it, and he shut up his little fist so quickly he caught the fly in the hollow between the palm and his fingers. The fly went buzz, and rushed to get out, but Guido laughed, so the fly buzzed again, and just told the grass, and the grass told the bushes, and everything knew in a moment, and Guido never heard another word all that day. Yet sometimes now they all knew something about him, they would go on talking. You see, they all rather petted and spoiled him. Next, if Guido did not hear them conversing, the fern said he must touch a little piece of grass and put it against his cheek, or a leaf, and kiss it, and say, "Leaf, leaf, tell them I am here."

Now, while he was lying down, and the tip of the rushes touched his foot, he remembered this, so he moved the rush with his foot and said, "Rush, rush, tell them I am here." Immediately there came a little wind, and the wheat swung to and fro, the oak-leaves rustled, the rushes bowed, and the shadows slipped forwards and back again. Then it was still, and the nearest wheat-ear to Guido nodded his head, and said in a very low tone, "Guido, dear, just this minute I do not feel very happy, although the sunshine is so warm, because I have been thinking, for we have been in one or other of these fields of your papa's a thousand years this very year. Every year we have been sown, and weeded, and reaped, and garnered. Every year the sun has ripened us and the rain made us grow; every year for a thousand years."

"What did you see all that time?" said Guido.

"The swallows came," said the Wheat, "and flew over us, and sang a little sweet song, and then they went up into the chimneys and built their nests."

"At my house?" said Guido.

"Oh, no, dear, the house I was then thinking of is gone, like a leaf withered and lost. But we have not forgotten any of the songs they sang us, nor have the swallows that you see to-day—one of them spoke to you just now—forgotten what we said to their ancestors. Then the blackbirds came out in us and ate the creeping creatures, so that they should not hurt us, and went up into the oaks and whistled such beautiful sweet low whistles. Not in those oaks, dear, where the blackbirds whistle to-day; even the very oaks have gone, though they were so strong that one of them defied the lightning, and lived years and years after it struck him. One of the very oldest of the old oaks in the copse, dear, is his grandchild. If you go into the copse you will find an oak which has only one branch; he is so old, he has only that branch left. He sprang up from an acorn dropped from an oak that grew from an acorn dropped from the oak the lightning struck. So that is three oak lives, Guido dear, back to the time I was thinking of just now. And that oak under whose shadow you are now lying is the fourth of them, and he is quite young, though he is so big.

"A jay sowed the acorn from which he grew up; the jay was in the oak with one branch, and some one frightened him, and as he flew he dropped the acorn which he had in his bill just there, and now you are lying in the shadow of the tree. So you see, it is a very long time ago, when the blackbirds came and whistled up in those oaks I was thinking of, and that was why I was not very happy."

"But you have heard the blackbirds whistling ever since?" said Guido; "and there was such a big black one up in our cherry tree this morning, and I shot my arrow at him and very nearly hit him. Besides, there is a blackbird whistling now—you listen. There, he's somewhere in the copse. Why can't you listen to him, and be happy now?"

"I will be happy, dear, as you are here, but still it is a long, long time, and then I think, after I am dead, and there is more wheat in my place, the blackbirds will go on whistling for another thousand years after me. For of course I did not hear them all that time ago myself, dear, but the wheat which was before me heard them and told me. They told me, too, and I know it is true, that the cuckoo came and called all day till the moon shone at night, and began again in the morning before the dew had sparkled in the sunrise. The dew dries very soon on wheat, Guido dear, because wheat is so dry; first the sunrise makes the tips of the wheat ever so faintly rosy, then it grows yellow, then as the heat increases it becomes white at noon, and golden in the afternoon, and white again under the moonlight. Besides which wide shadows come over from the clouds, and a wind always follows the shadow and waves us, and every time we sway to and fro that alters our colour. A rough wind gives us one tint, and heavy rain another, and we look different on a cloudy day to what we do on a sunny one. All these colours changed on us when the blackbird was whistling in the oak the lightning struck, the fourth one backwards from me; and it makes me sad to think that after four more oaks have gone, the same colours will come on the wheat that will grow then. It is thinking about those past colours, and songs, and leaves, and of the colours and the sunshine, and the songs, and the leaves that will come in the future that makes to-day so much. It makes to-day a thousand years long backwards, and a thousand years long forwards, and makes the sun so warm, and the air so sweet, and the butterflies so lovely, and the hum of the bees, and everything so delicious. We cannot have enough of it."

"No, that we cannot," said Guido. "Go on, you talk so nice and low. I feel sleepy and jolly. Talk away, old Wheat."

"Let me see," said the Wheat. "Once on a time while the men were knocking us out of the ea[3q]r on a floor with flails, which are sticks with little hinges—"

"As if I did not know what a flail was!" said Guido. "I hit old John with the flail, and Ma gave him a shilling not to be cross."

"While they were knocking us with the hard sticks," the Wheat went on, "we heard them talking about a king who was shot with an arrow like yours in the forest—it slipped from a tree, and went into him instead of into the deer. And long before that the men came up the river—the stream in the ditch there runs into the river—in rowing ships—how you would like one to play in, Guido! For they were not like the ships now which are machines, they were rowing ships—men's ships—and came right up into the land ever so far, all along the river up to the place where the stream in the ditch runs in; just where your papa took you in the punt, and you got the waterlilies, the white ones."

"And wetted my sleeve right up my arm—oh, I know! I can row you, old Wheat; I can row as well as my papa can."

"But since the rowing ships came, the ploughs have turned up this ground a thousand times," said the Wheat; "and each time the furrows smelt sweeter, and this year they smelt sweetest of all. The horses have such glossy coats, and such fine manes, and they are so strong and beautiful. They drew the ploughs along and made the ground give up its sweetness and savour, and while they were doing it, the spiders in the copse spun their silk along from the ashpoles, and the mist in the morning weighed down their threads. It was so delicious to come out of the clods as we pushed our green leaves up and felt the rain, and the wind, and the warm sun. Then a little bird came in the copse and called, 'Sip-sip, sip, sip, sip,' such a sweet low song, and the larks ran along the ground in between us, and there were bluebells in the copse, and anemones; till by-and-by the sun made us yellow, and the blue flowers that you have in your hand came out. I cannot tell you how many there have been of these flowers since the oak was struck by the lightning, in all the thousand years there must have been altogether—I cannot tell you how many."

"Why didn't I pick them all?" said Guido.

"Do you know," said the Wheat, "we have thought so much more, and felt so much more, since your people took us, and ploughed for us, and sowed us, and reaped us. We are not like the same wheat we used to be before your people touched us, when we grew wild, and there were huge great things in the woods and marshes which I will not tell you about lest you should be frightened. Since we have felt your hands, and you have touched us, we have felt so much more. Perhaps that was why I was not very happy till you came, for I was thinking quite as much about your people as about us, and how all the flowers of all those thousand years, and all the songs, and the sunny days were gone, and all the people were gone too, who had heard the blackbirds whistle in the oak the lightning struck. And those that are alive now—there will be cuckoos calling, and the eggs in the thrushes' nests, and blackbirds whistling, and blue cornflowers, a thousand years after every one of them is gone.

"So that is why it is so sweet this minute, and why I want you, and your people, dear, to be happy now and to have all these things, and to agree so as not to be so anxious and careworn, but to come out with us, or sit by us, and listen to the blackbirds, and hear the wind rustle us, and be happy. Oh, I wish I could make them happy, and do away with all their care and anxiety, and give you all heaps and heaps of flowers! Don't go away, darling, do you lie still, and I will talk and sing to you, and you can pick some more flowers when you get up. There is a beautiful shadow there, and I heard the streamlet say that he would sing a little to you; he is not very big, he cannot sing very loud. By-and-by, I know, the sun will make us as dry as dry, and darker, and then the reapers will come while the spiders are spinning their silk again—this time it will come floating in the blue air, for the air seems blue if you look up.

"It is a great joy to your people, dear, when the reaping time arrives: the harvest is a great joy to you when the thistledown comes rolling along in the wind. So that I shall be happy even when the reapers cut me down, because I know it is for you, and your people, my love. The strong men will come to us gladly, and the women, and the little children will sit in the shade and gather great white trumpets of convolvulus, and come to tell their mothers how they saw the young partridges in the next field. But there is one thing we do not like, and that is, all the labour and the misery. Why cannot your people have us without so much labour, and why are so many of you unhappy? Why cannot they be all happy with us as you are, dear? For hundreds and hundreds of years now the wheat every year has been sorrowful for your people, and I think we get more sorrowful every year about it, because as I was telling you just now the flowers go, and the swallows go, the old, old oaks go, and that oak will go, under the shade of which you are lying, Guido; and if your people do not gather the flowers now, and watch the swallows, and listen to the blackbirds whistling, as you are listening now while I talk, then Guido, my love, they will never pick any flowers, nor hear any birds' songs. They think they will, they think that when they have toiled, and worked a long time, almost all their lives, then they will come to the flowers, and the birds, and be joyful in the sunshine. But no, it will not be so, for then they will be old themselves, and their ears dull, and their eyes dim, so that the birds will sound a great distance off, and the flowers will not seem bright.

"Of course, we know that the greatest part of your people cannot help themselves, and must labour on like the reapers till their ears are full of the dust of age. That only makes us more sorrowful, and anxious that things should be different. I do not suppose we should think about them had we not been in man's hand so long that now we have got to feel with man. Every year makes it more pitiful because then there are more flowers gone, and added to the vast numbers of those gone before, and never gathered or looked at, though they could have given so much pleasure. And all the work and labour, and thinking, and reading and learning that your people do ends in nothing—not even one flower. We cannot understand why it should be so. There are thousands of wheat-ears in this field, more than you would know how to write down with your pencil, though you have learned your tables, sir. Yet all of us thinking, and talking, cannot understand why it is when we consider how clever your people are, and how they bring ploughs, and steam-engines, and put up wires along the roads to tell you things when you are miles away, and sometimes we are sown where we can hear the hum, hum, all day of the children learning in the school. The butterflies flutter over us, and the sun shines, and the doves are very, very happy at their nest, but the children go on hum, hum inside this house, and learn, learn. So we suppose you must be very clever, and yet you cannot manage this. All your work is wasted, and you labour in vain—you dare not leave it a minute.

"If you left it a minute it would all be gone; it does not mount up and make a store, so that all of you could sit by it and be happy. Directly you leave off you are hungry, and thirsty, and miserable like the beggars that tramp along the dusty road here. All the thousand years of labour since this field was first ploughed have not stored up anything for you. It would not matter about the work so much if you were only happy; the bees work every year, but they are happy; the doves build a nest every year, but they are very, very happy. We think it must be because you do not come out to us and be with us, and think more as we do. It is not because your people have not got plenty to eat and drink—you have as much as the bees. Why just look at us! Look at the wheat that grows all over the world; all the figures that were ever written in pencil could not tell how much, it is such an immense quantity. Yet your people starve and die of hunger every now and then, and we have seen the wretched beggars tramping along the road. We have known of times when there was a great pile of us, almost a hill piled up, it was not in this country, it was in another warmer country, and yet no one dared to touch it—they died at the bottom of the hill of wheat. The earth is full of skeletons of people who have died of hunger. They are dying now this minute in your big cities, with nothing but stones all round them, stone walls and stone streets; not jolly stones like those you threw in the water, dear—hard, unkind stones that make them cold and let them die, while we are growing here, millions of us, in the sunshine with the butterflies floating over us. This makes us unhappy; I was very unhappy this morning till you came running over and played with us.

"It is not because there is not enough: it is because your people are so short-sighted, so jealous and selfish, and so curiously infatuated with things that are not so good as your old toys which you have flung away and forgotten. And you teach the children hum, hum, all day to care about such silly things, and to work for them and to look to them as the object of their lives. It is because you do not share us among you without price or difference; because you do not share the great earth among you fairly, without spite and jealousy and avarice; because you will not agree; you silly, foolish people to let all the flowers wither for a thousand years while you keep each other at a distance, instead of agreeing and sharing them! Is there something in you—as there is poison in the nightshade, you know it, dear, your papa told you not to touch it—is there a sort of poison in your people that works them up into a hatred of one another? Why, then, do you not agree and have all things, all the great earth can give you, just as we have the sunshine and the rain? How happy your people could be if they would only agree![4q] But you go on teaching even the little children to follow the same silly objects, hum, hum, hum, all the day, and they will grow up to hate each other, and to try which can get the
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