SOME LONDON THOUGHTS OF RICHARD JEFFERIES -see end note
the name of Richard Jefferies is associated with the writings of a man who recorded for us, in a way that no one else had ever done before, what he heard and saw, and felt and thought when he was alone with his beloved Nature. It is rare we are told, for any one to have the pure "nature feeling," though never were people more keenly alive to the beauties of Nature and to natural influences than they are now. But there is a difference, and a great difference, between the ordinary enjoyment of scenery and open air life, and that " feeling for Nature " which seems only to come to men in solitude, and is only possible to the ones who love be to alone with the hills, and the sky, and the fields, and the woods. As an American novelist says: "Nature is like a mistress; we love to be alone with her; even as our mother, there is between us and her the sanctity of close relationship and communion."
No one has felt this more than Richard Jefferies, or has recorded for us more faithfully what his mistress whispered to him in his solitary communings with her, and he seems to stand as the interpreter between us and the voices of the winds, and the birds, and the flowers, and to put a meaning and a soul into all the familiar country sights and sounds. But what I want to recall now is the effect that was produced on Jefferies, far away from his Wilts Downs, and solitudes, by the great and mighty City of London with which most of us are, perhaps, more familiar than with that wild nature of which he wrote in such glowing language. So many of us pass so much of our lives away from the country, now-a-days, that if a writer writes only about the life of the fields, and of the open air, and of gamekeepers, and field labourers, and such rural matters, we may not think he has anything to say to us in our busy city life. But I think we shall lose some beautiful and original thoughts if we run away with this idea, and we can hardly afford to do that, in days when we should hail anything inspiring and refreshing that comes in our way in the roaring City. Anyone who has read that most fascinating book The Eulogy of Richard Jefferies by Sir W. Besant, may remember that Jefferies spent five years of his life, from 1882 until 1887, at Surbiton, and it was there that he fell under the spell and magnetism of the Great City. In the preface to Nature near London in which he writes about the wonderful amount of nature—observation that is possible within a few miles of London, he says : " Though my preconceived ideas were overthrown by the presence of so much that was beautiful and interesting close to London, yet in course of time I came to understand what was at first a dim sense of something wanting. In the shadiest lane, in the still pine woods, on the hills of purple heath, after brief contemplation there arose a restlessness, a feeling that it was essential to be moving. In no grassy mead was there a nook where I could stretch myself in slumberous ease, and watch the swallows ever wheeling, wheeling in the sky. This was the unseen influence of mighty London. The strong life of the vast city magnetized me, and I felt it under the calm of the oaks." Then in " Footpaths," in the same book, after impressing on his readers that if they wish to see the country as it really is they must bear in mind the " one rule, always get over a stile," he says. " Once more never go by a stile (that does not look private), without getting over it and following the path. But they all end in one place. After rambling across furze and heath, or through dark fir woods ; after lingering in the meadows among the buttercups, or by the copses where the pheasants crow ; after gathering June roses, or in later days staining the lips with blackberries, or cracking nuts, by and by the path brings you in sight of a railway station. And the railway station, through some process of mind, presently compels you to go up on the platform, and after a little puffing and revolution of wheels, you emerge at Charing Cross, or London Bridge, or Waterloo, or Ludgate Hill, and with the freshness of the meadows still clinging to your coat, mingle with the crowd. The inevitable end of every footpath round about London is London. All paths go thither. If it were far away in the distant country you might sit down in the shadow upon the hay and fall asleep, or dream awake, hour after hour. There would be no inclination to move. . . It is the proximity of the immense City which induces mental or nerve restlessness. As you sit and would dream, a something plucks at the mind with constant reminder; you cannot dream for long, you must up and away ; and turn in which direction you please, ultimately it will lead you to London. There is a fascination in it ; there is a magnetism stronger than that which drew the nails out of Sindbad's ship. . . It is not business, for you may have none in the ordinary sense; it is not ' Society,' it is not pleasure. It is the presence of man in his myriads. There is something in the heart which cannot be satisfied away from it. . . I often go to London without any object whatever, but just because I must, and arriving there, wander whithersoever the hurrying throng carries me."
Let us see where the " hurrying throng" did sometimes carry this solitary dreamer of the fields, and what were some of the thoughts that came to him in the heart of London.
The following shows the countryman's keen eye and weather lore brought to bear on London: " So glorious is the night that not all London with its glare and smoke can smother the sky ; in the midst of the gas and the roar, and the driving crowd, look up from the pavement, and there, straight above, are the calm stars. I never forget them, not even in the restless Strand; they face one coming down the hill of the Haymarket; in Trafalgar Square, looking towards the high dark structure of the House at Westminster, the clear, bright steel silver of the planet Jupiter shines unwearied, without sparkle or flicker.
"Apart from the grand atmospheric changes caused by a storm wave from the Atlantic, or an anti-cyclone, London produces its own sky. Put a shepherd on St. Paul's, allow him three months to get accustomed to the local appearances and the deceptive smoke clouds, and he would then tell what the weather of the day was going to be far more efficiently than the very best instrument ever yet invented. He would not always be right, but he would predict the local London weather with far more accuracy than any one reading the returns from the barometers at Valentia, Stornoway, Brest,or Christiansund. The reason is this—the barometer foretells the cloud in the sky—but cannot tell where it will burst. The practised eye can judge with very considerable accuracy where the discharge will take place.
" Some idea of what the local weather of London will be for the next few hours, may often be obtained by observation on either of the bridges— Westminster, Waterloo or London Bridge ; there is on the bridges something like a horizon, the best to be got in the City itself, and the changes announce themselves very clearly there. The difference in the definition is really wonderful. From Waterloo Bridge, the golden cross of St. Paul's and the dome at one time stand out as if engraved upon the sky, clear and with a white aspect. At the same time, the brick of the old buildings at the back of the Strand is red and bright. The structures of the bridges appear light and do not press upon their arches. The yellow straw stacked on the barges is bright, the copper tinted sails bright, the white walls of the Embankment clear, the lions' heads distinct. Every trace of colour, in short, is visible.
" At another time the dome is murky, the outline dim, the red brick dull, the whiteness gone. In summer there is occasionally a bluish haze about the distant buildings. These are the same changes presented by the Downs in the country, and betoken the state of the atmosphere as clearly. The London atmosphere is, I should fancy, quite as well adapted to the artist's uses as the changeless glare of the Continent. The smoke itself is not without its interests.  Sometimes upon Westminster Bridge at night the scene is very striking. Vast rugged columns of vapour rise up behind and over the towers of the House, hanging with threatening aspect; westward the sky is nearly clear, with some relic of sunset glow; the river itself, black or illuminated with the electric light, imparting a silvery blue tint, crossed again with the red lamps of the steamers.
' The aurora of dark vapour, streamers extending from the thicker masses, slowly moves and does not go away ; it is just such a sky as a painter might give to some tremendous historical event—a sky big with presage, gloom, tragedy. How bright and clear again are the mornings in summer! I once watched the sun rise on London Bridge and never forgot it. In frosty weather again, when the houses take hard, stern tints, when the sky is clear over great part of its extent, but with heavy, thunderous looking clouds in places— clouds full of snow—the sun becomes of a red or orange hue, and reminds one of the lines of Longfellow when Othere reached the North Cape :—
" Round in a fiery ring 

Went the great sun, O King! 

With red and lurid light."
" The redness of the winter sun in London, is indeed, characteristic. A sunset in winter or early spring floods the streets with fiery glow. It comes for instance, down Piccadilly; it is reflected from the smooth varnished roofs of the endless carrages that roll to and fro like the flicker of a mighty fire ; it streaks the side of the street with rosiness. The faces of those who are passing are lit up by it ; all unconscious as they are. The sky above London indeed, is as full of interest as above the hills."
Trafalgar Square possessed great attractions for Richard Jefferies, and two of his papers are written on it, one called Sunlight in a London Square, and the other The Lions in Trafalgar Square. In the former he tells us some impressions of summer that came to him in the great square. There is a characteristic footnote to the page in which he says :—" The sunlight and the winds enter London, and the life of the fields is there too, if you will but see it," and then he proceeds to say:—" There are days now and again when the summer broods in Trafalgar Square; the flood of light from a cloudless sky gathers and grows, thickening the air; the houses enclose the beams as water is enclosed in a cup—summer is enclosed between the banks of houses—all summer's glow and glory of exceeding brightness. . .
"The joyous swallows climb high into the illuminated air, till the eye, daunted by the glow, can scarce detect their white breasts as they turn. . . Southwards green trees, far down the street stand as it seems, almost at the foot of the chiselled tower of Parliament— chiselled in straight lines and perpendicular grooves, each of which casts a shadow into itself. Thus, in the bright light against the blue sky the tower pencils itself with a dark crayon, and is built not of stone, but of light and shadow.    .    .    .   Either the light subdues the sound, or perhaps, rather it renders the senses  slumberous and less sensitive, but the great sunlit square is silent—silent, that is, for the largest city on earth.  A slumberous silence of abundant light,  of the full summer day,  of the high flood of summer hours, whose tide can rise no higher. A time to linger and dream under the beautiful breast of heaven, heaven brooding and descending in pure light upon man's handiwork.  If the light shall thus come in,   and of its mere loveliness overcome every  aspect of dreariness,  why. shall not the light of thought and hope—the light of the soul overcome and sweep away the dust of our lives ?    I stood under the portico of the National Gallery in the shade, looking southwards across the fountains and the lions, towards the green trees under the distant tower.  .  . . Except you see  these colours and lights, and tones,  except you see the blue heaven over the parapet, you know not, you cannot feel how great are the possibilities of man.  At my back, within the gallery,  there is many  a canvas painted under Italian skies, in glowing Spain,  in bright Southern France. There are scenes lit with the light that gleams on orange grove and myrtle; there are faces tinted with the golden hue that floats in southern air.  But yet, if any one impartial will stand here outside, under the portico, and forgetting that it is prosaic London, will look at the summer enclosed within the square, and acknowledge it for itself as it is, he must admit that the view—light and colour, tone and shade—is equal to the painted canvas,  is  full  as  it were, to the brim, of interest, suggestion and delight. Before the painted canvas you stand with prepared mind; you have come to see Italy, you are educated to find colour and the poetry of tone. Therefore you see it, if it is there. Here in the portico you are unprepared, uneducated ; no one has ever given a thought of it. But now trace out the colour and the brightness; gaze up into the sky; watch the swallows, note the sparkle of the fountain, observe the distant tower chiselled with the light and shade. Think then of the people, not as mere buyers and sellers, as mere counters, but as human beings—beings possessed of hearts and minds, full of the passions and the hopes and fears which made the ancient prophets great merely to record. These are the same passions that were felt in antique Rome, whose very name is a section of human life. There is colour in these lives now as then."
In his paper on The Lions in Trafalgar Square, Jefferies says :—" The lions in Trafalgar Square are to me the centre of London. By those lions began my London work; from them, as spokes from a wheel, radiate my London thoughts. Standing by them and looking south, you have in front the Houses of Parliament; at your back is the National Gallery—that is art; and further back the British Museum— books. To the right lies the wealth and luxury of the West End; to the left the roar and labour, the craft and gold of the City. For themselves, they are the only monument in. this vast capital worthy of a second visit as a monument. . . The only noble open air work of native art in the four- million city, they rest there supreme and are the centre.
'' Did such a work exist now in Venice, what immense folios would be issued about it! ... This is pure open air, grand as Nature herself, because it is Nature, with, as I say, the heart of a man added. . . .
"Ascend the steps to the National Gallery, and stand looking over the balustrade down across the square in summer hours. Let the sun have sloped enough to throw a slant of shadow outward; let the fountains splash, whose bubbles restless speak of rest and leisure, idle and dreamy; let the blue tinted pigeons nod their heads walking, and anon crowd through the air to the roof-tops. Shadow upon the one side, bright light upon the other, azure above and swallows.
"Ever rolling the human stream flows, mostly on the south side yonder, near enough to be audible, but toned to bearableness. A stream of human hearts, every atom a living mind filled with what thoughts ? . . . In the midst the calm lions, dusky, unmoved, full always of the one grand idea that was infused into them. So full of it that the golden sun and the bright wall of the eastern houses, the shade that is slipping towards them, the sweet swallows and the azure sky, all the human stream holds of wealth and power and coroneted panels—nature, man and city—pass as naught. Mind is stronger than matter. The soul alone stands when the sun sinks, when the shade is universal night, when the vans' wheels are silent and the dust rises no more.
"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 creatures, 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 the abundant human 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. The abyss of the sky over and the ancient sun are near. They only are close at hand, and immortal thought. When the yellow Syrian lions stood in old times of Egypt, then, too, the sunlight gleamed on the eyes of men, as now this hour on mine. The same consciousness of light, the same sun, but the eyes that saw it, and mine, how far apart! The immense lion here beside me expresses larger nature—cosmos—the ever-existent thought which sustains the world. Massiveness exalts the mind till the vast roads of space which the sun tramples are as an arm's length. Such a moment cannot endure long; gradually the roar deepens, the current resolves into individuals, the houses return—it is only a square. But a square potent. For London is the only real place in the world. The cities turn towards London as young partridges run to their mother. . . Now, the heart of the world is in London, and the cities with the simulacrum of man in them are empty. They are moving images only; stand here and you are real."
From Trafalgar Square Jefferies would move on to the British Museum, and one of his papers is on The Pigeons at the British Museum. " To them," he says, "the building is merely a rock pierced with convenient caverns ; they use its exterior for their purpose, but penetrate no farther. With air and light, the sunlit gravel, the green lawn between it and the outer railings —with these they are concerned, and with these only. The heavy roll of the traffic in Oxford Street, audible here, is nothing to them ; the struggle for money does not touch them, they let it go by. Nor the many minds searching and researching in the great Library, this mental toil is no more to them than the lading of the waggons in the streets. Neither the tangible product nor the intellectual attainment is of any value—only the air and the light. There are idols in the galleries within upon whose sculptured features the hot eastern sun shone thousands of years since. They were made by human effort, however mistaken, and they were the outcome of human thought and handiwork. The doves fluttered about the temples in those days, full only of the air and the light. They fluttered about the better temples of Greece and round the porticoes where philosophy was born. Still only the light, the sunlight, the air of heaven. We labour on and think, and carve our idols, and the pen never ceases from its labour; but the lapse of the centuries has left us in the same place. The doves who have not laboured nor travailed in thought possess the sunlight. Is not theirs the preferable portion ? . . .
"If any imagine they shall find thought in many books, certainly they will be disappointed. Thought dwells by the stream and sea, by the hill and in the woodland, in the sunlight and free wind, where the wild dove haunts. Walls and roof shut it off as they shut off the undulation of light. . . Sitting at these long desks and trying to read, I soon find that I have made a mistake ; it is not here I shall find that which I seek. Yet the magic of books draws me here time after time, to be as often disappointed. ... It is pleasant to go out again into the portico under the great columns. On the threshold I feel nearer knowledge than when within.....
The southern blue is luminous—the beams of light flow through it—the air is full of the undulation and life of light. There is rest in gazing at the sky; a sense that wisdom does exist and may be found, a hope returns that was taken away among the books.   .   .   .  Seats should be placed here, under the great columns or by the grass, so that one might enjoy the sunshine after books and watch the pigeons. . . In the sunshine, by the shady verge of woods, by the sweet waters where the wild dove sips, there alone will thought be found."
In Red Roofs of London Jefferies tells us what he saw out of the window of the train, as he came up on one of his quests. " Put a thousand roofs, say rather thousands of red-tiled roofs, and overlook them, not at a great altitude, but at a pleasant easy angle—and then you have the ground work of the first view of London over Bermondsey from the railway. . . A city, as something to look at, depends very much on its roofs. If a city have no character in its roofs it stirs neither heart nor thought.
These red-tiled roofs of Bermondsey, stretching away mile upon mile, and brought up at the extremity with the masts rising above the mist—these red-tiled roofs have a distinctiveness, a character; they are something to think about. Nowhere else is there an entrance to a city like this. . . Here from the railway you see at once the vastness of London. Roof-tree behind roof-tree, ridge beyond ridge, is drawn along in succession, line behind line, till they become as close together as the test-lines used for microscopes. Under this surface of roofs what a profundity of life there is ! Just as the great horses in the waggons of London streets convey the idea of strength, so the endlessness of the view conveys the idea of a map of life. Life converges from every quarter. The iron way has many ruts ; the rails are its ruts; and by each of these a ceaseless stream of men and women pours over the tiled roofs into London. They come from the populous suburbs, from far away towns and quiet villages, and from over sea. Glance down as you pass into the excavations, the streets, beneath the red surface ; you catch a glimpse of men and women hastening to and fro, of vehicles, of horses struggling with mighty loads, of groups at the corners, fragments, as it were, of crowds. Busy life everywhere: no stillness, no quiet, no repose. Life crowded and crushed together; life that has hardly room to live.
" If the train slackens look in at the open windows of the houses level with the line—they are always open for air, smoke-laden as it is—and see women and children with scarce room to move, the bed and the dining table in the same apartment. For they dine and sleep and work and play all at the same time. A man works at night and sleeps by day; he lies yonder as calmly as if in a quiet country cottage. The children have no place to play in but the living room or the street. It is not squalor—it is crowded life. The people are pushed together by the necessities of existence. These people have no dislike to it at all: it is right enough to them, and so long as business is brisk they are happy. The man who lies sleeping so calmly seems to me to indicate the immensity of the life around more than all the rest. He is oblivious of it all; it does not make him nervous or wakeful; he is so used to it, and bred to it, that it seems to him nothing. When he is awake he does not see it; now he sleeps he does not hear it. It is only in great woods that you cannot see the trees. He is like a leaf in a forest, he is not conscious of it. Long hours of work have given him slumber; and as he sleeps he seems to express by contrast the immensity and endlessness of the life around him."
London has a place in Richard Jefferies' wonderful and mystical book, The Story of my Heart. In it he says:— " I was much in London, and engagements completed, I wandered about in the same way as in the woods of former days. From the stone bridges I looked down on the river; the gritty dust and straws that lie on the bridges flew up and whirled round with every gust from the flowing tide; gritty dust that settles in the nostrils and on the lips, the very residuum of all that is repulsive in the greatest city of the world. The noise of the traffic and the constant pressure from the crowds passing, their incessant and disjointed talk could not distract me.
“ One moment, at least, I had—a moment when I thought of the rush of the great sea forcing the water to flow under the feet of these crowds, the distant sea strong and splendid; when I saw the sunlight gleam on the tidal wavelets, when I felt the wind, I was conscious of the earth, the sea, the sun, the air, the immense forces working on, while the city hummed by the river. Nature was deepened by the crowds and foot-worn stones. If the tide had ebbed, and the masts of vessels were tilted as the hulls rested on the shelving mud, still even the blackened mud did not prevent me seeing the water as water flowing to the sea. The sea had drawn down, and the wavelets washing the strand here as they hastened were running the faster to it.  Eastwards from London Bridge the river raced to the ocean.  The bright morning sun of summer heated the eastern parapet of London Bridge; I stayed in the recess to acknowledge it.  .  .   Burning on the great sun stood in the sky, heating the parapet, glowing steadfastly upon me as when I rested in the valley grooved out in pre-historic times.    Burning on steadfast and ever present as my thought.  Lighting the broad river, the broad walls ;  lighting the least speck of dust;  lighting the great heaven; gleaming on my fingernail.    The fixed point of day—the sun. I was intensely conscious of it; I felt it; I felt the presence of the immense powers of the universe ; I felt out into the depths of the ether.  So intensely conscious of the sun,  the sky,  the limitless space, I felt too in the midst of eternity then, in the midst of the supernatural, among the immortal, and the greatness of the material realised the spirit. By these I saw my soul; in these I knew the supernatural to be more intensely real than the sun. I touched the supernatural, the immortal, there that moment. When, weary of walking on the pavement, I went to rest in the National Gallery, I sat and rested before one or other of the human pictures. I am not a picture lover, they are flat surfaces, but those that I call human are nevertheless beautiful. The knee in Daphnis and Chloe and the breast are like living things, they draw the heart towards them, the heart must love them. I lived in looking ; without beauty there is no life for me, the divine beauty of flesh is life itself to me. . . For I thirst with all the thirst of the salt sea, and the sun-heated sands dry for the tides, with all the sea I thirst for beauty. And I know full well that one lifetime, however long, cannot fill my heart. . . . I will search the world through for beauty. I came here and sat to rest before these in the days when I could not afford to buy so much as a glass of ale, weary and faint from walking on stone pavements. I came later on, in better times, often straight from labours which though necessary will ever be distasteful, to rest my heart with loveliness. I go still; the divine beauty of flesh is life itself to me. It was, and is, one of my London pilgrimages.
" Another was to the Greek sculpture galleries in the British Museum. The statues are not, it is said, the best ; broken too and mutilated, and seen in a dull commonplace light. But they were shape—divine shape of man and woman ; the form of limb and torso, of bust and neck, gave me a sighing sense of rest. These were they who would have stayed with me under the shadow of the oaks while the blackbirds fluted and the south air swung the cowslips. They would have walked with me among the reddened gold of the wheat. They would have rested with me on the hilltops and in the narrow valley grooved of ancient times. They would have listened with me to the sob of the summer sea drinking the land. These had thirsted of sun, and earth, and sea, and sky. Their shape spoke this thirst and desire like mine—if I had lived with them from Greece till now I should not have had enough of them. Tracing the form of limb and torso with the eye gave me a sense of rest.
" Sometimes I came in from the crowded streets and ceaseless hum; one glance at these shapes and I became myself. Sometimes I came from the Reading-room, where under the dome I often looked up from the desk and realised the crushing hopelessness of books, useless, not equal to one bubble borne along on the running brook I had walked by, giving no thought like the spring when I lifted the water in my hand and saw the light gleam on it. Torso and limb, bust and neck instantly returned me to myself; I felt as I did lying on the turf listening to the wind among the grass ; it would have seemed natural to have found butterflies fluttering among the statues. The same deep desire was with me. I shall always go to speak to them ; wherever there is a beautiful statue, there is a place of pilgrimage."
Another of Jefferies' pilgrimages was to the Royal Exchange:—"There is a place in front of the Royal Exchange," he says, " where the wide pavement reaches out like a promontory. It is the shape of a triangle with a rounded apex. A stream of traffic runs on either side, and other streets send their currents down into the open space before it. Like the spokes of a wheel converging streams of human life flow into this agitated pool.
" Horses and carriages, carts, vans, omnibuses, cabs, every kind of conveyance cross each other's course in every possible direction. Twisting in and out by the wheels and under the horses' heads, working a devious way, men and women of all conditions wind a path over. They fill the interstices between the carriages and blacken the surface, till the vans almost float on human beings. Now the stream slackens,  and now they rush amain, but never cease ;  dark waves are always rolling down the incline opposite, waves  swell out from the side rivers, all London converges into this focus.
There is an indistinguishable noise—it is not clatter, hum or roar, it is not resolvable; made up of a thousand thousand  footsteps,  from a thousand hoofs,  a thousand wheels—of  haste, and shuffle, and quick movements, and ponderous loads ; no attention can resolve it into  a fixed sound.  Blue carts and yellow omnibuses, varnished carriages and brown vans, green omnibuses and  red cabs, pale loads of yellow   straw, rusty-red iron clanking on paintless carts,  high white wool packs,  grey horses,  bay horses, black teams;  sunlight sparkling on brass harness, gleaming from carriage panels ; jingle, jingle, jingle.  An intermixed and intertangled, ceaselessly changing jingle too, of colour; flecks of colour champed as it were, like bits in the horses' teeth, frothed and strewn about, and a surface always of dark dressed people, winding like the curves on fast flowing water.
" This is the vortex and whirlpool, the centre of human life to-day on the earth. Now the tide rises, and now it sinks, but the flow of these rivers always continues. Here it seethes and whirls, not for an hour only, but for all present time, hour by hour, day by day, year by year. Here it rushes and pushes, the atoms triturate and grind, and eagerly thrusting by, pursue their separate ends. Here it appears in its unconcealed personality, indifferent to all else but itself, absorbed and rapt in eager self, devoid and stripped of conventional gloss and politeness, yielding only to get its own way; driving, pushing, carried on in a stress of feverish force like a bullet, dynamic force apart from reason or will, like the force that lifts the tides and sends the clouds onwards. The friction of a thousand interests evolves a condition of electricity, in which men are moved to and fro without considering their steps. Yet, the agitated pool of life is stonily indifferent, the thought is absent or preoccupied, for it is evident that the mass are unconscious of the scene in which they act.
"But it is more sternly real than the very stones, for all these men and women that pass through are driven on by the push of accumulated circumstances ; they cannot stay, they must go, their necks are in the slave's ring, they are beaten like sea-weed against the solid walls of fact. In ancient times, Xerxes, the king of kings, wept to think that in a hundred years not one of them would be left. "Where will be these millions of to-day in a hundred years ? But further than that, let us ask, where then will be the sum and outcome of their labour ? If they wither away like summer grass, will not at least a result be left which those of a hundred years hence may be the better for ? No, not one jot! There will not be any sum or outcome or result of this ceaseless labour and movement; it vanishes in the moment that it is done, and in a hundred years nothing will be there, for nothing is there now. There will be no more sum or result than accumulates from the motion of a revolving cowl on a housetop. Nor do they receive any more sunshine during their lives, for they are unconscious of the sun.
"I used to come and stand near the apex of the promontory of pavement which juts out towards the pool of life; I still go there to ponder. Burning in the sky, the sun shone on me as when I rested in the narrow valley carved in prehistoric time. Burning in the sky, I can never forget the sun. . . Beyond the heat and light, I felt the presence of the sun as I felt it in the solitary valley, the presence of the resistless forces of the universe ; the sun burned in the sky as I stood and pondered. Is there any theory, philosophy, or creed, is there any system or culture, any formulated method able to meet and satisfy each separate item of this agitated pool of human life ? By which they may be guided, by which hope, by which look forward ? Not a mere illusion of the craving heart—something real, as real as the solid walls of fact against which, like drifted sea-weed, they are dashed; something to give each separate personality sunshine and a flower in its own existence now ; something to shape this million-handed labour to an end and outcome that will leave more sunshine and more flowers to those who must succeed ? Something real now, and not in the spirit-land ; in this hour now as I stand and the sun burns. Can any creed, philosophy, system, or culture endure the test and remain unmolten in this fierce focus of human life ? . . . Burning in the sky the sun shines as it shone on me in the solitary valley, as it burned on when the earliest cave of India was carved. Above the indistinguishable roar of the many feet I feel the presence of the sun, of the immense forces of the universe, and beyond these the sense of the eternal now, of the immortal. Full well aware that all has failed, yet, side by side with the sadness of that knowledge, there lives on in me an unquenchable belief, thought burning like the sun, that there is yet something to be found, something real, something to give each separate personality sunshine and flowers in its own existence now. Something; to shape this million-handed labour to an outcome, leaving accumulated sunshine and flowers to those who shall succeed."
In this busy whirl and centre of human life we must take leave of Richard Jefferies. I think those who love his wonderful pictures of open-air life in the country will like to remember that he could recognise the spirit of nature even in the midst of the din and uproar of the London that seems to blind our eyes, and dull our ears to the things that he could still see, in spite of all hindrances, and which could not prevent the same thoughts coming to him that came: " In the sunshine, by the shady verge of woods, and by the sweet waters where the wild dove sips."

***

This hardback book bears the name of no author, publisher or date of publication.  There is an inscription that reads:

To dear Tina

From Frances

April 1896

And a later one dated 1950 for F Brittain, Jesus College, Cambridge.  

There is a sticky label stating “Printed for private circulation only”  and a small sticker for H V Day of Dorchester (Old and Rare Books, Maps and Prints) presumably from where Dr Freddy Brittain acquired it.

The book (5inches by 7.5 inches) is 45 pages long, printed on hand-made paper bound in a rusty red cover with the title imprinted in gold – the spine is bare.  
The book is listed in the Davis Catalogue of the H.L. Bradfer-Lawrence Collection, July 1980, item 120:

"Some London Thoughts of Richard Jefferies, no date, no publisher or printer, or even author. Slip on f.e.p. states 'Printed for private circulation only'."
PAGE  
7

