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THE WOODLAND LIFE.

2l ARK furrowed boughs of elm-
A trees in line dip like
a bank of galley oars
towards the meadow,
where the slight end-
most twigs mingle their
young foliage with a
thicket of varied grasses and blossoming
plants. A myriad stars of stitchwort and
purple spires of orchis join hands, as it
were, over the elm -branches swathed
deep in the lush growths of spring.
Shadowing the spangled blossoms rise
the lofty columnar boles of the elm-trees,
with the black nest of a crow swinging
on the topmost boughs—the nest already
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tattered by the farmer’s vindictive shot.

T}lere,in the middle days of March,

sang the early chiffchaff, first visitor to
these Wiltshire meadows from the warm
southern lands of ever brilliant noon.
When the silent avenue was startled by
his soft singing cry, the budding thorns
still lingered ere they burst, and the
violets had not long opened. With a
fluttering flight he followed the long line
of elms among their topmost boughs,
crying as he flew. It seemed as though
he had no care—no task but to sing, sing
in the sunlight; and though his song,
the two syllables repeated half-a-dozen
times in leisurely succession, was some-
times broken off short from some un-
apparent cause, that voice on which the
ear dwelt intently was hardly ever hushed
through the long March day. Moving
among the boughs of the broad oaks, he
varied his song with a gentle inward

chirruping. His frail form, of finely
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chiselled grace, moved everywhere along
the lane, and, the bird being far from shy,
his sprightly motions might be watched
as he searched the crevices between the
buds; and you might note the pleasing
hues of his plumage—apparently brown
on the back, but with a tinge of olive,
for which a match must be sought among
the chestnut-leaves of autumn, and pale
on the breast. This chiffchaff in the
lane was solitary, but, farther on, each
double hedge and wayside coppice gave
shelter to at least one of them.

On the morrow, a day of brilliant heat,
the chiffchaffs flooded the lane with their
showers of song, now lost in rivalry with
the shrill louder wren, but, from its per-
sistence, always at last triumphant. The
sun in its waxing strength seemed to ex-
tract a fragrance from the earth, and there
was a peculiar richness in the atmosphere.
Heat, too, had brought into the light
a crowd of new-born insects, a brilliant
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host that filled the grass, creeping up
and around the blades and sunning them-
selves on the warm bank. Small flies and
beetles, in shining mail of emerald and
sable, and with silken folded wings, met
the eye at every turn. To one listening
silent a while in the coppice, an undertone
of the insect-song of summer grew upon
the ear: it was the hum of innumerable
gauzy wings fanning the light air, through
the less insistent music of the gnats
weaving an airy dance overhead, and
came from the willows by the brook.
An almost countless band of bees hovered
around the “palms,” turned golden in a
single bright morning, with a burring of
their lightly-beating wings. Some buried
their amber - barred bodies in the gold

* dust, and the soft winds playing among

the boughs did not dislodge them—they
swung with the branches; others paused
but a moment on their quivering fans.
With them richly-marked flies mingled,
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but rarely visited the catkins; like the
creatures of sunlight that they are, they
merely crawled along the warm boughs
in the faint almond-like odour they seem
to love. When they did approach the
“palms,” it was but to flutter round,
careless and fickle, amid this wealth of
microscopic grain. Bees with curving
bodies were so intent upon the gold that
three or four of them clung to the same
catkin, hiding the golden treasure which
they fast cleared, and then took their
way heavily laden for their distant nests.
All the willow-boughs curved up towards
the tip and made a graceful line from the
trunk to their finest twigs. The catkins
were mostly at the end, and particularly
those full-blown of brightest yellow.
Days of grateful warmth follow, and
the nine-angled coltsfoot leaves shoot up
beside their drooping blossoms. Already
the chiffchaff’s song has lost its singu-
larity, and goes to swell the spring
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chorus, now almost ““grown full quire.”
Another voice has in a day been added,
one easily passed by and of small note.
The black-headed bunting, as he keeps
just ahead along the hedgerow, sings
from the topmost sprays, where his black
top-knot gives him some distinction, the
simplest and weakest of all songs—a few
plaintive notes jerkily ejaculated at in-
tervals, and less melodious even than the
yellow-ammer’s. Hardly less simple is
the handsome great tit’s ‘“’tis sweet, ’tis
sweet,” as he flits among the bare grey
ash-poles. High up in the boundless
ether larks sing and in their joy leap in
the very air. Descending and singing
the while, they pause a yard above the
grass and the song dies with a sweet
gentle “ hear it—hear it—hear it.” These
same syllables, tenderest of all, form also
the culminating notes in the lark’s finest
ecstasy aloft. Yonder across the brook
the hillside gorse flames in the sun with
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innumerable golden tongues that flicker
in the least wind’s breath.

On the green mound lies a dead oak-
leaf, sober brown and nothing more to
the first glance. Through the winter it
has lain there, while some of its fellows
yet cling wizened and wan about the
saplings. Its scalloped edge has kept
intact in spite of wind and rain and
frost. With the process of the months
it has darkened and curled, till now it
is a semi-cylinder of the hue of old
leather ; but underneath the plain brown
surface shows a beautiful variety of shades
—amber streaks, strange mottlings of
chestnut, red and tawny, and, breaking
through all, a bloom of faint gold. Each
different tinge glows richly as the sun-
beams light up the glossy curving surface.
It is a last remnant of winter and of the
bygone year, pillowed among the tender
growths of early spring—sere brown set
in the midst of youthful verdure. In the
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ditch below the water has become swift
and deep; and through the dense flag-
thicket it makes a sound as of splintering
ice. Another ditch close by, broad but
stagnant, is choked with weeds and frog-
spawn—the latter showing black where
it rises above the water. While the frogs
were still spawning, and on the approach
of an intruder, numbers of them hurried
with all possible despatch to sheltering
weeds at the bottom; as they did so, a
great commotion disturbed the water, and
here a leg, there a yellow-mottled back,

- was thrust above the surface.

A peculiar dull warmth broods in the
meadows, which become as basins, engirt
by tall hedgerows, within which the at-
mosphere is motionless and sweltering.
It is this fleeting sultriness, dispersed in
a moment by a rain - shower, that the
chaffinch loves; and under such a sky,
where the blue is often veiled by strag-
gling clouds, dark and swollen, he sings
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his song, according well with the drowsi-
ness around. While the grasses hardly
stir, and the osiers do but nod, the chaf-
finch is master of the field —oak, elm,
and hedgerow ring to his lay. There are
few leaves as yet to give sound to the
downpour, and, save for a faint hissing
on the placid brook, the rain falls between
the grass and the bare trees in silence.
In the shower the chaffinch is hushed,
and a shadow rests on the dim far hills,
rolling their curves away to the eastern
horizon. At length the singing of the
raindrops against the water ceases, as
the sun once more lights up the downs
and shows the last paling clouds between
the trees. Overhead the peerless azure
sky, veined with snowy films of vapour,
is dazzling to the sight; anon dark
masses roll over, and the landscape is
thrown in shadow.

Sunbeams dancing through the willows
light up the surface of the brook, and
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penetrate to its depths. A shoal of min-
nows move against the stream, looking
like long-drawn -out wedges, dull save
when a silvery side is turned over with an
answering flash from the sunlight. Their
taper bodies quiver as they progress, and
sometimes a fin dimples the surface or a
maze of circles forms as together the
minnows dart affrighted from a shadow.
On the water the first ‘“skater” insect
floats at rest, his legs making him appear
like a boat with outriggers; but when
going forward, breaking the surface with
rapidly-dissolving ripples, he suggests a
sculler progressing with an occasional
stroke, content thus to take the sunlight
with the least exertion and to rest on
his oars. Sometimes the *“skater” is
stranded among the flags, and the in-
sect that is boat and oarsman all in one
disappears. So swiftly that the eye can-
not guess its shape or colour, a large
insect blunders along and plunges sud-
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denly into the brook, leaving no ripple
behind and seeming not to reappear :
like a stone flung in, he passes out of
sight. Now almost touching the waters,
and now high above the willow-boughs,
the gnats sing with a finer and lighter
note than the bees. Most brilliant of all
the early insects, a tortoiseshell butterfly
wanders over, throwing a likeness of his
angled wings in the brook’s mirror. He
seeks the coltsfoot blossoms at the shore,
and passes from flower to flower with a
frolic in the sun which this morning un-
furled his jewelled wings. With the nod-
ding blossom he sways; while he moves
up and down, his fans rise and lower,
open and shut, as fancy pleases the gay
sun-drinker. Though not a flower is ne-
glected as yet, he will not venture among
the petals put carefully to tempt him

between the leaves of a book. Parted .

from their roots, they are no longer a
lure for him, though a bee would follow
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a fragrant posy right within doors. Only
for a second a chiffchaff leaves his song,
and tumbles playfully from an upper ash-
bough, twisting with quick wings as he
descends twirling like a shuttlecock to
the ground.

At the rookery in the elms by yonder
farmhouse twice as many pairs of rooks
as there were nests laid claim to the
settlement. After days of noisy strife,
in which there was little done to mend
the tattered nests, building has begun
anew in many trees. But the heat has
lulled even the noisy rooks, who cry with
a sleepy languor far more gently than
usual. So busy are they that the short-
est ways are taken, and they sweep home-
wards close to the ground without waiting
for one another. Sometimes a string of
them follow in quick succession, their

. bluish plumage flashing as they strain in

flight, uttering an inward sound that
suggests their youngsters in mid - May.
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Oaks and elms have been thrown in the
lane, and the rooks come hither for the
thickly lying twigs snapped off in the
falling of the trees. Where the cattle
seek the slender shade still left, pied wag-
tails of sharply contrasting black and
white in dashes come to feed among the
legs of the slow-grazing creatures. If
there is little shadow here, there is none
for the sheep far away on the downs, now
vivid with noonday brilliance. Cropping
steadily, at such a great distance the
sheep seem quite motionless except when
long watched.

Rooks and peewits feed together in the
meadows, but not in contented company.
One of the former continually makes a
vicious rush at his gaily-plumaged neigh-
bour, who eludes his clumsy attack with an
easy flap of his rounded wings and a laugh-
ing cry as he dives and settles close by.
As the peewit alights he closes his wings
slowly with a conscious display of their
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pied plumes. Presently the rooks leave
the meadow, and the peewits are alone;
but they cannot remain long still, and soon
they start quarrelling among themselves.
It is a beautiful sight to watch their facile
turns of flight as each strives to surmount
his rival. Now a couple seem as one
bird, and again they part to soar and
twist in opposite directions. As they
race the sun gleams on their crests and
greenish bars, and the peewit swings in
the air with his prowess of flight. In a
straight steady motion, rare indeed with
a peewit, their wings are soundless, but in
the whirling dashes from side to side in
combat or amorous display a strange
wind-like rush is made as if their joints
were stiff. Under a strong sun, when it
is dazzling to look up, this rushing sound
betrays the bird as it passes overhead.
Though less loud and decided, it strongly
resembles the bleating of snipe, and can
be heard at some height, though the turns
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which cause it are usually made near the
ground. Peewits only visit this meadow
for play and food ; the ploughland is their
home in spring, where they nest among
the furrows. As they sweep by, striking
the ear with their strong swift pinions,
they give a cry less like ““pee-wit” than
“ whip - poor - will.” The peewits often
come close enough to be marked in
detail; but the golden plover, haunting
for a while the same land, rarely approach
within gunshot, and, should they do so,
their course is altered with a swish and
a glimmer as the sun lights up a hundred
pale breasts at once. With a carefully
marshalled advance the plover rise, un-
seen almost, as their dark backs are upper-
most, and climb swiftly to a dim height
among the clouds. Their whistling, shrill
and penetrating, and also somewhat like
““whip - poor - will,” reaches the ear from
an immense distance when the birds them-
selves are scarcely in sight. As they
B
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drift overhead, their wedge formation is
clear against the sky; even when they are
split up, by wind or varying strength in
the long swift rush with which they leave
the earth, the wedge is kept, and some-
times three such shapes appear in line.
‘When the plover swerve or turn high in
air, their ranks alter to a bow-like curve,
gradually returning to the former shape
as they settle to their course. Once, in
a fierce wind, the plover were seen to rise
in a long dark line, like an ascending
rocket, above the hills, and when scarcely
visible broke up and stooped low down,
still further suggesting the rocket’s scat-
tering sparks. An hour goes by, as in
powerful flight they range high and low,
fading among clouds, and anon appearing
themselves as a fine summer cloud over
the ridge of downs.

Broad periwinkle blossoms, of a rich
though not brilliant purple, press close
against the grey stone wall of the keeper’s
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cottage, and are half-hidden by the
rounded glossy leaves that cling about
the crevices. The narrow hillside path,
dipping here to a fir coombe that
shelters the cottage, winds near to the
old wall, fringed with plumes of tall
young grass growing in bunches. At the
base, where crumbling lichened stones
hide food for the early thrushes, pale
flowers of wood -sorrel swing beneath
their canopies of graceful leaves, which
droop in threes against the stock sup-
porting them, and suggest a beech - nut
by their combined shape. As yet wind
and rain have left the tangled grasses
of last summer still standing, and the
fresh shoots creeping slowly among them
scarcely catch the eye; but one solitary
stalk, shaped like a long streamer, flutters
above the rest, and as it waves strikes
its stiff withered neighbours. Like the
snow - incrusted boughs of winter, the
pear - tree branches of the orchard seem
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almost to bow beneath the weight and
wealth of hoary blossom, sunlit and flash-
ing from the dew beads that rim the faint
petals. In the wind, warm and caressing
from the bright sun, the crisp blossomed
boughs bend and rise with a languid
dreamy motion, for the odour and beauty
of the million petals seem inconsistent
with brisk movement. The orchard, one
heaving mass of bloom, looks from afar
like the foam-line that seethes and scat-
ters spray along the sea-shore, though
the wind in its frolics does not yet fling
showers of petal-flakes to rise and drop
twirling to the sward below among the
daffodils. Beyond the pear-bloom, only
a narrow band seen thus at a distance,
stretches the wide sea of moaning firs,
whose dense array is rudely broken here
and there by the broad reach of an oak—
its leafless branches making a pale gap in
the dark evergreen summit of the wood-
land. Among the firs the pheasant cries
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loud and weirdly, as if asserting that here
he is sole master and rightful occupant;
and his claim rests unchallenged till the
artillery crash of the battue, except by
the hearty storm-cock’s song. The
missel-thrush sings in the wood or on its
borders; but he is at home among the
orchard trees, where his nest was open
to the view of all before the blossom
came. Pheasant-covers being inviolable
by virtue of their countless dangers to
feathered marauders, by gin and gun,
and finally the gallows of the keeper’s
shed, the storm-cock at the edge has
little fear from the jay or magpie, whose
vindictiveness and cold cunning so often
outwit his own bravery against his supe-
riors in size.

Low hazel-hedges and the threat of
spring-guns confine the wayfarer to the
path and the steep banks dappled with
anemones since middle March; but the
woodland galleries, with their trains of
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wheat hides the reaper, have turned
the palms to a pale silken hue, and the
sunbeams dance now through silver in-
stead of gold. Under the willows, in
their thin shadows, burdock leaves flap
almost ceaselessly in the wind that creeps
thither along the stream ; and in the same
way broad concave ivy leaves flapping
in the breeze hit the oak-bark with a
sound which almost deceives the ear by
its resemblance to the tap-tapping of a
woodpecker.

As the firs are grouped more densely
the primroses become scarcer, till, in the
depths of perpetual shadow, not one of
them brightens the dull mat of needles.
Now ash-poles succeed the firs, and
flowers again prank the sward — finest
where rabbits nibble.  Frailest mos-
chatel, with its green knob of petals
hardly noticed as a flower, mingles with
the common blooms of early spring—with
a forward bunch of red-robin, and with
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cowslip, cuckoo-flower, and marsh mari-
gold; while the first bluebell is roofed
low down by fleecy clouds of blackthorn-
bloom. At times the statue-like form of
an old ash, spared by the billhook that
has pollarded the rest, rises from among
the clustering poles, as a tall ship rises
out of the maze of lesser craft. Bunches
of dull red flowers are crowded on the
sweeping limbs of the ash-trees, but, so
spare is the texture of the interlacing
branches, the blossom, which in the elm
gives a suggestion of purple mist, does
not colour the tree’s outline. Couples of
cole tits, faring hither and thither, dash
out .sulphurous clouds of pollen-dust from
the ash bloom as they alight on the finest
twigs. From the whole, especially where
a flower-laden bough dips earthward,
comes a faint fragrance as of peeling bark.
A shadow seems to have fallen over the
almond blossom yonder in the garden,
and it is wan with the coming fall.
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Long rows of lime-trees, washed with
grey, as it were, by lichen, advance to
the edge of the woodland from the manor
on the hill. Their glistening buds have
burst and the soft red light is no more
around them; in its place are innumer-
able opening leaves, which, on slender
branches, seem like a shower of emerald
flakes stayed in their fall. The young
leaves, newly burst, hang down as yet,
and, when in pairs that do not overlap,
are placed gracefully like the curved
wings of a peewit drooping in flight.
At intervals, past the limes, follow black
poplars with rugged contorted trunks,
and loftier elms whose boles are dappled
low down with fresh-opened leaves. On
the poplars, the ruddy wealth of catkins
becomes suddenly lit up as the sun flashes
a moment through a rift of cloud; but
in a moment the glow is gone, and, at a
little distance, the paling catkins remain
unnoticed.
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Steep banks sloping away from the
hazel hedges imitate a mountain-side in
many details. Here and there is a yawn-
ing crevice where the mould has slipped
away—a cavern in miniature; while the
overhanging moss clothes the rugged
slope as with woodland. Among these
cliff-like banks, in their clefts, the red
wood - mice hide as a strange tread
sounds near by: or the slow, patient
humble-bees creep humming in and out:
while now and again the weasel slips
through the portcullis of drooping moss
and roots to avoid a passing foe. Most
frequently the moss adorns the furrowed
roots of some dead or dying tree, drawing
its latest sustenance many yards away;
again it is the butt of an old tree, long
lost to sight, that is wrapped in mosses;
oftentimes, too, a stone from the ha-ha,
lain there since the hunt scattered the
topmost layers of the wall, is hidden be-
low the surface. From out the dark moss
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a frail starry growth lifts aloft whorls of
crystal-clear leaves. And here a thrush
has left, with sadly battered sides, a beau-
tiful snail-shell, orange-striped and deli-
cate. Purplish ivy leaves climb the grey
stone-like stem of a young ash, lightly
encircling it as the ivy or vine entwined
the thyrsus of old time. This seems a
finer ivy-wreath than corﬁmon, and the
angled leaves, pressing against the smooth
bark, look as though chiselled from the
wood itself; only the tender green vein-
ing suggests the life within.

Larches, whose grey contour is still
hardly brightened by budding leaves,
form a belt in the wood beyond the
evergreen spruces. Tender red blossom
adorns the hanging chain-like larch-
boughs, and by them the earliest leaves
are opening out. The chain is composed
of links now grey, now red, and oftenest
of all pale green. In these outer firs that
overlook the path vast numbers of field-
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fares have gathered, and, in the brilliant
sun anticipating, perhaps, their coming
journey north-eastward to other firs than
these, they fill the air with a ceaseless
racket of rival cries. The sound of many
wings, as they restlessly change from
bough to bough or hurry ahead of the
intruder, is drowned by their harsh
chorus. All through the bright warm
noon their tactics are unchanged ; racket
and whirr of wings come continually
through and across the trees. Deeper
in the wood, where the spruces give shel-
ter impenetrable to the gaze, the plaint
of the wood-pigeon, hidden among over-
arching boughs, gurgles far and near;
or, hurtling with eager flight, one goes
swiftly over and droops among the trees.
As with starlings, so, in a less degree, is it
with wood-pigeons ; and at nearly all times
of the year they may be seen foraging in
bands. When they rise from the sward
or from the furrows the sun gleams on
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HE meadow - path, edged

with a faint white line
of daisies, whose un-
opened cups are crimson
at the brim, runs with a
twisting course athwart
broad fields of grass,
studded at their margins by the brilliant
gold blossoms of celandine. Elms, misty-
purple or rust-red with expanded buds,
stand out in the midst of the grass, and
near where the path leaves the roadway,
seven vast trees are set in a circle—the
pillars of a temple domed in summer by
thick foliage penetrable only to the sun-
light, and floored with level grass inlaid
c
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with pearly eyebright. Near a rude stile
of unpeeled elm it skirts a tiny pond
almost hidden by withered flags and the
broad leaning trunk of a dead willow. The
soft mud at the pool’s margin is thickly
marked with the broad-arrow prints of
moorhens’ feet; but in the course of an
hour, when the winds of morning have
risen, the rippling waters will erase all
traces of the birds that fed around them
in the dim light of dawn.

Beyond the pool is a steep chalky slope:
crowned with branching burdocks that
have weathered wind and storm, their
dark burrs still adhering. Amidst the
scanty grass which clothes the bank,
several early blossoms of the ivy-leaved
speedwell have peeped out, their faintest
blue marked by cerulean veins. They
might easily be overlooked, being mere
tiny spots of colour deep in the grass, but
the lemon-coloured flowers of coltsfoot
make a flaunting show all about the slope.
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Blooming before its leaves begin to ap-
pear, the coltsfoot is, next to the lesser
celandine, at ,once the commonest and
most brilliant flower of early spring.
There must be thousands of the yellow
discs scattered over the chalk; those
which are over-blown have changed at
last to a deep orange as they faded. A
few white violets, palest and loveliest
wildings of the season, are hidden by
their own broad leaves, beneath which
they nod and scatter fragrance on the
passing wind-breaths.

A little hazel-cover lies somewhat away
from the path, screened from the common
gaze by a thick-set hedge of blackthorn.
The only gaps are where the rabbits have
broken through, but a way can be found
to enter by an old squat pollard-oak
which stretches a friendly arm out over
the mound. Within, among the smooth
wands, each lissom and straight as an
arrow - shaft, mazes of crowded bluebell
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leaves spring from the damp earth.
These dark green sword-like blades, as
of some strong grass, curve gracefully
with their own weight, and by their
multitude fully conceal all other vegeta-
tion. Slowly, in early April days, the
green changes to blue, and the leaves
in turn are veiled by the blossom; a
thousand bells are swinging like dainty
censers in the wind ; the deeper purple of
the early orchis, of which a few freckled
leaves are showing lower down, does not
so much as tone the bluebell host. Prim-
roses here and there are couched among
the leaves out of sight from without the
coppice; but the gay daffodils dance
where all may see. Soon their yellow
cups are -beaten down to earth by rain,
and the dewy nectar pours from them;
but by slow degrees the sunlight lifts
them again, and at midday, after a kindly
touch, they are as erect as ever. It was
on the mound near by that the first
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violets opened when March broke upon
us with wind and rain: weeks passed ere
another put forth, and now the same spot
is pied with purple and pink; the scent-
less ground-ivy flowers, shading from
heliotrope to deep blue, show on the
same bank, mocking the hues of their
sweet neighbours.

An old ash, whose cavernous interior is
blocked by a huge dark bloated fungus,
marks the middle of a meadow across
which the path leads towards the woods.
Oaken palings bound the latter where the
footway touches it, but a few trees lie
outside the fence. High up on one of
these a board, weathered green and per-
forated, may be, by shot what time the
lead-shower of the battue pelted fiercest,
warns one and all from the sacred silence
of the wood. The notice itself is gone,
but its significance survives and is in part
respected. Keepers’ paths, narrow and
blackened by dead leaves, tempt the
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wayfarer, leading as they do among
vistas of nut-bushes and lofty trees. Some
yards farther on, the old grey -towered
church fills a gap in the woodland, its
hoary and massive stonework harmon-
ising perfectly with the solemn grandeur
of the gnarled boles amid which it is set.
Noticeable grooves have been worn in the
low wall that surrounds the yew-shadowed
churchyard by the constant passing of
rabbits to and fro, there being burrows
actually among the graves and under the
shattered headstones. This woodland,
beginning at the very verge of the church
precincts, is the haunt of all those birds
which are most inseparable from trees
and forest stillness. The wildest hawks,
swift wood-pigeon, crow, and magpie, are
all to be met with in the open meads or
moorland as often as in the forest, but the
woodpeckers are almost exclusively birds
of the woodland. Every now and then
the loud-laughing shout of the green
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woodpecker or ‘“hicwall” rings through
and through the chestnut aisles, echo-
ing among the hollow-sounding trunks.
Hardly has his cry died away than an-
other and yet another, loud and long,
startle all within hearing. “ Tap, tap!”
like a drill at work, with inconceivable
rapidity his beak rattles on the bark or
powdering touchwood, and leaves behind
a smooth, deep hollow in token of the
bird’s vigorous strokes. His brilliantly-
contrasted plumage of green and red and
yellow is startling as he dives boldly
through the wood. Most of the trees
here are chestnut, lofty, and with scarce
one lateral limb—swaying in the wind
from knotty base to topmost bough ; with
them mingle smooth beeches and the
dark firs which hide the hawk’s nest.
The old trunks are strangely rock-like in
their drapings of shaggy moss, and lichen,
and weird shapes of jagged fungi; but
while proclaiming old age and decay,
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they give a rugged splendour of antiquity
to the wood. So thick is the moss-
coating, that the little tree-creeper is
hardly to be distinguished half way up
the stem as he climbs round and round
with silent persistence. For a moment
he is plain to the eye, as a flash from the
sun shows him up against a bare spot on
the bark: then his slender downward-
curved bill and brown markings, fading
almost to white on the breast, may be
noted, and his adroitness in searching
the crevices admired. Near him the
larger nuthatch, with a sweet reiterated
“pip-pip pip,” climbs a leaning ash,
missed as soon as seen in his winding
course up the trunk.

Elms are not true forest trees, but
yonder, through the depths, a whole row
of them seems to break the rule. A
drive, grass-grown except in the ruts,
accounts for the elms, and a noble avenue
shadows it for a space. Their majesty is
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retained in spite of a great limb gone
here and there, a proud head lopped off
or thrown down by storm. Sometimes,
when hollow and broken off short, they
appear like jagged-edged chimneys, with
starlings instead of swallows entering
them. Places bare of bark are riddled
by the woodpecker’s borings, and the
many cracks and knot-holes and crevices
behind the bark provide him and his kin
with an endless choice of nesting sites.
A delicate translucent fungus adorns the
end of a dead bough, in shape like a ball
deeply indented, and of a soft gelatinous
substance: its outer side is brown and
somewhat velvety, and pleasant to the
touch. On a lower branch, his chosen
post, a missel-thrush sings his powerful
short tune, loudest of all our woodland
lyrics, seeming by its strength to defy the
wind and rain that rage about him. But
his short period of song is nearly over,
and he must needs be silent when the
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red-freckled eggs in a cleft of the apple-
tree are hatched. Like the woodpecker’s,
his voice rings along the wind and echoes
loud. The endmost trees of the avenue,
where the carriage-drive cuts a strip of
unenclosed sward in twain, are an oak
and an elm on either side. Among their
vast roots, and in the hollow trunk, is
the abode of a colony of rabbits, whose
runs intersect over the short greensward
in every direction. When pressed by
dogs or ferrets, they will rush up the
almost perpendicular side of a tree, and
are reputed sometimes to use the broad
top of a pollard-willow as a couch for
their young. The oak is dead and quite
stripped of bark, yet its gaunt grey arms
stretch far out over the turf on every
side; while the bark of the elm, near its
roots, has been nibbled by the rabbits,
revealing the red fibre within the dark
wrinkled covering.

Goose-grass climbs apace on the hedge-
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mounds. It mounts daily higher among
the thorns and briers, rank on rank close
together of its pale whorled spires of
leaves mingle with the bare lowermost
branches. All other plants are dwarfed
in its presence; only the withered docks
and hemlocks surmount such an ambi-
tious growth. The herbs which will for
a space outgrow it are as yet low down,
but they quickly rise, and garlic mustard
with palest green leaves, and, much later
in the year, the vetches, will in turn climb
above the goose-grass: autumn finds it
among the highest in the hedge, with
bittersweet and the bryonies. Finest of
all, though at its full height, is the frail
moschatel, its fivefold green flower, open-
ing bit by bit, scarce noticed among its
own foliage. Pinkish buds are fast burst-
ing on the blackthorns, whose dark
boughs will soon be dappled as with
snowflakes from the countless white
flowers coming before the foliage. Weeks
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earlier than usual—early in March—green
leaves burst on the hawthorns, and the
elders were green even before the middle
of February. But the foliage of the
hedgerows, scanty as yet, fades out of
view at dusk as the last starlings hurry
to the elms. Under a blackening sky a
solitary heron goes over in silence, rock-
ing somewhat from head to tail in his
flight. As he goes onward, with swift
yet easy motion, his great wings droop
low and belly out like the curving sails
of a ship before the breeze. Gently he
slopes in his course, and dips out of
sight into a gloom of oaks.
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dawn the grey mass of the
distant hills rises out of the
plain like a headland from
the sea, and its outline is

pencilled against the check-
ered sky, where fleecy clouds,
red-tipped and flushed with pink, roll their
fantastic shapes along the ridge. Black
firs in a shattered group look blacker still
in the brilliant white light. Peewits that
were up ere the night gloom was broken
by the first rays creeping over the hill,
flap with an easy grace of wing from our
path, and with a whirl of gay pinions
begin an aerial 'dance, delighting in their
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unsurpassed nimbleness of flight. One
tiny form, looming faintly as yet in the
distance, darkens the grey slope. The
molecatcher, nearing the end of his early
round, descends to the valley now where
his remotest traps are set. A grey-com-
plexioned, silent man he is, with a curious
lingering gait, ever looking downward as
he goes. On these wide open hills there
is hardly a man without woodcraft enough
to know the ways of his fellow-denizens
of the waste, and, if need be, the way to
set up a wire. The molecatcher is no
exception, and long use compels him to
watch the sward at his feet. Dark grizzled
curls hang about his low, deeply-furrowed
brow, while his neck, freckled and hard,
is open to the wind. His back is bent
rather from constant stooping than from
age, and there is power in him yet, as
you may note when he climbs the hill.

Of all the molecatcher’s odd attire—
thirdhand velveteen jacket, torn loose
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gaiters, and stained corduroys—his hat
is the most curious. Made of soft felt,
it was once white, but is now weathered
to lichen-grey, and with darker streaks
winding here and there ; the broad brim
curves downward and overhangs his
forehead, shadowing all his face. Save
when he looks up, half of his shaggy
visage is hidden, and this concealment
adds to the mystery that clings to a man
of his decaying profession. By the bent
brim of his hat, his curls of growing
years, and by his dense eyebrows, his
eyes are half hidden, as are the mole’s
by its protecting fur. Unperceived, the
keen small eyes are ever fixed upon you;
and the stranger shrinks on becoming
conscious of their piercing glance through
the shadow hanging about his face.
Rarely, even in conversation, is the veil
of mystery removed. It may be that
he carries secrets which shall die with
him; so, at least, his morose reserve
D
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suggests. Not without a natural dignity,
in spite of his lowly occupation, he goes
through his day of silent solitary toil,
or holds short pithy snatches of talk
with those who care to visit him. Seated
in the mound, between high double
hedges, at noon over his ‘dinner,”
luxuriously pillowed among lush grass
and golden pilewort, with his back lean-
ing against an elm, he will converse in-
telligently on subjects that might have
been deemed beyond his care, with a
sharpness of sense and economy of words
that bespeak a healthy mind cleansed by
the pure hillside air.

Far up on the plain that undulates
beyond this ridge of Wiltshire downland,

" acres of pasture are brown with the mole’s

crowded earthworks. Amid this desola-
tion not even the thistle flourishes, and
the crows, playing bo-peep among the
heaps, must find only scanty fare. But
it is in the lowland meadows, rather than
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on the bleak bare hills, that the mole-
catcher finds his hunting-ground. There
he can sit, when the early thaw winds
set the moles at work by loosening the
iron grip of the frost, and can watch the
. trap spring as the creature is silently
crushed or garotted. On the hill, even
when the mild winds are blowing, it is
cold work enough, and rarely do the
traps spring soon after they are set.
Generally the moles are busiest at night,
and it is then that the wholesale captures
are made which threaten to exterminate
the velvety burrower. Constant passing
through the earth seems rather to sleek
the fur than to coarsen it, but in almost
every case the mole is infested with
minute insects which disappear when the
body is removed from the trap. The
old-fashioned noose, tightened by the
springing of a lissom wand stuck in the
ground, has been generally superseded
by an iron trap, having two pairs of jaws
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sods, the tunnel may be revealed, rounded,
and large enough to admit the hand for
some distance. At times, indeed, they
may be tracked for a short space over
the grass without any disturbance of the
soil. As the runs always range from

heap to heap—the latter being the result

of the pushing out of the borings—even
where they do not cut up the ground,
they can be discovered by :probing with
a stick, unless unusually deep. The
molecatcher makes a deep heel-mark on
the run—pressing the earth together,
and so blocking the tunnel—and is thus
able to tell when the mole has passed
that way by the consequent lifting of the
trodden turf. Two moles never, it is
said, meet snout to snout underground
without a fight, which invariably ends
in the death of one combatant. In one
of these heaps, usually somewhat larger
than the rest, the mole brings forth its
young, whose fate is often to be pitched

i)

A Wilt-
shire
Mole-

catcher.




54

A Wilt-

shire
Mole-

catcher.

THE WOODLAND LIFE,

rudely out on to the sward as they lie in
their dark nests. Runs are often to be
seen which mark the turf in a long line,
seldom interrupted by heaps, and in such
the molecatcher prefers to set his traps.
A dozen moles is no very rare number
to be caught without long interval in a
single tunnel, and it has been known to
reach as many as seventeen.

The long track is more likely to be
used than the short one, and is the mole’s
highway, or main road, from which he
seldom turns aside, except to make fresh
burrowings. Meadows are often inter-
sected in places by twisting runs, and
it is hard for the trapper to decide which
to use. He may have to wait several
days ere the animal passes that way.
In search of insect food, moles will
wander to the strangest places, boring
hard-trodden paths, and even stony roads.
Occasionally, in all likelihood, they pass
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under brooks and watercourses; and
gardens parted from the fields by roads
and walls are commonly disturbed by
their heaps. In the garden mole-runs
mingle with the tunnelling of the smaller
field-mice, who mine for beans and other
garden seeds. Far plainer than rabbit-
paths, by reason of the turned-up mould,
which makes them patent to all, mole-
runs sometimes extend for several score
yards, either straight or with devious
curves, just as the chance of food or
soil influences the burrower. As the year
advances, and, with summer heats and
drought, the soil becomes hard and dry,
the number of surface-runs decreases, and
the molecatcher must put aside his traps,
or be content with a few chance cap-
tures. The ground at the top is then
more difficult to work: worms also, and
the insects which are the mole’s staple
food, descend with the moisture into the
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earth, and the mole must follow them or
starve.

The molecatcher’s grey-clad figure
stands out on the hill-slope, brilliant
with the morning sun, like a dead
and wrinkled thorn, seeming*scarcely to
move. He crosses a clover-field, where
the scanty growth does not quite hide
the chalk, and on a nearer approach the
hares’ runs show faintly as light streaks
across the mingled green and grey and
white. Days go by without a single
visitor to the remoter parts of these
broad hills, and the molecatcher may
safely stoop in his path to take the hare
which has lain in the wire since daybreak.
The weathered coat flaps in the wind
as the hare sinks into the unsuspected
pocket concealed by the ample velveteen,
and, quietly as ever, the climb continues.
Though he stoops, and his gaze seems
always directed downward, he will note,















THE WOODLAND LIFE.

‘“ Fine sounds are floating wild
About the earth.”
—KEATS.

CROWDED woodland of
varied hues, ledge be-
yond ledge, climbs the
hill’s slow ascent, and in
this dazzling dawn the
sunlight plays upon the
dewed leaves with gor-

geous effect. Mellow limes contrast
with sea-green chestnuts, now flaming
with pinnacles of waxen bloom; the
reddened foliage of the oaks seems to
burn in the fierce light, while the pale
tasselled birches are all a-quiver; and
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at the margin frail poplars change from
grey to silver—whitening, as their leaves
turn, with undersides uppermost, in the
wind. The parched ploughland sloping
to the wood glows rust-red, though
shadowed at its borders by tall thorns
just crowned with the silver - white of
may blossom. Yonder, where the ridge
dips to the north among dark meadow-
tracts, the gleaming roofs and glittering
spires of a silent town pierce the pale
sky. Coils of wood -smoke from the

_ keeper’s cottage, with grey thatched roof

and russet chimney-stack, drift lightly in
the clear atmosphere, draping a corner of
the wood as with a blue translucent haze.
Flaring lights of gold and purple fade in
the eye of day, and barred clouds drive
slowly over from the west.

The rarely trodden meadow-path and
the taller grass around is hoary with
dew; but as it enters the hazel gloom
the scattered blades do but faintly twinkle
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in their sheathing crystal. Tender hya-
cinths that open bell by bell each morning
are washed with a finer hue which must
vanish with scorching noon ; and the little
spring-vetch, mounting with spray over
spray of narrow leaflets to the lowest hazel-
boughs, is for the moment gay with its
solitary purple flower. Tiny caterpillars,
on which the whitethroat preys, seem to
hang from the oaks by silver gossamers,
and their own bodies are clear as
amber in the delicate half - light, half-
gloom, that dwells as yet in the wood’s
shadow. Through this weird light the
early willow wrens chase one another
with twirling motions like butterflies ;
then in the nut bushes or the broad
oaks they sing their tender threnody,
playing among the slender swaying twigs.
In the deeper shadows, far among the
oaks, jays squeal and chatter, drowning
half the music of the wood. Suddenly,
with a flash of blue - pied pinions, a jay
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leaves a tree where a nest of oak twigs
and woven rootlets, yellow and stiff as
cocoanut fibre, is hidden amid thorny
boughs,—a hoarse cry and a flutter of
wings through the leaves following her
flight. Blackbird and thrush steal across
the lawn-like walks between roofing ar-
cades of oak, halting half way over to
pull a worm or to listen for a while.
Unsheltered and in full view the black-
bird displays a grotesque mixture of dar-
ing and timidity—in his hurried though
bold - seeming progress, with ducking
head, and in the chiding yet half-exultant
chuckle with which he slips away into
cover. In his mellow music alone there
lurks no sign of doubt or fear.

Where a pool, encircled by fringing
rushes, makes a broad open space, the
sunlight streams in as through a pane
upon the woodland shadow. The surface
itself, rippling silently in the middle, and
at the edge lapping with low music the
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shelving shore, glitters as though flashing
sword-points were continually thrust up
and drawn below the water. A green
hazel thicket slopes steeply down to the
pool, with here and there an oak rising
from its midst. Under the bushes, where
shadows change each moment as winds
disturb the boughs, a russet leaf mat
hides all growth . save pale spears of
grass and young bracken, whose fronds
uncurl more and more each morning in
the sun. Already some of the brake
reaches high among the hazels, with
three green fronds tufting the straight
stem like palm-plumes. In the mists of
dawn, the midday glitter, and on through
the still warmth of afternoon and the
dews of evening, the nightingale sings
fitfully from the nut-tree shade. Out-
bursts of rapid melody break from the
rust-brown bird as he flutters, stirring the
dead leaves below ; and again high up in
oak or deep in hazel the song is withheld
E
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for hours. Straying wantonly amid the
dark undergrowth and the dewy grasses,
the nightingale rises now and then to a
low screening bough, and in the liquid
rapture that rushes throbbing from his
throat, the very wood seems to have
found a voice. Though often choosing
dark bowers wherein to sing, he is not
shy, and commonly he may be watched
on an open branch piping whilst unwit-
ting of the stranger below; then, as the
sunbeams thread the hazels to sparkle on
the spangled grass, the bird’s form is
clear in each detail —the body always
quivering, the mandibles vibrating with
baffling quickness, in the characteristic
bubbling notes that throng with such
rapidity. The clear rounded notes are
varied by a strange plaint, uttered with
closed beak, like the melancholy whining
of a dog at night; yet always the whine
swells to the perfect song, tremulous as
a straining human voice. Often a dis-
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cordant chatter, when a rich note seems
unattainable, unworthy of Philomel’s May
song, changes imperceptibly without jar
into purest melody. When a fine note
is reached it is repeated again and again
with passionate power; and not a sign
of melancholy intrudes save in the whin-
ing strain. In full song, change follows
change with nervous rapidity, and even
in one burst the note is altered consum-
mately in its midst. Nothing so marks
the lay as the rhythmic words in which
the poet phrased the ethereal music heard
by the train of nymphs :—
“the wild
Thrilling liquidity of dewy piping ”"—

words which suggest with subtle power
what else is indescribable. There is
a force in its delivery, peculiar to the
nightingale and the cuckoo, which carries
each utterance without loss of beauty
across such a wide gorge as that at
Clifton between the cliffs of Avon.
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Tall tufts of brown and green rushes
mark the edge of a swampy meadow at
the woodland border, where willows
crowd, flinging inconstant shadow-lines
on the shallow pools, never stirred by
ripples, behind their double bastion of
sedge and grassy banks. Brown leaves
from the wood spread even to the rain-
pools, and over all trails the pale tapestry
of moneywort, strewing the dull sward
with golden flakes of bloom, and bright-
ening it with lines of young foliage, varied
here and there by a coppery leaf that has
lasted two springs. Shooting like the
moneywort from amongst the fallen
leaves: and the moss-islets of the shal-
lows, the dark bugle blossoms with ring
above ring of flowers, metallic-blue ribbed
with deeper streaks, its upper leafage
tinged by a purplish sheen. Brown-
flowered waving grasses spread and
lengthen around, and where the brown-
and-white dipper now feeds in full view,
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a matted jungle of water-plants—iris and
bristling reed—will soon hide the black-
bottomed pools. In his flight, swift and
jerky, skimming the dark waters or stoop-
ing among the brook’s foam and ripples,
the dipper gives a weak wild squeal, and
his curving wings come down smartly
below his body like a partridge’s. Feed-
ing by the rushy margin, lit with cuckoo-
flowers, or even under the nearest oaks, he
runs hurriedly about, bobbing nervously
as he picks from side to side. Black
tadpoles cloud the shallows as thickly
as summer gnats in a July twilight.
Cattle, with silken flanks marked red
or tawny, find scattered fare in the
gorsen tracts that follow beyond the
pools. Tough heather, having scarcely
a sprout of green, hides the lark, and
gives cover to the wandering partridge,
yet offers hardly a bite for the herd.
But they love the black shade of the
tallest gorse, and lie languidly rolling
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the closely-bitten grass from side to side
between their jaws, opening their deep
liquid eyes, large and beautiful now as
of old when Hera was hymned as the
ox-eyed in Homeric song. Hardly taller
than the heather, petty - whin speckles
the dry tracts with golden blossoms,
smaller and more pointed than those
which flame on the gorse; its thorns
also are slender and needle-like; and in
its dwarfed size this little whin differs
from its commoner cousin. Under the
gorse rise the earliest red spires of sorrel,
shorter and plainer than those brilliant
flower - heads which glow in the mid-
summer mowing grass with knapweed
and yellow rattle. Ere the wilderness of .
whin and heather gives way to greener
meadows, becoming gay with butter-
cups, brambles interlace their thorny
boughs to bar all progress. Yellow tor-
mentil and the delicate foliage of wild
strawberry climb or creep among these
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lowest branches and about the rising
grass. Tenanted only by red and russet
mice, rustling in their shades, or by the
fickle birds — whitethroat and sweet-
voiced blackcap — that visit here, the
brambles are a paradise of jewelled in-
sects whose myriad hum makes the air
vibrant with subtle music. Glazed wings
of crystalline delicacy, amber and golden
bodies, gleam amongst the foliage at
every turn — spring leaves and autumn
seeds are not more numerous than these.
In their haphazard jaunts from copse to
brook, from brook to copse, the happy
whitethroats, singing ever as they go,
visit the tangled brake and bramble, and
are seen and hid again each moment
as they flit through the endless plots of
light and shade.
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pert daws come in large foraging bands
and make havoc and rejoicing among the
mellow heaps. The red squirrel is there
also, but he is wiser than the heedless
birds, and lays up great store for the
harsh season that is coming. Beneath
the crab-tree in the coppice, gnarled and
lichened, there is rarer fruit than the
oaks provide. Never surely was there

such a pile of wild apples. They lie .

broad-spread, layer on layer, some al-
ready covered with the dead leaves.
Their colouring is yellow, softly golden,
but their looks are not justified by their
flavour; hence it is, perhaps, that they
lie untouched, left to rot beneath Novem-
ber’s frost-bitten leaves.

The present glory of the leaves is such
as was not approached at harvest-home,
or when the cultivated fruits were gath-
ered. Each leaf now is tinged with
apple-yellow and acorn gold and brown.
As the sun comes pouring in through the
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leafy screen, the gay-hued leaves flash
back something of their own colour into
the atmosphere, and lend to the autumn
air a peculiar charm. Each tree has a
special hue of its own. Many of the
glossy beech leaves are of an exquisite
pale gold, while oaks are reddening later
than the rest; the sunbeams on the
willow-leaves produce a faint, soft, amber
light, and the osiers flash deeply ruddy;
on the dogwood -trees, which are even
now in flower, there is a bronze colour
that is almost unique, while the haw-
thorns wear their own purplish bloom.
The nut-trees alone show little in their
foliage that speaks of autumn, but the
catkins are there, telling the season in
spite of all, and even the leaves must
soon succumb. One bird, more than any
other, fits in with this changed aspect of
the woods. The robin’s crimson breast
is perfectly matched by the combination
of gold and red and hazel that floods the
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woodland scene; the brown of his plumage
goes admirably with the leaves among
which he wanders, and the fallen masses
that are scattered about. His very song
seems to harmonise with the air that
inspires it; above all, it is passionate and
softly mellow, and the depth of colour
about him helps to convey its meaning.
It is one of the few songs of the wild
creatures’ thanksgiving ; the blackbird
and thrush give him little aid, though
the lark—that does not enter the woods—
occasionally mounts high in song, unable
to forget the summer days when he soared
to the unsullied azure, with the carols of
his rivals ringing about him.

Above all others, perhaps, the black-
berry is the fruit most significant of the
season in the woods and hedgerows. The
great harvest has indeed passed, yet the
berries that remain are sweeter than ever
before, and more welcome in their com-
parative rarity. The bloom on the sloe,
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or blackthorn plum, is unrivalled, and
can scarcely be adequately described. It
is purplish, toned with lilac, becoming
almost pale blue; the colour is in fact
almost that of the last scabious that is
flowering beneath. Wreathed in amongst
the lower oak-sprays a bine of honey-
suckle yet bears one crown of fragrant
blossom. This single flower calls up
memories of June, with its wild roses, its
song of Philomel, and its long happy
days rung in and out by the wild music
of the blackcap: there is summer in its
faint perfume, and it is almost out of
place among the ruddy oak leaves that
are heralding cruel frosts and damp
destroying mists. The festoons of bind-
weed are the palest of pale yellows, and
the few white trumpet flowers hardly
hold up their heads; they are fast going
with the fall of the year.

The haws seem more scattered than
usual, and give no character to the
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hedges as a whole. Here and there, how-
ever, a tree is one mass of deep crimson,
which lends to it at a distance that
peculiar purplish hue given by the com-
bination of the sumptuous colour with
the duller tints of the fading leaves. As
yet the rose-bushes are untouched with
the flush that the hips give them; the
leaves are hardy, and many of the berries
are hidden by them, and so their colour-
ing is lost for a while. This makes them
far less prominent till the finches and red-
wings come among them, when the leaves
have dropped away.

The fruit of the bittersweet is brightest
among the hedge berries. Hanging as it
does over the thorn-bush or sapling which
the plant has chosen to climb, the effect
of the many oval bunches is that of ruby
pendants mixed with polished emeralds.
The bryony berries, like bright red beads
strung on invisible threads, are larger and
almost equally gay; and where these
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beautiful berries are abundant, autumn’s
many-coloured vesture gains a new opu-
lence of splendour.

The many wild fruits give a character
to the hedges and woods, and never are
they more lovely than at sunset. The
faint rays steal in through the fretted
foliage, lighting up the dewy green grass
beneath and the silvery trunks of the
frail birches, and brightening the ruddy
brier - stems and the few flowers that
remain; whilst over the hill-top the
firs of the ridge are reddened for a while
by the glow which lingers after sundown
is announced by the homeward - flying
rooks and daws, and the clatter of the
lesser birds assembling in the rosy light
amid the trees.
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rays of sunlight play upon their glossy
surfaces to make ephemeral fairy glint-
ings as they wave; not even the robin
sings to them as they glide through the
stirless space from branch to earth: their
disappearance from the picture is marked
by nothing but the solemn rustle as each
leaf touches and settles upon the growing‘
heap.

In the coppice, but a short distance
from the poplar grove, there is a scene of
surpassing beauty. The narrow winding
path is completely hidden by dead leaves,
their colours mingling in charming con-
fusion. Sycamores are heaped on syca-
mores, and broad horse-chestnuts over all,
while ever and anon feathery ash-leaves
drift lazily down. The tints of this med-
ley of leaves bewilder description: red
and gold and orange are thrown together
fairily, while some of the horse-chestnuts
still retain a few streaks of green. Even

as we gaze on this wondrous scene of
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colour, the mist disperses and the sun-
beams pour down, further to enliven
what was already gay. As far as eye
can see through the maze of trunks, the
earth is strewn with gorgeous hues lit
up anew. As the light varies the
shadows shift, and now the orange, now
the gold, is all aflame.

The woods are pervaded by a silence
broken only by the challenge of the blue
tits in the dense firs, and the croaking of
the rooks afar among the acorns. ' Not a
song is there to cheer the solitude, as the
leaves drip, drip continuously. When the
path takes us out of the wood, we leave
the sheltered stillness behind, and feel the
cool breath of the breeze that has sprung
up with the lifting of the fog. In the
foliage of the oaks, still dense and shad-
owy, three wrens are singing in broken
snatches. Even in summer their song,
though high-pitched, is short; and now
the little fellows stop suddenly in the
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midst of their hurried tune, for want
of heart. Their tiny forms are hardly
distinguishable high up in the dark
shadows; only a little flutter now and
again betrays where they may be found.
Farther along, a couple of wood-pigeons
crash hastily out of the oaks and make
for the adjoining plantation, where the
cries of jays tell that acorns are to be
had.

So late in autumn we hardly look for
the beauty of flowers. One short hedge-
mound, however, displays quite a number
of dainty blossoms. Thick as daisies on
a lawn, the tiny field-speedwells stud the
exposed side of the slope; their leaves
are still a tender green, and the blue of
the flowers equals that of the veronica of
May, while this we treasure for its late-
ness. In the brambles above there are
still a few pale petals, but sadly torn and
discoloured by wind and frost. Another
late blossom is the golden cinquefoil, with
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its pretty five-branched leaves trailing
hither and thither. Though long dead,
the tall docks yet defy the season, and
raise aloft a slender spike of deep red,
singularly like the sorrel-tips that toned
the buttercup fields of midsummer. Like
the docks, the teasels are grey and dry
and brittle, but look strong as ever, grow-
ing from the shallow ditch, and rearing
their tall stalks and prickly plumes almost
to the hedge-top. But perhaps the rarest
of all these flowers of the fall is one little
spray of hawthorn bloom. Though so
inseparably connected with spring, it is
here in the drooping of the year, with
its snowy petals and delicious fragrance.
This single group of florets recalls the
May day, just after the swifts came, when
first the dewy green of the hawthorn
was dappled with flakes of blossom, and
the call of the cuckoo was heard in the
land. How changed the scene since
then !
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Five teams are engaged in ploughing
up a broad sloping meadow, where the
blood -red clover grew, and about the
steaming horses the rooks are wheeling
and settling here and there. Over the
same field flocks of larks and finches are
flitting, seldom staying long in the damp
furrows among the brown clods that hide
them so completely. A moment ago two
larks were straining in song high above
their fellows and the quarrelsome rooks;
and, what is rare in autumn, their notes
were uttered with the old persistence
and charm. Along the blackthorn hedge
blackbirds start out now and again with
their peculiar nervous chuckle, so irritat-
ing to the sportsman, but a note of warn-

ing to other birds. They hesitate to leave

the cover of the hedge, for it is a long
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