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2 MARSH LEAVES

of dry reed to his marsh-boat and talking aloud—for none
spoke to him, he was as deaf as a post on the marshes. But
he was always talking about ¢ wroting’ and *sixty years ago.’

As he helped load the boat he said, in his slow bass
voice, ‘Ha dar bor! I come at the wrong time,’ and he
snuffled thrice; ¢work was scarce forty year ago, and flour
four shillun a stone. Ha dar bor! used to get one and nine-
pence for mowing an acre of grain in those days, and now
you get three shillun. Ha, dar! used to eat turnips and
sharps then.’

He saw his son’s lips move but heard nothing, and again
he snuffled ; then he continued :(—

‘Ha dar bor! bad times then; used to get eighteenpence
for boating stuff, and now you, boy, get three shillun—good
times now,” emphasising his speech with three defiant snuffles.

The giant ginger-headed son made a grimace.

‘Ha dar bor! yes, good times now, repeated Old Wrote ;
‘plenty of beer now. I could drink a pailful then, but
that’s too much now. Haugh!’ and he snuffled a long, deep
snuff of air.

The son smiled.

‘Haugh! T could ; and I never let the sun get the master
of me neither. But men were men then: we used to bend
our backs like a rainbow at work, but now lots of ’em can’t
neither eat, drink, nor yet wrote.’

When the flat, black-pitched boat was loaded with reed-
shooves, Old Wrote sat down under the lee in the bright
sunshine and fell on his meat and bread—his fifth meal that
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wheels and screws. As I asked him how he got on with his
self-imposed task, he exclaimed, ¢ Ay, bor, 1 onscrewed her
and took her works out, and then I got the brush what
Jenny sweep up the house with and brushed the wheels, but
I didn’t take stock where I got the wheels from, for I laid
‘em all among the other.

And he began clumsily putting them in anywhere he
could: some he fixed in holes where they touched empty
spaces, but they were all finally packed in somehow, and
after the face and back were applied he hung the clock up,
and behold! it moved.

But in the fulness of time he found that his old clock
went two hours to one of any other clock. However, she
lasted till his wife broke the spring one night when she
viciously wound up the irregular machine ; for the old clock
with the painted ship on red waves resented her force, there
was a whirr, and the broken spring uncurled and lay limp in
the case. Yet the fenman was in no way disheartened.

He took the works out as before, and taking the main-
spring and a bolt he heated the spring to a red glow, and
bending it to the bolt, as he would a willow wand for trap-
ping moles, he secured it with a crooked piece of wire
gathered from a ‘pop bottle” Or, as he said himself—

I stopped the end back so that didn’t ondo. When I got
the gripe onto her, then I shipped her and screwed her in, an’
away she go ; but she wanted a lot o’ winding up arter that,
so I took her to the clockmakers’ and they set her right, and

she runned all right for two year, when she got grimy and
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A DIKE FIRE 9

the quickly leaping flames and drifting smoke fascinated
from afar the herds, and men shouted with quick, eager
voices, for the spirit of contention floated into their bosoms,
and all the madness of a fierce passion spending itself was
in the air.

As the fire burned out, leaving heated embers and hot
ashes, the sun burnt more fiercely, and the frost-burnt grasses
looked greener by the hot breath of the glowing fire; even
the dark-skinned frogs had crept from their slimy beds and
crooned their noontide lullaby, reposing in the hot air upon
soft beds of dead and sodden water-plants, while some, more
amorous, embraced in the warm waters of the dike, and
rolled clumsily about as they were pushed aside by some
frolicsome pike that sported with warmth and love over
some water-weeds.

Even the breath of the landscape was delicately scented
with a watery perfume, instilling soft desire into the heart
of man, and even into the watery tribe of birds, for all around
through the warm air resounded the voices of burning love.
Snipe drummed overhead, redshanks whistled plaintively to
their mates, larks rose on fluttering wings, singing before the
hens lapwings sported and played in the air crying their
passionate notes, and a sweet-voiced woman sang a love-song
softly, as she hung her lover’s shirts to dry in the bright sun-
light, the ringdove in the wood took up her soft crooning, and
the passionate turkey-cock crowed to his harem. All life was
throbbing with life and love, for the subtle influence of the

springtide thrilled the blood and brightened the eye. Little
B
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drowned the noise of my clumsy steps. [ lay down behind
the green marram-crested tussock, where the leaves of the
silver-weed mixed with the sandy crop, and I watched my
sandy lady. As she neared the burgh the sentinel rabbit
tapped the hollow, dry ground quickly with his hind feet—
their usual danger-signal—and every bunny sat up on end,
threw back his long ears, and looked for his particular ‘eye’;
indeed, all the bank seemed to be suddenly turned into eyes,
dotted with white tails. But pussy was too quick for a
young but well-grown rabbit. She sprang upon it, seized it
by the side of the neck, and these two furry creatures lay
on their sides struggling to the music of the sea. Pussy—the
quiet, cultured creature with a soul—was busily hammer-
ing the defenceless and inexperienced rabbit to death in a
truly feline and feminine manner with her hind feet, their
usual method, I soon found, of killing rabbits and young
hares.

Presently young bunny expired, her eyes looking into
the sentinel stars that began to shine more brightly in the
violet sky, and pussy began quietly to eat her prey, be-
ginning at the head and working towards the shoulders.

After a time I learned that pussy could turn a bunny out
of its skin as cleverly as a taxidermist.

When pussy had eaten her fill, she dragged the carcass
to an islet of bramble and jogged off home, looking as
innocent as any other soulful criminal, and as determined as
any ‘reformed’ cut-throat to return to her mangled carcass
the next evening, after the larks had dropped to their warm
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beds in the dry tufts of grass, and so on until not a vestige
remained.

As I soon found, many of the amphibians had a just
appreciation of pussy, and rated her as the biggest poacher
about the marshland, and many had known her to bring
home full-grown rabbits, and even half-grown hares, to her
kittens.

It was well known, too, that if pussy discovered a nest
of young rabbits she could never rest until she had killed
and eaten every suckling. Nor is pussy always so careful
of appearances as Eva and Florrie and Gertie. She at
times commits her excesses in the full glare of the sun, as
indeed, after all, do some Evas; but that is a gentleman’s
story, and when the good old Greek dinner customs return
T will tell it you.

But we must not forget the white cat, the intellectual
animal who would not poach, but would follow her master
about like a dog, and turn her yearning eyes up to her
master’s when he aimed at a speckled mavish or a noisy black-
bird. Ere the smoke had cleared away white puss was off
after the fallen bird in her ladylike way, and having captured
it, unlike a dog, she would gallop off home with it, to mangle
and eat in her own particular way.

Puss has not sufficient gratitude to retrieve, though the
girls think that she might be taught; but, like women, the
poor cats are so down-trodden by the superior race—dog.

In sooth, any cat, except a gelding, will, on ocecasion,

poach, especially if not too highly fed ; and once they begin to
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poach, Florrie can no longer plead ‘mice,” for from that day
they will never disturb a mouse in the house. Moreover,
they will often go off and breed in rabbit-holes, in thorn-
stacks, or in plantings, with their prey within easy reach,
and such cats are the rabbits’ most deadly enemies, for they
so much resemble a rabbit—especially in the half lights—
that they have but little difficulty in catching their prey.

I know a marshman who once saw a hare crossing a field
at night, and the following night he determined to lay wait for
¢Sarah’; so he hid himself in a ditch by the roadway, where he
knew the old hare would be sure to come after traversing the
field. As he anticipated, his prey came across the field, but
stopped : ‘It smelt a rat!’ Instantly he fired, and on running
forward to pick up his booty he found a ¢big, old, sondy cat.’

A friendly poacher will often tell you he has been dis-
appointed by finding cats in his snares, and he will dwell
with the gusto of a Chinese gourmet on the size and
plumpness of the wild ‘escapes’ he has at times taken when
brushing a snared planting for hares. Sometimes he finds
the whelps, and he will tell you the young will spit and
raise their hair on end at you.

I remember an old fenman who once nearly got into
trouble for shooting a cat-poacher.

A large tortoiseshell cat frequented Farmer Howard’s
‘strong eyes,” and played havoc amongst the rabbits, for all
hands were too busy to do anything but harvest the golden
corn. However, when harvest was over, and the largars

feast had been held, old Bob was told off to kill the poacher.
c
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Practised as he was in the art of trapping, he set the steel-
fall baited with bloater, and next morning the tortoiseshell
cat was caught by one leg, and as Bob with his gun came
stealing towards her, puss threw herself about and pulled
her foot off, then went limping off towards her hole; but the
report of Bob’s gun sounded across the silent marshes and
poor pussy’s thieving-days were over, and her body thrown
into a ditch to wither like the corpses of criminals in olden
days. The owner heard of the matter, and pulled’ Bob for
maliciously killing his cat. Bob, a truthful man, owned he
had killed the cat, but denied malice. The vicious owner
could find no witnesses of the murder, the case was adjourned
for a fortnight, and finally the owner of the dear pet ate
humble-pie, made friends with Bob, and paid all expenses
incidental to the business.

Old Bob, like myself, is no lover of cats; he will allow
them no virtues, and maintains strongly that even their
reputation for having nine lives is a great exaggeration,
averring that, in this respect, the ferret tribe must take
precedence of the cat.

‘Well, bor,” said Bob, smoking at his short, black pipe,
¢last winter-time I°d a ferret what was no good, and I wanted
to kill that. The broad was laid, people was skating over
it, and the ground was froze hard as a rock. So I got this
here ferret on to the hard ground in my garden by the broad,
and I hit him with the flat of the spade all my might, and
his feet spread out, and he gaped, and I thowt him dead, so
I hulled him onter the ice and went indoors. Two days
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¢ Ay, bor, it’s cat’s meat you're eating,’ and he explained
matters. The gunner said nothing.

The following autumn the jovial citizen asked the gunmner
to show him some fowl.

‘Yes, bor,” said the gunner.

And they went on the marshes, for the citizen was a
quick shot; he had learned snipe-shooting round the much-
frequented drainage farms outside of London. But the
acute marshman remembered the cat’s-meat, and walked the
jovial citizen into a bog up to his neck, and he laughed
heartily, calling, ‘Cat’s meat,” as the citizen tried to extricate
himself.

~ “Well, now,’ said the citizen, ‘we are quits,” and he
stooped to pick a mushroom. ¢What a number of mush-
rooms !’ he cried with delight.

¢ Ay, bor, they 1l stop; but do you get home and change,
or you ll get the serewmatics.’

Next morning at daybreak the citizen crept from his bed
and, hastily dressing, walked down to the marsh in the mists
to gather a basketful of the succulent fungi; but look as he
would, and walk as he would, never a mushroom could he
see, nor yet could he find the broken stalks whence they
had been picked—sharp-eyed though he was.

‘Very strange, very strange,” he muttered, and he shivered
with cold as the red disc of the sun rose in the grey sky
above a bed of reeds growing round a windmill. He was

contemplating the magic beauty of the great spaces of
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marsh, decorated in one corner with a pretty, natural com-
position of reed-bed, windmill, and red ball of fire, when a
figure appeared, coming mysteriously through the mists,
looking grey, and without substance, as ghostlike as wreaths
of cloud trailing in the misty sky across the silent stars,
shimmering palely in the eternal blue. As the figure grew
darker and more solid the bewildered citizen recognised
the gunner Joe, who carried on his arm a basket half filled
with dewy, rough-skinned mushrooms. Joe stopped as he
saw the citizen, and exclaimed—

¢ Ay, master, you got here first this morning, but you
didn’t pick ’em all, did you?’

‘No, no, Joe; it’s very strange, the marsh was full of
them yesterday.’

*Yes, when my nabs fell inter bog.’

¢Ay, Joe, but that’s quits. Here’s a piece of silver; tell
us how you got those mushrooms.’

‘We know something, then, though we dont come
from London,’ said Joe, quizzically.

‘Yes, Joe; it’s the old story of the town mouse and
the country mouse.’

¢ Well, master, I'll show yow,” said Joe, as he held his
basket in one hand and went along, stooping about his
mysterious work as he ran, a shadowy thing under the lift-
ing mists, and kept plucking the white buttons from the
marsh.  Yet never a plant could the amazed citizen see.

When the last shreds of mist had melted away before
the sun, as they walked home together, Joe explained—






VIII
ON THE SANDHILLS

HAD often wondered why that long chain of
hills held such a charm.
I saw them one May day with a loom

upon them, surrounded by the green marsh-

land—a quaint gem set in a reposeful back-
ground —a natural vignette of bewitching and delicate
beauty.

But that was not their only charm, for 1 felt if one but
knew that beyond those sea-breeze sculptured hollows there
stretched fields of marsh and cornland their never-ceasing
charm would be departed, and one would come to look upon
them as cumbersome—as harbours for conies, and a trysting-
place for peasant lads and lasses.

But as I stood looking upon them from a field whence a
hare had started and a man was harrowing the poor land, 1
could hear the cry of the sea and smell its salt breath, and
then I knew the dunes were full of the everlasting ring of
the sea, a monument of her changefulness, instability, and
wanton form and conduct.—That was their other charm.

As the seas break upon the coast and eat the land, so
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the crumbling dune, the sand-developed flora of silver-weed and
thistles acting as postillions, moves in stealthily and eats the
flat land. As the sea is now smooth, now in curved hollows,
now full of gloomy caverns and bright crests, so are the
sandhills, as the nesting dotterels know full well. And like
the sea, the sandy waves burst into powdery drops—for they
twain are twins eternal—encroachers on the land.

I walked through the warrens tunnelled by rabbits and
littered with wreckage left from some ill-fated vessel, and
mounted the slippery ascent to the gap where the fishermen
passed to their boats lying without the sandy fortalice, when I
came full face with the sea and saw through the sand-coloured
gap, as through a frame, the matchless green and pearly ocean
wrapped in a grey mist—the waters edged with white ribbons
of foam that faded away down the wet sea-beaches. And
again I felt the character of this marshland scenery—a speck
of interest floating in a field of sameness, a form of composi-
tion beloved by the artists of the Land of the Rising Sun.

And I sat upon a piece of wreckage streaked with cracks
and tunnelled with gloomy bolt-holes, all studded with bent
and flake-rusty bolts, the windward hollows filled with blown
sand, and listened to the two-voiced sea, the near irregular,
splashing clamours of the foaming waves as they broke upon
the shifting shore, and the distant deep-toned, regular hum of
the working sea-bottom, a music steady and sure, sounding as
if the pivot upon which the world spun round was grinding
in its bearings out there beneath those green and pearly
fields.






IX

A BRAVE MARE

<L is all in the breed,” said Lady Gussy, re-
: ferring to a nowveau riche who had been
guilty of a petty meanness, for such are
the most self-seeking in the world. <He’s
cracked in the heels,” continued her lady-
ship, with one of her archest looks and piquant expres-
sions.

<And so it is all in the breed, for your well-bred un never
gets the grease,” agreed an old warrior.

¢It’s all in the breed,” said the marsh farmer who owned
the Irish steer, and so said the marsh farmer who owned the
sturdy English mare.

There had been a thaw that February, but the wind had
suddenly shifted to the nor’east, and a wind-frost had laid
the mere and dikes with ice as thick as the farmer’s middle
finger was long, and had made the roads slippery as glass.

The marshman, however, went round with his coil of
rope and dog in the cold February twilight to see if his six
horses, feeding, tails to the wind, on the frozen marsh, were

safe, and returned to his lone cottage shivering, for the nor’-
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easter had freshened and brought snow-powder and hail-
shot in the snow-squalls.

At daybreak the old man started again, under the light
of the wintry stars, on his rounds over the marshes. As he
walked by a trickling spring, a snipe flew up, scaping, and
as his big boots crushed over the frozen marsh he started a
lark from her warm form in the lee of a knob of rush. He
recognised his horses by their steaming breath; they were all
huddled together by the gateway, rubbing their shaggy coats
against each other for warmth. But there were only five:
Jinny, the big nine-year-old dark-bay brood mare—she was
in foal, too—was missing. The old man looked over the dark
levels, and began to follow the silvery line of the dike, walk-
ing along towards the river-wall, when suddenly the icy ice-
way was broken by a dense, ill-shapen object. Approaching,
he found Jinny in the dike, only her head, withers, and
rump showing above the broken glaze and water. As he came
up to her she placed her fore-feet on the ice, made a lunge
forward, and began calmly to feed on the poor crop of grass
growing on the bank. The old marshman saw she had
broken her way some fifty yards through the thin ice, and
already her jagged path through the glaze had frozen with a
darker, thinner, more streaked 1ice; the shore too was
closely cropped all along her track. As the old man called
her affectionately, Jinny looked up in the dark, and then
resumed her feed. The old man looked at his rope, but he
knew his feeble strength could never drag that powerful mare

from the icy slime, so he hurried home to the farm for help.






X

BLACK AND GOLD

JJOWARDS the evening of an April day the
blue, hard sky, dried and polished by the
easterly wind, grew pied around the horizon

with dark, low-lying clouds, fantastic in shape,

floating slowly and tranquilly across the arid
sky, for the wind had gone to the north-east, whence come
snow-squalls and icy hail.

As the sun sank below the dull green marshland, the
clouds gathered all round the horizon, and all round the
pale blue dome there seemed to rise from the marshes
numberless tiny clouds, ill-shapen in form and frowning in
mien, black, sluggish vapour — forms that later became
edged with silver as the pale golden disc of the moon came
from behind and peeped forth from between their ragged
hollows.

Shortly they floated past the waning bright dise, flattened
in its left cheek, oscillating as does the mimic landscape at
the play.

When the clouds had passed, the moon floated clear in

its pale blue ground, and took on a pure silvery colour; and
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boat, much thought of by the amphibian, was selected to
race The Little Maid.

The little racer was taken from the reed-thatched boat-
house, where a tomtit had already built its nest, drawn up
to the staith, where the iron ballast was shipped, the yew-
fir mast stepped, the sail bent to the big yards, and the boat
made fit for the match. 7%e Young Rover looked, and was,
a bigger boat, longer by nearly two feet, but both carried
about the same spread of canvas—ell-set balance lug-sails.

After tossing for ‘lays’—the course, about three miles
in length, having been settled on—the broadsman, who had
lost the toss, got into Z%e Little Maid, and the amateur,
whose watermanship was yet untried, took 7%e Young Rover
in hand. A fine nor’-westerly breeze was blowing an ex-
hilarating air, that made the cuckoos call loudly from the
coppices as the old watermen assembled beneath the budding
willows to watch the contest. There were some grumbling
that the untried amateur should have to show Z%e Young
Rover’s prowess against the experienced amphibian, who was
accounted the cleverest small-boat sailor on the lagoon ;
still the amateur was cool, and as the referee gave the word,
‘Two rounds, and luff round all stakes except the first,” the
competitors sailed up to the winning-post, and getting in
line, the word was given, < Off!’

Sheets well pulled in, and away they went down to the
first stake with a three-quarters’ wind, sitting their boats
as steadily as a swan swims. Gradually 7%e Young Rover
drew ahead, and then the clever old sailor in The Little
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Maid, ashamed to get alee the amateur, held his course,
went round the first stake, pulling in his sheet and going
away leading down to the second stake, three-quarters of a
mile distant. Directly 7%e Little Maid turned the stake
she shot up into the wind and away she darted, sailing
closer than 7%e Rover, whose straight, low lines and small
tiller rendered her awkward to handle, for her sail could
not be pulled in for fear of her filling—indeed, she had been
turned over many a time. However, the amateur held the
lead to the second stake, and luffing round that, started
away back, close-hauled, for the stake three-quarters of a
mile off.  But here The Little Maid proved her superiority :
she kept luffing up to the wind, and shot ahead and
reached the stake first, starting off to tack across to the
starting-stake.

As the two boats came tacking up to windward the
amphibians swore terrible oaths. They accused the amateur
of knowing nothing about sailing, saying he didn’t know
one end of a boat from the other, he didn’t let her go, he
didn’t know how to put a boat about, and so on.

The amateur, however, held on, for he had long ago
discovered his tiller was too small and his boat wouldn’t
handle ; moreover, she was leaking, and would soon become
water-logged.

However, away they started on the second round; and
finally T'he Little Maid won by a hundred yards, the amateur
bringing his boat up half full of water to the shore, where
the amphibians stood with long faces.
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The amateur soon shot ahead and raced past Z'he Little
Maid, luffing round the stake first, but immediately he got
on the wind T%e Little Maid began to pick-up, and before
the second stake was reached the old broadsman had shot
past The Young Rover.

Then the amphibians on the bank began to swear and
criticise and mob the amateur, for T%e Young Eover could
neither turn nor handle, and this was all attributed to the
amateur’s bad watermanship.

As they tacked up to the starting-stake and luffed round
it the umpire registered the times—

(1) The Little Maid : time, 87 minutes.
(2) The Young Rover: time, 39 minutes.

And away they went for the second round of three miles,
running down to the first stake, leading to the second stake,
and leading back to the first stake and round it, tacking
to the starting-place, and so finishing the second round
thus :—

(1) The Little Maid : time, 39 minutes.
(2) The Young Rover: time, 43} minutes.

The broadsman sailed in to the starter smiling with
triumph ; the amateur sailed in looking grim but collécted.

After throwing two bags of ballast out of 7%e Liitle
Maid, and moving the two remaining sand-bags, the amateur
took his seat in his own boat and the broadsman took Z%e
Young Rover.

‘Now you’ll see The Young Rover trosh to windward

like a racehorse. Now we shall see what she’ll do, when
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she’s properly handled,” said the irate natives. Away the
boats started amid much excitement, 7%e Young Rover
leading to the first stake; but directly the first stake was
passed the amateur in Z%e Little Maid shot up to windward
and went sailing past The Young Rover, and as the natives
watched 7%e Little Maid showing a clean pair of heels,
they marvelled open-mouthed.

Away went The Little Maid’s skipper down and up the
lagoon, luffing round the stake and handling his little boat like
a thing of life ; and the umpire recorded the first round—

(1) The Little Maid : time, 40 minutes.
(2) The Young Rover: time, 42 minutes.

*Our boat will pick him up the second round,’ they said,
as the boats ran down before the wind; but the amateur
only increased his lead, and came in a winner by five minutes,
the times of the second round being—

(1) The Little Maid : 36 minutes.
(2) The Young Rover: 41 minutes.

And as the boats sailed up to the staith the old
broadsman in The Young Rover looked crestfallen, and re-
marked he was never so sucked in in all his life. The owner
of The Young Rover blushed purple; and several of the
critics who had been abusing the amateur came up and told
him they had mobbed him, that they couldn’t believe their
eyes when he won, and that he had sailed as well as the
old broadsman. And the old broadsman turned and said—

‘Yes, he is nigh as good as me. I told you so.’

¢Well, well,” said an old amphibian, who had been loudest
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in his abuse of the amateur, ‘I’ll never speak about a man
sailing a boat no more, unless I see whether his boat be
right first. There was I laying it on to the awkwardness
of the gentleman, and arter all he hev done the quickest
round in both boats.’

But one old fellow in the corner stood muttering that
he didn’t believe the little warmin of a jolly could beat their
boat, and he’d sail the old broadsman.

The amateur offered a money prize, and away they started,
the unconvinced broadsman in Z%he Young Rover, and the
amateur’s rival in Zhe Little Maid. The Little Maid passed
The Young Bover before the first stake in running before
the wind, and the old amphibian was so surely beaten at
the end of the first round that he gave in with curses. The
times were—

The Little Maid: 37 minutes.
The<Young Rover: 44 minutes.

And after all, the much-abused amateur had sailed the
quickest rounds of any—

In 7%e Little Maid in 36 minutes.
In The Young Rover in 39 minutes.

But the amateur’s reputation, as well as that of his boat,
was securely established from that day on the broad, and
the amphibians discovered that, after all, he had learnt from
a ‘native, and ‘as he often lay on the lagoon, he was just
like one of themselves.’

And the amateur, as he sat in his saloon at dinner, felt

the seat rising and falling, and the sides of the cabin seemed


















XIV
A STUDY IN GOLD AND BLUE

HEY stirred the inmost pulses of my being,
those vast watery wastes of yellow reed-beds
and azure waters, dividing and spreading, in

broad channels and narrow dike-ways, through

the yellow-branched screen of trees edging this
strange, wild land, and beating, in each drop of their blue
circulations, with the great tidal pulse of life—the never-ceasing
ebb and flow—a subtle influence that swells the water under
the bridges by the mills, where the swallows fashion their
warmly lined nests from the ooze that caresses the distant
stalks of the farthest reed-beds, that glow in the bright sun
and are waved by the cold wind that steals over the crests of
the marram-knit dunes.

Outside these shifting sand-dunes, where the gay swallows
hunt for flies in the summer afternoons, the same influence
is working, rolling in the great breakers that beat upon the
shifting beaches, battling into thin spray, and rushing up the
smooth sands with a sharp, sweeping hiss; then they yellow
the atmosphere as the broken, frothy water rushes back to the

sea, dragging the smooth pebbles in its mighty grip, singing


















XVI
BIRD'S SLEEP

F you have listened to the voices of the night
season after season, and you do not look
about you keenly, you may infer birds never

sleep, and go away like many a philosopher,

having seen but one side of the twy-faced
shield. For birds do sleep. Need I tell you that the lark
sleeps in a grassy form on the marsh bottom, as you shall
know by her dung. The wagtails and peewits, too, sleep
on the marshes, whilst the little ¢blackcaps’ roost where the
rats forage in the sedge and rush, dreaming perhaps of the
harriers that roost on the wall, or heaps of poled litter
that dot the marshland, or on the dry ¢ hills,” as the slightest
elevations in the marshland are called, for all things go by
comparison.

Every hedgerow, too, is filled with sléeping finches ; most
empty holes in trees have their living tenants, either wren or
tit, and the lower branches of trees afford minstrel thrushes
a cosy bed, whilst the reed-beds are warm dormitories for

reed-warbler and reed-pheasant, for rail, coot, and water-hen,
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the roofs seemed to round off their figures and fill their faces
with understanding, and in those visits I would meet strange,
and often stranger-spoken, men and women and children,
dressed in fantastic and grotesque colours that offended me,
for T had only known the delicate silver-grey of the heron's
back, and the delicate orpiment of the iris, and the pale blue
of the skies, and these coarse colours hurt me, as a rough
surface passed over the face hurts it. But these people
brought forth strange fluids in bottles, and some were sweet
and good, and they had dainty ways of preparing food that
I knew not of; but they were so sluggish and lazy that I
noticed they did not enjoy these things as they might have
done, and their fat and shapeless bodies told me they ate
too much.

When my senses were lulled by the sweet and pleasant
drinks and foods, I to some extent forgot the terrible
oppression and blows their crude-coloured and shapeless
clothes had given me. I thought in my surfeit that to lead
such a life might be pleasant; but I was soon undeceived, for
as soon as they had shut their mouths from eating they
opened them to bite their neighbours, and all manner of lies
and calumnies crawled out, as out of a foul pit; and they
instructed me, and I learned how they were always fighting in
a stealthy, womanish way with their tongues, and the black
arts of vanity and calumny, for I too liked fighting, but as
a man.

But I saw when I revisited some of the largest of that

cluster of houses that the men concealed themselves in the
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same kind of dresses so that they might the better fight their
stealthy fight, and they came not armed as a knight, with a
blazoned shield, but like a gliding snake, all of one colour.
And I watched and saw how men rotted in their cities, as
they called these houses, and how they were soft-hearted, and
could not bear pain nor fatigue, but ran about like roaring
wolves, greedily devouring in the moment women as they
did pears—for all things to them were labelled to be eaten
or not, and most cared only for things to be eaten. And
they spent their days in backbiting, and robbing, and
struggling to gather up heaps of gold to buy more luscious
things, for they dwelt not on the virtue of the thing, but,
like ravening animals, tore greedily their food, and adjudged
it rich and rare by the number of gold pieces it cost.

Then I found there were some wiser, who sought none of
these things, but they were thin and hungry-looking, like a
starved snipe when the wind and frost bind the water-brooks ;
but I heard they were accursed with the gift of pale thought,
that sicklied o’er their lives, and they told me that these pur-
sued a painted moth called Vanity; for in that strange world
some were proud that they should know more than their fellows.

And I would have learned other things, how the people
of these houses thought themselves so superior to the people
of the marshes, but they were not; and it is said that one
day the men of the marshes intended to arise and burn all
the red houses, and take the beautiful women therein and
breed up a new race, beautiful and strong, brave and hard,
growing like the oaks.
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CUCKOO-TIME

——=n~ HE soft breezes, moist and warm, blew from
| the south-west, filling the air with midges and
the marshlands with small brown caterpillars ;

the swallows had come for the flickering bands

of midges, and the cuckoo’s breakfast was
awaiting him all unconsciously, for his early food is the
brown caterpillar, occasionally varied by a dish of fine, fresh
mavis’s eggs.

The sun shone brightly, and the fenland, now growing
tinged with green, stretched far away to a distant coppice,
all blue in the morning sunshine, when suddenly the first
welcome sound echoed through the still, soft landscape,
the six clear notes of the blue cuckoo breathed from the
sleeping, blue distance, immediately calling to mind
the Welsh and English saying, that the cuckoo’s voice is
not clear until he shall have sucked a number of blue mavis’s
eggs. The Saxon peasant believes too that his years are
numbered even as the number of the cuckoo’s notes first

heard by him in the springtide,












XIX
FINE LADIES

SIHEY were fine, well-formed, fresh, good-looking
village maidens, and they were being educated
to be ladies. Their hard-working father had
risen in the world, for his heart, like that of

all true men, was in his work. Indeed, his
work was his second self, and in this case his dearest self,
for his aspirations were neither self-seeking nor spiritual.

Next to his work he loved his wife, as all good men do.
He would have reversed the order in which I placed the
objects of his affections,—so would most true men,—but a
man’s heart is hidden to himself.

His wife was a joyous, sensuous woman, all pulse and
dash. She loved soft and gay raiment, was naturally refined
and possessed of good taste, for to drop an aspirate, or eat
peas with her knife, was impossible to this splendidly moulded
woman; with hair like bulrush down, and an eye the colour
of speedwell. Moreover, she was faithful, and his daughters
were his own—his very own. This splendid woman was
faithful, because she realised—for she had brains— how her

tame and rather methodical husband spent never a farthing
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on himself, and gave her all his increasing income to lavish
on herself and daughters, whilst he went about his tasks
in old clothes, like unto those worn in the days of his early
struggles; for habit is the strongest of masters.

Moreover, this joyous queen was grateful to him in her
way ; she never murmured at the dull life led by her in
the commonplace little town, but ate, and drank, and
dressed richly, and tossed the money about freely, even
unto waste. And yet the poor round about prospered: this
prodigality blew cold joints and stale bread in plenty to the
neighbouring cottages.

As her children grew up, this darling of the sun, whose
fine, smooth features began to mark with crows’ feet, spent
her time in educating them, for she was determined they
should be ladies, though, good soul, she had no more idea
what the word meant than the raw Scotsman knows the
meaning of wit—wut, he would say.

They were taught to play the piano, and they confused
coarse emotions with music, and preferred Offenbach to
Beethoven, and ¢ The Song of the HaH,’ to ¢ The T'wa Corbies.’
They, too, dressed brightly, neither crudely, primitively, nor
in sham aesthetic gowns; but they could not attain the per-
fect tonist in dress, for such an one requires to be born an
artist. One would wear a light blue ribbon with brown
tailor-made coat, and say it was refined ; but a different shade
of brown upon brown was a mystery as hidden to them as
the cipher on the stone of Rosetta. Their jewellery was

commonplace in manufacture, but not vulgar either in carat
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or quantity. The big mother had too good taste to lend
herself unto such trinkets, for instinctively she felt that a
gleaming jewel to complete the ensemble of the costume
must be used as carefully as a note of colour in a decorative
scheme. Indeed, your most artistic people never wear
jewellery for its own sake, save when dressed for the
evening. Your greatest artist wears no blazing diamonds
upon his fingers, but leaves that to coarse beer-sellers and
prosperous traders. Suffice it to say, none of them possessed
a string of pearls, those perfect jewels when encircling a
lovely woman’s throat.

When the large-hearted mother had taught them what
she knew that was ‘genteel,” they were forbidden to sew or
to go into the kitchen under any pretext; they were sent
to school to learn a string of doubtful stories called history ;
they were taught geography—four pages a day,—grammar
(Lindley Murray), and other vain matters, and in the fulness
of time the proud mother looked upon five jolly, fresh,
brightly dressed ‘ladies,” who were so educated that they
could not sew a button to their gloves, and knew not how
to make a cup of tea or boil an egg. But most of all they did
not know the value of money; the father always gave them
plenty.

But alas for the methods of the middle-class! no gentle-
man mistook them for ladies ; they could not understand those
men who were very jolly, and kind, and humorous, but never
offered marriage.

One day, one—the eldest—who was really very friendly






XX
GROWING WEATHER
HE innkeeper had just muzzled the closely
reefed sails of his little mill, that had been

crying Tilk-Talk all day, as her rusty and

simple machinery threw the water off the

slad into the lagoon. The postillions of
the storm—some big, gleaming drops of water—sent him
hurriedly to his home amongst the elms, as they galloped
past him and brought up with patterings upon my window-
pane.

Closely fastening the transparent glass so that I could,
with difficulty, see the tethered mill-sails tugging doggedly
at the mooring-rope, which was, however, a stout bit of
hemp, I sat in a delightfully artificial, exotic atmosphere,
for the little tortoise-stove, with her red mouth open two
inches wide, burned with a smothered rage on my right,
whilst the storm shrieked and blew in through the inch of
window left open to windward. The atmosphere within the
boat being a delightfully impartial and tranquil one, the
curtain blew idly about the saloon; the rings rattled, and
blocks and ropes on the mast played drum-taps to the merry

piping of the wind.
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The marshman had said in the morning that this was
‘growing weather,” the constituents of which are a warm
temperature, rain, and blowy weather, so an oracular old
person, wearing a moleskin cap, and complaining of lum-
bago, informed me. Yes, he persisted that he had seen
turnips and mangolds grow as much (he did not say
whether in girth or height) in one day in such weather
as they did in a week of mild, ungrowing weather.

‘The wind work ’em about, that make ’em grow,” he said,
with a knowing wink.

And it is true. I have seen vegetation move, as you
may see the short hand of a clock move, after the southerly
or south-westerly gale in early spring. But the old man did
not know that was a fecundating wind, as the pale flowers
of grasses, trees, and other wind-fertilised plants know.

Moreover, the wind had blown the water across the
lagoon, and the water in my narrow mooring bay struck
there wider and higher than it did at sunrise. The fury of
the squalls at times shook my table, and brought curious and
adventurous drops of rain to my paper, but still a fulfar on a
marsh holl began to sing its love-song ; the unceasing fury of
the storm, however, stopped the beatings of its speckled throat,
for the wind is like his brother musicians, filled with jealousy.
He was determined no music but his own pipings and drum-
mings, his own wave-lappings and wind-cracklings, should be
heard ; and yet once or twice the gay storm-cock again and
again essayed to add his wild notes to the storm, for a brave
heart, though enslaved, is never killed.












XXIV
A NIGHT WALK IN EARLY SPRING

PRIL 4th. Spring had come in dry and bright,
and the sere marshes and green reeds looked
thirsty in the setting sun, as they stood like

sentinels along the river-banks, looking out

for the first swallows, which had that evening
flown in from the sea, and hawked low for the midges circling
about the reed-stalks.

It was midnight as I passed through the wood, already
turning green under the hot, bright day, but never a sound
could I hear. No animal called ; not a cock-pheasant moved
restlessly ; no sitting wild-duck left the carr; the very silence
of the moonlit night filled one’s senses with a primeval thrill
of alertness, such as must have filled the hearts of our
ancestors when some savage beast rushed from its lair in
the peaceful wood; but nothing could I hear till I left the
wood, and walked along the marsh-wall towards the mist-
masked river. As I walked along beneath the dim light the
dikes gleamed and resounded with frogs disturbed in their
nocturnal love embraces. So quick were they that the silent,
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the stem and drink, for his soul must be fettered in sleep
or ever the charm worketh. But to him that holdeth the
birchen emblem there is no fame, and his path shall be hard,
even unto death, for he must live ever for his ideal, and not
in glorious riches, as the possessors of the poppy, and he has
no reward; and if he be not reviled of men, yet shall he
get no fame, nor shall his name be in men’s mouths, but he
shall have ever a green strength, for the virtue will never
depart from the birchen twig, and that shall be his only
reward, that he may live for his ideal.

‘Now choose, my son,” said the beautiful lady with the
shining face, and she held both hands towards me; and I
heard myself make answer in a far-off voice—

‘Sweet lady, when I was yet a child, a fair lady wove
a birchen wreath for me, and she placed it with her own
dainty hands upon my head, so I had no choice.’

And the lady smiled a sweet smile.

‘But your choice, what is your choice, my son ?’

And T felt troubled in my sleep, and said—

‘Sweet lady, the white milk of the poppy is sweet, but
the green sap of the birch is sweeter.’

And I felt the white arms of the fair woman around me,
and she pressed me to her glowing bosom, where I forgot all

things until I was awakened by a crashing noise. The sail
had jibed.
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to flow wildly and healthily through my body, just as the sap
was rising in the young plants on the marshland.

As I dressed, I could hear from my window the voices of
the birds over the marshland ; larks were carolling, and over
there by the grey-green willow-carrs snipe laughed, and away
by that tossing reedy bed, crooning plaintively, were the frogs
in the dikes, who croaked and crooned their soft love-songs,
so long silent. But when I peeped forth into the fairy scene
my heart leapt within me. In the river before me the water
was richer and softer in colour; it looked like a living fluid
now, where fish might spawn, and not like unto the icy cold
mixture of gases, seen in the frail alembies of the laboratory.

But all round my horizon the landscape gleamed with
living colour ; the poor shrunken landscape of yesterday, with
its hard details, was now a fairy scene under the magic
touches of the dew and mist, and caressing south-westerly
wind.

Far away over the water, reeds that now appeared to
grow in picturesque clumps peeped with dark tassels over
the delicately blue trees in the uplands, forming a harmony
indescribable, a delicacy of colour inimitable.

And now the greenish-blue clumps of marshland had
grown more impressive and beautiful ; the hard little coppice
of yesterday was now a gorgeous fairy wood rising into
the ambient air, and soft fleecy clouds floated across the
pale, vapouring, grey-blue sky.

And as one looked over the noble harmonious scene
spreading beyond, to the foot of the land, the eye would settle
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peace, and softly wreaths of grey vapour arose from the
heated waters and ronds, and formed floating vignettes of the
most delicate, flawless, gossamer-like materials, and the silence
was so profound that for a moment the world seemed to
doze; but this still scene, with its delicate mist, only seemed
the clearer to accentuate the sounds coming over the distant
plains, the hoarse barkings of a watch-dog at a marsh farm,
the voices of children playing in a distant village.

Then these sounds died away, and the birds’ evensongs
filled the air; cuckoos called from the mists, all making that
peculiar rolling heard in the courting season ; reed-buntings
sang low, short, sweet notes, nor was their music drowned
by the plaintive calls of a male lapwing or the laughing of a
snipe, as it circled round and round over its nursery. There,
in the solemn silence, one could hear the curious distant
‘aho—ho—ho,” as the lowing herd walked slowly across the
marsh-wall homewards. Again there was a solemn silence,
broken presently by a whistling redleg, the short notes of the
elegant yellow wagtail, and cheerful twitterings of the sedge-
warblers.

Softly the whitening mists entirely veiled the fading
distance—mills, villages, farms, trees were gone, and though
the ships on the sea were just ringing their evening bells, still
the birds sang on; and as I listened I heard for the first time
that year the ticking song of the grasshopper-warbler sung
beneath the waxing moon that was silvering the gossamer
wrapped round the horizon.

But gradually the birds settled to sleep in their misty
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As T walked into the lamb-pens, where the woolly orphans
of the flock were fed from a large baby’s bottle, the little
flock of lambs ran to me; but when the shepherd’s boy
appeared with the glistening bottle, they left me and ran
to him, following him round the yard as they would have
done their dam—such is the love they bear their feeders, a
fact worthy the regard of streaming-eyed sentimentalists.

I saw the shepherd whetting his knife, and then suspected
the glass bottle was used upon this occasion merely as a
decoy, for soon the shepherd had seized a strong young tup,
some three weeks old, and holding it in his arms with its
back towards him, I saw the old shepherd with a deft cut
amputate the sac, and pressing the glistening root-like testes
from their beds, he seized each one between his teeth and
drew it forth by the root, as one draws a young radish from
the ground, and the lamb wriggled once or twice, and was
placed upon the ground a eunuch. Then with a quick
stroke of the knife the creature was deprived of its tail, when
it walked out of the shed and stood in a dazed fashion in
the sun, looking back, as if expecting some further surgery.
The little animal shivered once or twice, and its hind-quarters
seemed to contract and draw up, its ears falling backwards
on its stretched-out head. Then it moved a few steps
forward ; its hind-legs were partly paralysed, and seemed to
drag after like the legs of the wounded lion in Assyrian
bas-reliefs. A few drops of blood fell on to its fleece (senti-
mentalists should weep here); but alas! as the boy appeared
with the feeding-bottle the lamb forgot its little woes,
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and ran after him with ears shot forward and loosely closed
mo uths, as happy as the proud Bantam cockerel that flew with
a rakish air upon the quickly greening hedge surrounding the
sheep-pen.

In a paddock, two of the ewes I had seen the previous
night lying, great with young, in the moonlit straw, were
now suckling their new-born lambs, one of them rearing
the little offspring of a fever-stricken ewe as lovingly’ as
her own children; and such is the ¢filial* love of animals
—a mere instinct that compels them to love, and cherish,
and follow a glass bottle as they would their own dam;
and such the parental love of the gander, that is ever ready
to peck his intrusive offspring to death; and such is the
maternal love of the brute, a mere instinct, that compels
the female to protect the young creatures in her sight,
and to offer them the breast for her own relief. But in the
fulfilment of such instincts thevbird and brute may feel,
proportionately to their instincts, as deep-seated a satisfaction
as when the young mother suckles her babe; the young woman,
however, is richer than they in experience and emotion,
and she is sicklied o’er with foresight and retrospection,
attributes the sentimentalists would ascribe to the lower
brutes. But such are justified of their asthetic emotions,
and Landseer is their god, while some—not sentimentalists
—prefer to worship the lions of an unknown Egyptian.

M












BLACKTHORN WINTER 91

the bright mercury thread in the glass thermometer to blood-
heat. Yet the nor-easters came with force, snow-squalls
racing in speckled clouds athwart the brindled marshland,
contending with the storm and dancing before the reeds
driven before the wind ; for as you looked at the storm, with
your back to it, the colour of the marshland was deeper and
richer, and your heart danced with delight as your ears
were filled with the roar of the approaching squalls, and the
quiet crackling, like the beaded skirt of a dancing-girl, as
the snow-wreaths fell into the muffled river and melted.

The racing squalls grew faster and more furious, dancing
over the reddish rushes until they faded away into a bright
luminous haze, where the marsh and sky met in a light halo
shining before the reed-tassels potently swayed to and fro
by the storm. And throughout the wild scene piped the
restless redshank, for his is the voice of the snow-spirit on
the marshland; and as you turned your face sideways, with
your right cheek to the storm, following him as he darted
through the strong lines of white, you saw there was a deli-
cate grey and luminous distance in that direction, and clouds
of snow swept like smoke across the distance, and the mills
and cottages loomed and rose into the grey, formless void,
looking like fairy palaces and spires floating on a luminous
mist, for the snow-squalls transfigured the distance, and you
saw a novel and lovely mirage across the brindled marshland.

And so passed the brief blackthorn winter, leaving behind
frosted figures on the dead grasses, and white streaks upon

the rushes.



























100 MARSH LEAVES

tench, for the large tench were not yet out of the mud,—
the weather was too cold and the skies too clear. He was
proud of his catch, for they were all full fish, weighing
from one to two and a half pounds each.

It had been his birthday the day before. I had made
him happy. He had been sorrowful for a moment when I
smiled as he told me it was his birthday, though at the
time he said nothing, but in the evening he handed me,
with a reproachful air, an old parchment with lavender
letters, his mariner’s certificate, made out on April 8th, 1828.
As I read the crumpled <Mariner’s Register Ticket,” No.
212,676, and looked into the weather-beaten, honest old face,
that day sixty-four years old, I felt reproved and sorry for
my light banter.

However, the bag of fish, netted in a private water for
me that day, showed there was no smouldering ill-will ; and
after a glass of ale at the wayside inn, where we talked fish,
I returned with my booty to the boat, and Jim took the
bream aside, and beneath a budding willow, where sat a white
wagtail among the ivy leaves. As he was scraping off the
scales and skinning the big bream—for you must flay your
bream,—a merry-faced girl came up, turning her bright door-
key upon her shapely forefinger.

¢What have you got there?’ she asked, unabashed, and
as I looked into her face T found one eye was a beautiful
brown and the other as black as a sloe; and as she returned
my look she seemed to laugh a double laugh with her different-

coloured eyes. She was lively, and would help to clean
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the fish, so we all skinned them and scraped the backbones
white as a hound’s tooth, and then, placing them in salt
and water for some minutes, we paused and chatted with
the variegated-eyed maid. But she was equal to us; and
when the fish was rinsed, and drying in the cool breeze, she
ran off, avoiding the awkwardness of a farewell.

. . . The fire was roaring, and a hard juicy fish, with the
roes of five others, were soon sputtering and sprinkling the
boiling oil on to our hands, stinging them like pricks of
needles.

. . . And then to the feast; the rich brown outside, the
tender steaks, and the delicate brown flakes with their
crackling were before us; that is the titbit of the bream.
"I'was a delicious meal; and after every vestige of the flesh
was gone I fell upon the red-brown roes, and when I had
finished this delicious dish I reflected on the insolence of
the salmon-killer, who smiles when you talk of eating bream,
and on the all-knowing cockney who prefers to eat bream
in summer.

Your bream is at its best when the kingeups blaze on
the river-side and the first sand-martins are fluttering over
the bistre water for the early sluggish flies—that is the bream
season. And if you cook him as I have told you, this is a
dish for honest men, such as shall turn you fishermen the
very next year as soon as the speckled thrush begins to sing
among the ivy leaves, for at that season the black-backed

bream are savoury with the perfume of river water.
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urchins their play, and then followed sounds of muffled
mirth as lovers parted at their lonely doors, and all was
still in the village; only the cry of a restless child reached
my ear from the sleeping hamlet.

Still the mist wreathed and swept above the river, blown
by the softest of night-breezes, and a dog bayed at the moon,
in a lonely farmhouse across the whitening marshland, for
a rime frost with delicate fingers was painting the mysterious,
reposeful landscape. All the tribe of birds seemed to feel
the chilling influence of the frost-crystals which now sparkled
in the bright night light, and the nocturnal and mysterious
silence was broken by the low, far-off whistles of the red-
shank, the wild spirit of the marshland, the contented and
comfortable call of the night-feeding water-hen, as.she ate
amongst the gloomy and broken old gladen stalks, and the
plaintive cries of the green plover, to which the sportive
cock replied by whistling and circling through the misty
moonlight, calling to his hen, ¢ Three lovelocks I seek—week
after week,” and bustling about her as a young and ardent lover
about his fair mistress. VWhen he settled upon the marsh
and folded his bronze-green wings, there was a Iull in the
voices of the April night, and all nature seemed to sleep pro-
foundly, except the mist, which glided mysteriously down the
bosom of the river. But this slumbrous peace was disturbed
by the childlike ery of a young lamb that the frost-
whitened ground sent shivering to his dam, and the invisible
snipe began to drone through the pale grey-blue dome—
the drumming sounding in the still night more like the quick
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anchored. As I notched my stake and got it level with the
slack, some time behind the almanac time at the harbour
bar at the other end of the river, I lit my pipe in the warm
April south-easterly breeze, which rose, hastily blowing the
idle lagoon into ripples, and raising the water in my little
drain a quarter of an inch. One squall heavier than the other
actually blew the water from the other end of the lagoon,
quickly raising the water over half an inch; but as the wind
dropped the water fell back, but not so far as it had risen,
for the great body of the lagoon was rising—the legitimate
rising of the tide.

With the top of the tide the wind shifted from the westerly
to the north, and away the tide began to run in the cool
glittering evening, and an inch was gone in a moment, and
I feared me my little drain would empty. But with the
setting sun the wind dropped, and by the bright starlight I
saw the local disturbance had re-balanced itself, for the water
was rising as it returned from the far end of the broad; but
still it never returned to high-water mark, and kept on slowly
but surely falling, imperceptibly if looked at steadily for a
few moments at a time, for the subtle forces of Nature often
work so slowly that the eye cannot follow the changes,
except at intervals: it is like watching the small hand of
a watch.

It was nearly midnight when I returned to the tell-tale
stake with a lantern, the water-hens calling and moving
warily on the rond, looking for the eggs I saw them robbed

of that afternoon. And there was the water; it had fallen
Q
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by the water that burned a light in the windows all night
long, and I marvelled, for the poor seldom waste. In one
cottage, I heard, was a sick baby, in another lived a curious
old man, whose ways were wanton, and in the third lived a
newly-married couple, and from my inquiries I discovered
that many a cottager is timid at night, and burns a candle to
keep off ghosts.

With the tide, the mysterious actions of that young
couple worked all night long in the watch-lamp.

By day many quaint old water-side folk drew down, and
told me what they had seen in their days.

One wherryman told me he had drunk fresh water out
of the river at the distant sea-port, and salt water as high
up as Heigham Bridge. Another told me he had seen the
tide run down for three days and three nights through
Yarmouth Harbour, though the water had risen a little at
flow—indeed I had seen as much myself.

An old fisherman told me how they often caught sea-
shrimps in the lagoon, and one old man said he had caught
a sea lampern, ‘all gay as a Poll parrot,’ about four pounds
in weight, and another had seen a sprat, a veritable sprat,
caught on the ‘fresh-water’ lagoon, and many old bearded
men with gaunt eyes spoke of the number of dead fish
they had seen when, after long spells of dry easterly and
south-easterly winds, the wind had suddenly shifted to the
nor-west on the German Ocean, and sent the hot spring-
tides right up on to the lagoon in such an unadulterated form
that the fish were killed; for your bream and perch thrive
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SUNDAY AFTERNOON

resounding far over the marshes, through the
rolling, palpitating heat-waves, their soft, sweet

voices adding to the subtle influence of peace

that seemed to spread over the hot afternoon.
Not a figure was to be seen, though the flash of a red skirt
passed like a meteor through the dry branches of the leafless
hedgerow.

When the church bells ceased a starling sitting on the
highest point of a mill-sail took up the music and sang softly,
more quietly than a mavis, though some of its sweet notes
at times recalled his neighbour; but often the note was
that of a sparrow, or at times the teams’ trappings set to
music. Presently the starling too ceased his love-song and
flew off into the blue; and in the sleeping white afternoon
quietness two lads came from a cottage with long ash-poles,
fitted with snares, for they were in search of small pike
basking in the dikes, or, mayhap, a larger speckled fish in
the delirium of spawning. They went along the dike-side,

bright with kingcups and bordered by yellow reed, till one
R




































A DAY WITH THE RATS 139

and found a pile of roots, many of them eaten hollow by
the vermin, but never a rat was to be seen.

Old Bob then went to his ferret-bag and brought out a
fine buck polecat ferret, and a white ferret, and put them
into holes beneath the sty, whilst Potter stood on the
marsh with his gun fixed on a spot between the large holes
and the hedgerow, and the dogs stood at attention between
the sty and the hedgerow; they knew where the rats would
bolt. Soon there was the squealing of a rat in the ferret’s
grip, and several rats’ heads appeared at the different holes,
and many bolted for the hedge, and then Peter and Ned
were busy barking and seizing them by the middle of the
body, shaking the life out of them, and there was an
uproar in that quiet garden,—the rats squealing, the dogs
barking, and Potter’s gun going off every now and then as
a rat crossed his mark.

The polecat ferret had meanwhile got his rat by the
throat, and old Bob drew the pair forth, taking the still
living rat from the ferret and throwing it on to the open
ground. The ferret darted after it and seized it; the rat
began to squeal, but the ferret kept turning him over and
over, regardless of the squeals, until at last the rat gave up
the ghost, its sharp chin and cruel eyes turned up to the
blue sky.

In a short time not a rat was left by the pig-sty or
faggot-heap, for the ferrets went into the holes and came
forth empty-mouthed. But nine large rats lay dead, and the
escaped were in the hedgerow. The ferrets were then put on
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to the hedgerow, and as I watched the big buck polecat it
began to snuff the ground like a hound and run along the
hedge, soon entering a large hole. Presently I could hear a
rat squealing in the hole near by, and, sure enough, his tail
was just visible hanging out of the dark gallery. He had
evidently tried to back out and was caught.

¢ Pull him out if you can,’ said Bob, ‘and see the sport.’

So I seized the great tail and pulled with all my strength,
but never an inch would the ferret yield; so I renewed my
efforts, and suddenly away came the skin of the rat’s tail in
my hand. I had cleanly peeled its tail, yet the ferret had
not given an inch. It was useless to pull then, so we waited,
and presently the great ferret came forth with his prey. In
a short time there was not a rat to be seen or turned. forth,
and fifteen lay dead.

We returned along the bare hedgerow into the marsh-
land, and jumped the dikes on our way home, scattering the
flocks of chaffinches, bramblings, and greenfinches and land
buntings feeding on the cultivated marshes, and finding the
wings and feathers of two ‘mocking rooks’; relics left by the
rats that had ‘ cleaned them up.’

On our return to Bob’s cottage he opened a rat, discovering
the steaming entrails, which brought forth a family of ferrets
to feed. They closed round the corpse with blazing eyes,
arched backs, and ears laid back, and began to feed, and the
old doe crunched the head and shoulders with fierce appetite,
whilst old Bob smiled satisfied, and Peter and Ned lay on
the wall looking at him.















LVI
LOVE-TIME

M HE robin dreamt in the drowsy walnut-tree,
| whose soughing foliage was just dozing to
sleep in the cool night-breezes, for the sickle-
moon had taken the duties of a watchman,

and all vegetation seemed to lounge about
the garden in unbuttoned garments; the leaves rustled
like a loose tag against a pretty instep, the white flowering
anemones wore their nightcaps, the vinery had been shut for
the night, and already the moisture of the budding grapes
was gathering in dew upon the large window-panes.

Puffs of fragrance from the sleeping flowers were carried
through the dark and silent alleys amongst the evergreens,
straggly elms, and shady sycamores.

The hens were roosting in their painted coops; even the
bats had gone to their beds, filled with flies gathered beneath
the dozing trees; but a white muslin dress floated like a moth
adown the trees, and all the music of the night breathed from
her stately form, as, gliding along the mossy tree-trunks, she
sped through the garden, filled with vague longings and
romantic thoughts—for the warmth of the evening had
breathed into her heart the desire for love.

But never a lover was there to see,
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eventide, for already the burning sun had gone down behind
broad spaces of rosy, grey, and yellow clouds, all reflected
in the burning river-spaces separated only by a grey-blue
forest of feathery, fairy-like trees, that stretched away round
the course of the skyline from a rosy windmill whose sails
sleepily turned in the drowsy evening, he finished his task.

As the harrower reached the end of his course he stopped,
and looked along the rosy dike, uttered a hasty exclamation,
and ran down the wall, his brightly polished boot-plates shining
like silver against the grey. Running on, he stopped before
the sad Irish steer, that lay helplessly in the black slime of
the dike, on its left side, its head turned sentimentally up-
wards, with spiritless, pleading eyes and dilating nostrils, for the
poor heedless animal had fallen into the water whilst drinking.

¢ Agra,’ muttered the boy, as he ran away up to the farm
and called the farmer, a big red-faced man, crying excitedly —

¢Shure! a steer is in the dike, and it’s dying !’

Farmer Elliot seized a single halter from the stable and
ran down the reed-marked road to the marsh with two men.

¢ Ay, it’s the Irish steer; the warmin’s got no pluck—he
just like the men, they give up at once!’ he cried, as he placed
the halter round the spiritless animal’s head ; and the three
stout Englishmen hauled the creature by main force from its
slimy bed on to the grassy shore.

When the feeble animal had recovered its breath one man
took it by the two ears, another by the tail, and the third by
its hind-quarters, and all pulled and shouted in unison. Thus
urged, the Irish steer rose trembling and shivering to its






LX
THE SPIDER AND THE FLIES

NE hot autumn morning I heard the flies
droning and buzzing sluggishly against a
dusty window-pane, which the autumn sun
made look still more dusty as I watched. I

remembered those sluggish flies were holding
their love-carnival, their last orgies before the winter cold
should kill them or render them too sluggish for love.

Like drunken rioters they chased each other across the
dusty glass, embracing sleepily, and as sleepily falling from
the backs of their drowsy lemans. As I watched I saw a
little spider begin to spin his web in a corner of the window-
frame. He was quick and active, and the trap was soon
ready, but as he span his silken meshes he seemed to detect
the drowsy and stupid state of mind the flies were in, the
observant little rascal. Leaving the web, he ran lightly to
that part of the pane where the flies were thickest, drew in
his legs, and lay silent as death. He mimicked the flies so
closely that from my chair I could not tell which was spider
and which was fly. His deceit was soon rewarded. An
amorous and besotted fly crawled sluggishly towards him,






LXI
RAIN AND MELANCHOLY

WAS awakened in the night by the sad sound
of the rain that dripped from my cabin-roof,
and as I listened to the sighing of the cold
easterly winds through the reed-beds, 1

seemed to feel why these night rain-storms
and night-sighing winds make one melancholy—it is the
extreme loneliness of the weeping storm.

Away, far away, on the wide, dark tracts of fen-land, the
rain-spirit was suffering, weeping, and sobbing, and filling
sleepless souls with strange musings, ‘that melancholy is a
deadly poison, more subtle than aconitia, more sapping than
intoxicants.’

This disease of the mind, born in the morbid, soon becomes
an epidemic, spreading over the emotional degenerates of a
race, and sapping the nation’s manhood, and woe to the
land where ‘sweet melancholy’ has found worshippers.

Brave men may have such fits, the gusts and tears of a
rain-storm may relieve their manhood bursting with woe, and
their tears may, like lonely night-rain, become twice blessed,
but such fits are in the sane but morbid moments to be
wrestled with in silence, and— conquered.
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Whereupon the lively young wife said to the old
labourer—

“You haven’t kissed me, Sam’; to which he replied—

‘No, but I ain’t lost the job.’

‘Well, come on, bor,’ she said, in her imperious way, and
she raised her glowing face towards the toothless old man,
who kissed her full lips right smartly.

The sail filled, the boat heaved on her side and bubbled
through the rough water, the buxom girl waving her hand-
kerchief, the old labourer with the protruding chin returning
her signals.

Old Noll made three good boards, and their sail dis-
appeared behind the budding willows and wavy reed-beds,
but her splendid figure still remained graven in my

memory.

Next morning at breakfast old Noll was rolling to the
staith drunk, his face covered with scratches, for he had
rolled into several bushes on his way home from the village,
whither he had piloted the queen.

All day he drank, when he was not abusing some stupid
young men who were trying to row their boat with their
sail up—crashing into the alder branches and exhibiting
their folly.

By evening he was quite drunk and his pilotage-money
gone, and as I looked out I saw him leaving in the cold night-
rain in his marsh-boat, the innkeeper and a crowd of water-

side wastrels hailing him as he knelt insecurely in his rocking






LXIII
THE VOICES OF THE REED

=<PRIL 21st, 3 am—Above, a grey formless
waste of vapour; below, the silent lagoon
stretching far away into grey pillars of mist;
and through the moist morning air a clammy
smell like fish. The night landscape had the
appearance of the primeval world—for through the broad

lagoon the dull masses of the reed-beds rose from the misty
grey face of the waters, and the stillness of the sleeping waters
was accentuated by the splashing of a fish in a reed-bush
close at hand. As I stood with a son of the fens beneath an
old dripping willow, there came a period of restlessness such
as birds show through the night-watches; a water-hen—that
embodiment of the voices of the waters—called ‘cro—ook’
through the heavy damp air, and then another called far away,
and in a moment, from all sides, the water-hens took up the
voice, and the quick shrill call of a coot finished the chimes,
and all was silent for a moment save for the soft metallic
croaking of a toad near by, and a deep mysterious noise like
the breathing of some monster of the deep at one moment,
and like the distant rolling of a drum to the beaded dresses
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of a dancing-girl’s at another. Then suddenly above this
deep regular undertone the cockerels began to crow all round
the lagoon, a dog barked, and the soft note of a swan feeding
close by could be heard; then there was another bark, and
the regular beat of the mysterious voice could be heard on
our right, the puzzled fenman listening, for the sound was
new to him; and as we looked on in the silence, through
the grey mists came a beautiful whistling chorus of red-legs,
their music softened by the mists; another lull, and the soft
and distant rustling of the dancers in the reed-beds took up the
soft lullaby, and no other sound could be heard save the call
of an owl, or splashing of some fish, or the twittering note
of an early sedge-warbler that sang its matins from a reed-
bed across the lagoon.

Again there was a lull in the voices of the night, but the
eternal and regular beat of the mysterious voice was there,
and all of a sudden the fenman’s face brightened in the grey
soft dawn, and he said—

‘It’s the wash of the ripple in the mud,” for a soft
genial air was blowing from the west, the life-giving breath
of spring.

As we stood gazing at the formless grey landscape, and
listening to the mysterious voice of the reed-birds, a lark
fluttered from her grassy bed on the marsh, and lo! the mist
began to lift, a pale blue colour crept into the sky, the reed-
tassels were defined and the distant trees and shores of the
lagoons showed grey, sharp, and clear, and in a few minutes
the soft, mysterious music in the reed-beds was drowned by
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to the door and opened it. Something flashed across the
sunlight, and little Polly forgot her ruddy fillet and her
pretty pinafore; her whole being seemed to have received
a shock; the world had vanished from her, and seemed to
be slipping away, away into the darkness down a deep
abyss.

. . . Then she seemed to awake and to hear distant voices,
and suddenly she knew she had received a terrible blow in
one of her black eyes; and little by little, as the bright
world came back to her, she recalled how she had opened
the door and saw little John Read throw a stone at her. She
remembered, too, the flash of the smooth pebble athwart the
sunlight; and now she realised it all, and, putting her hand
up to her face she felt a bandage over her right eye, and she
felt that she would never see the bright world again through
that eye. Big tears started into her eyes, and she looked
down and saw a few spots of blood upon the pinafore given her
on that bright day, and her little heart was wellnigh broken.

. The villagers had collected money, and four months
afterwards little Polly was playing Scotch-hop one June by
the dusty hedge, white with honeysuckle, when Annie Wynne
asked her to show her her glass eye.

Polly stopped, and the children gathered round eagerly
as she deftly took out the coloured glass globe, placing it
in little Annie’s brown hand. Annie gazed upon the china,
black and white, until a shout from a drover startled her,
as some wild Irish cattle dashed up the road, raising dust-

particles that gleamed in the fierce sunlight.



























