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RICHARD JEFFERIES AND COATE
THE LE\"IE-\ART OF A GREAT NATURALIST - = By REGINALD ARKELL
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certain critics [voung men with no wolves at their
heels) that more things go to the nnmakiog of a
masterpices than a faulty fountain-pen.  The
winnowing of Time brings ita rewards no less
than its ravages. Where there is no chaff there
is tip comm, and in the pramary of Hichard
Jeffories are many sacks of goodly grain,
Bat, with such a warted ootput of books,
no two readers seem on their relative
values, For ooe, the factual approach of Hedge
and His Masters; for another the more literary
angle of the later essays. Bevis has beon hailed
as the best boys' book in the language—and as
something very farremoved from that. Myself, [
would start a beginner on The Ademateny Peacher,
thereafter letting him follow his own nose,
There remuuins ke Stevy of My Heart, A
famous scientist onee told a small boy that if he
lay full length on the ground with his face in the
grass, held his breath and tried 1o thiok of noth-
ing, he would feel the earth godng round, Deing
something of a poet, Richard [efferies felt much
more than that. i o
It is wery proper that hia centenary shou
be celebrated at his birthplace, for almost
everything he wrote stemmed from boyhood
experiences round about his Wiltshire home.
Druring the next few weeks, masy of his admirers
will be wisiting Coate for the first time—to be
met al every step by some oddly familiar fea-
ture. Here is the exact setting of Meadow
Fhoughts ¢ the milestone “with the chipped in-
serption low down—' to Loodon, 78 mbles.’
So lar away, you see, that the very inscription
wad cut at the foot of the stone, since no one
woutld be likely to want that information, It was
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balf hidden by docks and nettles, despised and
unnotesd o . " Here, opposite the houwse,
with its high wall and the lime trees, is the {foot-
path “lost in the fields, as you might throst
a gtiek into the grass.” And here, in the attc
ander the roof. cne may still fook out through
the little window framed in pear-blossoo —just
as Uis did on the dav she went to the
Fair | Y was her study, ber thinking-room,
her privata chapel and praying-room, her one
place of solitude, silence, and retirement.”’

W you substitute Dick Jefferies  for
Amarylls, vou have an exact picture of the room
in which was cradled the mind of this great
natural historian. This bare attic was the norsery
of a5 opening intelligence. Here, when the wolves
of delit were bayving round the house, the young
authar courted that serenity of mind on which
work of the imagination depends. [t is probable
that the present occupber looks upon this attic
room with muixed feelings, It can have little
domestic value, bot to the sympathetic visitor
it proesents an empty stage on which imagination
an recoastruet the boyih enthusiazms of a
gcnim& not yet half awake,

Cnee Bichard Jeteres had left Coate tomake
his fortone i Losdon, he never returned to his
wld home, Yet, in his mind, he was never away
from it. Home, to Jefferies, was always “the
old house standing by the silent counlry road,
socluded by many a bong, Jong mibe and wet
again secluded within the great walls of the
garden,' Always, in his mind, he was returning
tor the farther end of that broad land of seventy-
nine miles, Whether in Sarbiton or Sussex, he
soemed to be standing at the attic window, loolk-
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ing through the pear-blossom across the meadows
where his bovhood had been spent, Across the
Mew Sea, acrazy boat with its home-made sal iz
manning before the wind . . . Up from the
Great Plain comes the clash of sword on swaord,
.« « At the door of the farmhouse Polly, the
dairymaid, stands, calling those two desperate
adventurers, Mark and Bevis, to their supper.
A tall elm throws a last shadow across the quiet
country road, . . . High inits hills, Liddington
Castle stands solitary guardian 1o the sleeping
Vale. . . .

Along the Sussex Downs and through the
Sussex Weald Jefferies foumd material for his
busy pen. Brighton amd Beacly Head Oguee in
The Open Air, and Clowalis Lase, included in
The Life of the Fields, is one of the best of the
esaays; but as, in the end, we iglanders alwavs
return to that bit of England that holds our
hearts, so Jefferies had to come back to Coate
for final inopiration, “No one ele"" he wriles
in My 0ld Village, “'seoms to have seen the
qu{e- on the brook or heard the music at the
hateh, ar to have felt back through the centories;
and when I try to describe these things to them
they loak at me with stolid incredulity. They
turn their faces away from me, so that perhaps,
afterall, [ was an, and there nover was any
such place or any such meadows, and [ was never
there, And, perhaps, in the couese of time, [ shall
finel put also, when I pass away physically that,
as g matter of fact, thers never was any earth.”

The walves wans very close at his heels when
he wrote that, for it was published after his
death at Goring, near Worthing, on Auagast 14,
1887, when he was onby thirty-eight years old,



