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1 Egdon Heath'

Thomas Hardy (1840—1928)

A Saturday afternoon in November was approaching the time’
of twilight, and the vast tract of unenclosed wild known as Egdon
Heath embrowned itself moment by moment. Overhead the hollow
stretch of whitish cloud shutting out the sky was as a tent which
had the whole heath for its floor.

The heaven being spread’ with this pallid screen and the earth
with the darkest vegetation, their meeting line at the horizon was
clearly marked. In such contrast the heath wore the appearance
of an instalment of night? which had taken wup its place before
its astronomical hour® was come: darkness had to a great extent
arrived hereon, while day stood distinct in the sky. Looking
upwards, a furze-cutter would have been inclined to continue work;
looking down, he would have decided to finish his faggot and go
home. The distant rims of the world and of the firmament
seemed to be a division in time no less than a division in matter.
The face of the heath by its mere complexion added half an
hour to evening; it could in like manner retard the dawn, sadden
noon, anticipate the frowning of storms scarcely generated, and in-
tensify the opacity of a moonless midnight to a cause of shaking
and dread.

In fact, precisely at this transitional point of its nightly roll into
darkness the great and particular glory of the Egdon waste began,®
and nobody could be said to understand the heath who had not
been there at such a time. It could best be felt when it could not
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clearly be seen, its complete effect and explanation lying in this
and the succeeding hours before the next dawn: then, and only
then, did it tell its true tale. The spot was, indeed, a near relation
of night, and when night showed itself an apparent tendency
to gravitate together could be perceived in its shades and the scene.
The sombre stretch of rounds and hollows seemed to rise and meet
the evening gloom in pure sympathy, the heath exhaling darkness
as rapidly as the heavens precipitated it.* And so the obscurity in
the air and the obscurity in the land closed together in a black fra-
ternization® towards which each advanced half-way.

The place became full of a watchful inteniness now; for when
other things sank brooding to sleep the heath appcared slowly to
awake and listen. Every night its Titanic form seemed to await
something; but it had waited thus, unmoved, during so many cen-
turies, through the crises of so many things, that it could only be
imagined to await one last crisis — the final overthrow.

It was a spot which returned upon the memory of those who
loved it with an aspect of peculiar and kindly congruity. Smiling
champaigns® of flowers and fruit hardly do this, for they are per-
manently harmonious only with an existence of better reputation as
to its issues than the present. Twilight combined with the scenery
of Egdon Heath to envolve a thing majestic without severity, im-
pressive without showiness, emphatic in its admonitions, grand in its.
simplicity. The qualifications which frequently invest the fagade of
a prison with far more dignity than is found in the fagade of a
palace double its size lent to this heath a sublimity in which spots
renowned for beauty of the accepted kind are utterly wanting. Fair
prospects wed happily with fair times; but alas, if timesbe not
fair! Men have oftener suffered from the mockery of a place too
smiling for their reason than from the oppression of surroundings
oversadly tinged. Haggard Egdon appealed to a subtler and scarcer
instinct, to a more recently learnt emotion, than that which responds
to the sort of beauty called charming and fair.

Indeed, it is a question if the exclusive reign of this orthodox



beauty is niot approaching its last quarter. The new Vale of Tempe?
may be a gaunt waste in Thule:® human souls may find themselves
in closer and closer harmony with external things wearing a som-
breness distasteful to our race when it was young. The time
seems near, if it has not actually arrived, when the chastened
sublimity of a moor, a sea, or a mountain will be all of nature
that is absolutely in keeping with the moods of the more thinking
among mankind. And ultimately, to the commonest tourist, spots
like Iceland, may become what the vineyards and myrtle-gardens of
South Europe are to him now; and Heidelberg and Baden® be passed
unheeded as he hastens from the Alps to the sand-dunes of Scheven-
ingen.10

The most thorough-going ascetic could feel that he had a natural
right to wander on Edgon: he was keeping within the line of legi-
timate indulgence when he laid himself open to influences such as
these. Colours and beauties so far subdued were, at least, the
birthright of all. Only in summer days of highest feather!! did
its mood touch the level of gaiety. Intensity was more usually
reached by way of the solemn than by way of the brilliant, and
such a sort of intensity was often arrived at during winter dark-
ness, tempests, and mists. Then FEgdon was aroused to re-
ciprocity; for the storm was its lover, and the wind its friend.
Then it became the home of strange phantoms; and it was found
to be the hitherto unrecognized original of those wild regions of
obscurity which are vaguely felt to be compassing us about in
midnight dreams of flight and disaster, and are ncver thought of
after the dream till revived by scenes like this.

It was at present a place perfectly accordant with man’s na-
ture — neither ghastly, hateful, nor ugly: neither commonplace,
unmeaning, nor tame; but, like man, slighted and enduring; and
withal singularly colossal and mysterious in its swarthy monotony.
As with some persons who have long lived apart, solitude seemed
to look out of its countenance. It had a lonely face, suggesting
tragical possibilities.
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2 Birds

William Henry Hudson (1841—1922)

For some time past I had been ascending a low, broad, flat-
topped hill, and on forcing my way through the undergrowth into
the open I found myself on the level plateau, an unenclosed spot
overgrown with heather and scattered furze bushes, with clumps of
fir and birch trees. Before me and on either hand at this eleva-
tion a vast extent of country was disclosed. The surface was every-
where broken, but there was no break in the wonderful greenness,
which the recent rain had intensified. There is too much green,
to my thinking, with too much uniformity in its soft, bright tone,
in South Devon.! After gazing on such a landscape the brown,
harsh, scanty vegetation of the hill-top seemed all the more grateful.
The heath was an oasis and a refuge; I rambled about in it until my

" feet and legs were wet; then I sat down to let them dry and altogether

spent several agreeable hours at that sopt, pleased at the thought
that no human fellow-creature would intrude upon me. Feathered
companions were, however, not wanting. The crowing of cock
pheasants from the thicket beside the old road warned me that I
was on preserved grounds.? Not too strictly preserved, however,
for there was my old friend the carrion-crow out foraging for his
young.®* He dropped down over the trees, swept past me, and was
gone. At this season, in the early summer, he may be easily dis-
tinguished, when flying, from his relation the rook.? When on the
prowl the crow glides smoothly and rapidly through the air, often
changing his direction, now flying close to the surfaée, anon mount-
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ing high,® but oftenest keeping nearly on a level with the tree tops.
His gliding and curving motions are somewhat like those of the
herring-gull, but the wings in gliding are carried stiff and straight,
the tips of the long flight-feathers® showing a slight upward curve.
But the greatest difference is in the way the head is carried. The
rook, like the heron and stork, carries his beak pointing lance-like
straight before him. He knows his destination, and makes for it7;
he follows his nose, so to speak, turning neither to the right nor the
left. The foraging crow continually turns his head, gull-like and
harrier-like, from side to side, as if to search the ground thoroughly
or to concentrate his vision on some vaguely seen object.

Not only the crow was there: a magpie chattered as I came from
the brake, but refused to show himself; and a little later a jay
screamed at me, as only a jay can. There are times when I
am intensely in sympathy with the feeling expressed in this ear-
splitting warning and execration, the startled solitary’s outburst of
uncontrolled rage at the abhorred sight of a fellow-being in his
woodland haunt. ’

Small birds were numerous at that spot, as if for them also
its wildness and infertility had an attraction. Tits, warblers, pipits,
finches, all were busy ranging from place to place, emitting their
various notes now from the tree tops, then from near the ground; now
close at hand, then far off; each change in the height, distance,
and position of the singer giving the sound a different character,
so that the effect produced was one of infinite variety. Only the
yellow-hammer” remained constant in one spot, in one position,
and the song at each repetition was the same. Nevertheless this
bird is not so monotonous a singer as he is reputed?® ...

By and by I had a better bird to listen to — a redstart. A
female flew down within fifteen yards of me; her mate followed
and perched on a dry twig, where he remained a long time for so
shy and restless a creature. He was in perfect plumage, and sitting
there, motionless in the strong sunlight, was wonderfully conspicuous,
the gayest, most exotic-looking bird of his family in England. Quit-
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ting his perch, he flew up into a tree close by and began singing; and
for half an hour thereafter I continued intently listening to his brief
strain, repeated at short intervals — a song which I think has
never been perfectly described. “Practice makes perfect’ is an axiom
that does not apply to the art of song in the bird world; since the
redstart, a member of a highly melodious family, with a good voice
to start with,® has never attained to excellence in spite of much prac-
tising. The song is interesting both on account of its exceptional
inferiority and of its character. A distinguished ornithologist has
said that little birds have two ways of making themselves attractive
— by melody and by bright plumage; and that most species cxcel
in one or the other way; and that the acquisition of gay colours by
a species of a sober-coloured’® melodious family will cause it to
degenerate as a songster. He is speaking of the redstart. Unfor-
tunately for the rule there are t00 many exceptions. Thus con-
fining ourselves to a single family — that of the finches — in our
own islands, the most modest coloured have the least melody, while
those that have the gayest plumage are the best singers — the
goldfinch, chaffinch, siskin, and linnet, Nevertheless it is impossible
to listen for any length of time! to the redstart, and to many red-
starts, without feeling, almost with irritation, that its strain is only
the prelude of a song — a promise never performed; that once
upon a time in the remote past it was a sweet, copious, and varied
singer, and that only a fragment of its melody now remains. The
opening rapidly warbled notes are so charming that the attention
is instantly attracted by them. They are composed of two sounds,
both beautiful — the bright pure gushing robin-like note, and the
morytendsr exprisgve swallow-like note. And that is all; the song
scarcely ‘begins-befate it ends, or collapses'?; for in most cases the
pure sweet-openingg strain is followed by a curious little farrago?®®
of gurgling and.squeaking sounds, and little fragnients of varied
fotes, often:so Idwias to be audible only at a few yards’ distance.
It is curious that these slight fragments of notes at the end vary
in*=dittetentiitdividuals, in strength and character and in number,
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from a single faintest squeal to half a dozen or a dozen dis-
tinct sounds. In all cases they are emitted with apparent effort, as
if the bird strained its pipe in the vain attempt to continue the
song.
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