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A Night on the Moors

Arnold Bennett

Sunday, November 28th, 1897

Talking about things uncanny, Webster said that the weirdest thing of all
was the vibrating cry of the snipe on the moors at night—a cry which you hear,
faint and wavering, in the distance, and which the next second has shot past
your ears'’ in the darkness. This bird is also called the bog- bleater; Webster
said that its cry had been termed “the wail of a lost soul”, and that the name was
justified. There is nothing morc horribly scaring, and the awfulness of it cannot
be conceived by those who have not heard it. He described it effectively as “the
last cry on earth”, and related how, as a child, he had been lost all night on the
Westmoreland moors; his terror of the invisible snipes shooting across the waste
with their awful cries; and his terror of stepping into a bog.

Then he told me of his sole experience of ghosts. On a hill near Milnthorpe
is a ruined cottage, said to be haunted. A man and his wife had lived there, and
one night the man being called away gave a gun into his wife’s hands for her
protection, and told her to shoot anything that appeared. Before he had pro-
ceeded far, he recollected that he had left something behind him, and returning
to his cottage was shot by his wife. Hence the ghost.

It seems that Webster was walking late in a dark lane near the ruin—a lane
with a dreadful reputation for spirits—when he saw a sombre figure in front of

him. It advanced to within a few paces of him, and then grew large and wide,

[£%] 1) has shot past your ears: bk {5 H- i1 3 fffj i
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till it towered above him. Then it collapsed and Webster was standing in the
middle of it. At last it edged away? from him, face upwards, with a curious
backward motion on hands and feet. As soon as it had moved Webster turned
and ran two miles to the nearest humanity... He was a child, and thinks
now the appearance was merely a subjective hallucination, but at the time
nothing could have been more real to him.

Webster related these stories with extraordinary graphic effectiveness. As
he spoke of the terrors of the bog-bleater and his night on the moor, I had one of
those periodical glimpses which are vouchsafed to me occasionally, of the vast
crowd of wonderful sensations and experiences that a dweller in towns, like
myself, is debarred from™... A night on the moors, alone, with the snipe wing-

ing and crying about one... The townsman can scarcely imagine it!

fEE &N E
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On Generosity

Arnold Bennett

Tuesday, May 26th

It must be very difficult, I think, to be really generous, i. e. to give some-
thing which you need. I doubt whether in this strict sense I have ever been
really generous in all my life. I felt in this afternoon, in talking with E., when
it was a question of giving £ 20 before I had heard definitely from my archi-
_tect that the landlord at Paris had undertaken to refund my deposit. I might
really want that £ 20, and though I decided at once to\give it, I gave it not from
d s‘i)é?auxeo%s instinct of generosity, but unwiilingly (within myseif), and‘i_g
obedience to" my ideas of rightness and propriety. Something forced me to
m not generosity.

As at meals I sat between E.’_lll tears and full of disasters, and Mme.
—— — “—a

Bergeret, an old woman, untidy, radoteuse, maniaque”, though witty sometimes,

and M. away in Paris, the unpleasant, empty, unsatisfying greyness of exist-
ence weighed on me. I en voulair® against E. for being unfortunate, and against

—-\,-—’\_.‘_ .
Mme. B. for being old and maniaque, and I wanted to be surrounded by youth,
beauty, and worldly success. Yet only 4 hours previously I had been preaching
to myself that it was glLRe\aan”s_b/mw to manufacture my happiness out of
e ——

the raw material of no natter what environment I found myself in.
—

e

/"B_ retten

[ %] 1) in obedience to:AR M, FizH8
2) radoteuse, maniaque: — # ¥ Rk, A7 A EEULRIE PR, 5 &S L AR

3) en voulait: #£1&, B ALIR
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On Reading

Arnold Bennett

Thursday, October 15th, 1896

The appearance today of the first volume of a new edition of Boswell’s
Johnson, edited by Augustine Birrell, reminds me once again that I have read
but little of that work. Does there, I wonder, exist a being who has read all, or
approximately all, that the person of average culture is supposed to have read,
and that not to have read is a social sin? If such a being does exist, surely he is
an old, a very old man, who has read steadily that which he ought to have read
16 hours a day, from early infancy. I cannot recall a single author of whom I
have read everything—even of Jane Austen. I have never seen Susan and The
Watsons, one of which I have been told is superlatively good. Then there are
large tracts of Shakespeare, Bacon, Spenser, nearly all Chaucer, Congreve,
Dryden, Pope, Swift, Sterne, Johnson, Scott, Coleridge, Shelley, Byron,
Edgeworth, Ferrier, Lamb, Leigh Hunt, Wordsworth (nearly all), Tennyson,
Swinburne, and Bron tes, George Eliot, W. Morris, George Meredith, Thomas
Hardy, Savage Landor, Thackeray, Carlyle—in fact every classical author and
most good modern authors, which I have never even overlooked. A list of the
masterpieces I have not read would fill a volume. With only one author can 1
call myself familiar, Jane Austen. With Keats and Stevenson, I have an
acquaintance. So far of English. Of foreign authors I am familiar with Maupassant
and the Goncourts. I have yet to finish Don Quixote!

Nevertheless I cannot accuse myself _o/f_d‘_e_fiulil have been extremely
fond of reading since I was 20, and since I was 20 I have read practically noth-

ing (save professionally, as a literary critic) but what was “right”. My leisure

12
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has been moderate, my desire strong and steady, my taste in selection certainly
—_ ) ]

above the average, and yet in 10 years I seem scarcely to have made an impres-

=

sion upon the intolerable multitude of volumes which “everyone is supposed to

have read.”
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The Journals of
Andre Gide

Andre Gide

10 September

Yes, all that might well disappear, that cultural effort which seemed to us
wonderful (and I am not speaking merely of the French effort). At the rate" at
which we are going, there will soon not be many to feel the need of it, to under-
stand it; not many left to notice that it is no longer understood.

One W shelter those treasures from
destruction; no shelter is safe. A bomb can do away with? a museum. There is
no acropolis® that the flood of barbarianism can not reach, no ark that it can not

g—

eventually sink. One clings to wreckage.
T S ~——
11 September
My body is not so worn out that life with it has ceased to be bearable. But
—~— L
as for giving a reason, an aim to one’s life. Everything is suspended in uncertainty.
—

War is here. In order to escape its obsession, I am going over and learning
long passages of Phedre and of Athalie. I am reading The Atheist’s Tragedy of
Cyril Tourneur and Eichendorff’s Taugenichts. But the oil lamp throws a poor
light; I must close the book and my mind returns to its anguish, to its

—

interrogation: Is this the twilight or the dawn?

6

[£#] 1)at the rate: -8 FALT
2)do away with: B[, T
3)acropolis: & A& B T oy i, B TR
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