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UNIT 1
LETTERS TO A FRIEND

By W. H. Hudson®

40 St. Luke’s Road, W.,
Xmas Day, 1900.

Dear Roberts,

Thanks for your letter: I envy you at having escaped from this
unlovely place for these unlovely festivities.

I .don’t know how it is with you with regard to Xmas greet-
ings — cards and all that —but in spite of all I have done to break
free of these most irksome conventions I still find myself cursed with
them. For years past I have made it a point to inform every person 1
know that I do not send cards and have even broken off acquaintance
with a good number of good people just to give myself more liberty.
And yet here I am, with a shower of these undesired tokens falling
upon me at every post. And having no tokens to send in return I
must at least write, and for days past I have been occupied with use-
less letters about nothing, and wishing the people I write to were all
at the devil. 1 don’t mean you — you have sent me no card, thank
God, or whoever it is that presides over this department.

I have a good many things out®—articles, a book or two,
etc. —but with the exception of some very small things the stuff
does not go, and so I must wait and wait before the blessed time
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comes when [ too can shake off the mud of the metropolis® and go
away towards and past Hindhead® and see and breathe again.
With kind regards to Mrs. Roberts,
Yours ever,

W. H. Hudson.

Harrogate, ®

Tuesday morning (1903).

Dear Roberts,

I have not been at all well since I saw you— in fact I was get-
ting weaker every day and suffering considerably from pains in my
stomach: then Tom Robinson told me to come here and try the wa-
ters. ® My idea is to go into apartments for a week or so to see how
I get on, and I’m looking round and staying temporarily at Roker’s
Hotel, not far from the station. It is a commercial hotel and I am
half inclined to stay a week in it as the people are very obliging and
there’s a nice quiet room to sit and smoke in. I suppose that four
hours’ shaking in the train from King’s Cross? did my system some
good, as I had some refreshing sleep last night — the first time in
the last two or three weeks.

As to literary work I can’t touch it at present and can’t think
of anything to come. What revolts me is the thought that when I
had not a penny and almost went down on my knees to Editors,
publishers and literary agents I couldn’t even get a civil word, and
of ten —or perhaps twenty — MSS. sent nine (or nineteen) would
be sent back. And now that I don’t want the beastly money and
care nothing for fame and am sick and tired of the whole thing they
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actually come to beg a book or article from me. I have had requests
for a book from four publishers during the last few weeks and have
not even replied to the letters sent me, and do not suppose I ever
shall. But perhaps there is some miraculous quality in these waters,
and later, when I get away from this dreary country and back to the
south or west Nature’s ministrations may bring me back the desire
for production. The Purple Land is the only book of mine I see be-
fore me at present.® I hope you are keeping well and fit. If I can
get rid of this catarrh in a week or so I go straight back to take Mrs.
Hudson to some place on the coast. Kindest regards to yours.
Ever yours,
W. H. Hudson.

40 St. Luke’s Road, W.,
June 24th (1904).

Dear Roberts,

I"m back here again, but have only been back TWO DAYS,
and hope to see you very soon. I was left with a dog — a fox-terrier
of the female sort on my hands. Its poor mistress not long before her
death thought it would have to be poisoned as its temper was so bad
towards everyone except herself. But I’ ve broken it into a good lit-
tle thing and as we can’t keep her I'm taking her this morning to
Silchester® to get her a home in a cottage down there. These poor
little parasitic semi-humans sadden one: but “the call of the wild”®
is never really dead in the dog of this breed, as it is with pugs and
other degenerate varieties, and I'm going to put it where there is a
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common® and unlimited furze and the fascinating smell of rabbits
hanging about and perhaps it will forget us and be happy.
Best regards to all: — I shall be back on Monday.
Yours,

W. H. Hudson.

Thistle House, Furze Platt, Maidenhead,®
July 31st, 1913.

Dear Roberts,

It is long since I heard from you — July 7th in a letter in which
you criticize my handwriting and say you intend going away on the
22nd for a fortnight, but don’t say where. Well, I should have
written before but had no news and everything goes on just the same
— my wife makes very little progress and I am not up to much. @ If
this letter should be sent after you or you should still be in London,
please let me have Marriage (Strindberg) back if you’ve still got
it. I want to read it now and any other of Strindberg® I can get, es-
pecially the autobiographical ones. Not that I’ m very much interest-
ed in him but I’m interested in women’s attitude towards him.
I" ve read the Confessions of a Fool , a painful book which made one
blush for one’s (male) sex —a prolonged howl and screech of rage
against his wife, a furious blackening of her character, mixed with
kisses and worship of her hair, her arms, her lovely feet and ankles,
and so on. Now here’s a curious thing. It is women who are devot-
ed to Strindberg and exalt him so much higher than he deserves, and
among them you will find the most advanced women — those who
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regard themselves as not only the equals but the superiors of men.
Yet they know that Strindberg despised woman’s intellect and hated
her pretensions with a furious hatred! How do you explain it? Well,
you will deny the facts — the admiration of the advanced women.
I’ ve taxed® two or three advanced women with it —and they —
shuffle? out of it the best way they can. One day last week when up
in town [ lunched with Miss Lind-af-Hageby who is in the very front
of advanced women and who has devoured every line of Strindberg’s
40 or 50 volumes and has written her book about him. I asked her
how she, knowing his scorn and contempt for women better than
any one, would explain her extraordinary regard for him. She said it
was her interest in drama and literature! Well, I’m not such a sim-
ple juggins® as to accept that as the true reason. Another remark
she made, speaking on other subjects, throws a little light on her at-
titude towards Strindberg. She said that the most perfect man was
to her the man who had most woman in him. Well, isn’t Strindberg
more than half woman? Could anyone who was not half woman de-
spise woman as he does! There I'll leave the question for the

present — but I warn “advanced” women not to bother me more

about Strindberg. Don’t forget Marriage anyhow.
Farewell,

W . H. Hudson.
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(A Cornish Village),
December 31st, 1916.

Dear Roberts,

I’m still vegetating here, doing little or nothing. We have in
the house a Rev. H. Ford, D. D., a vicar from the Peak district,®
who comes in and smokes with me, shows me the books he has
written and talks library matters. Somehow wherever I go I get
mixed up with priests and parsons! The past ten days it has been a
furious wind and wet so I could just manage to go to the post-office
down the street, and on the last occasion my hat blew off twice.
The first time I caught it: the second time it whirled 50 yards away
and it happened that our own vicar, the Rev. Something Savage®
and his wife were coming down the road and he with marvelous
agility for so majestic and old a man captured it for me! So now I’ve
got two parsons on hand! Flushing® isn’t as you said built on the
side of a cliff, but at the foot, so there isn’t much of a slope getting
to this house. Next door lives an old gentleman (a bachelor) whose
acquaintance I’ve made and who is very amusing. He is nearly blind

2 it and walks boldly about everywhere and has twice

but won’t see
stepped off our stone pier into the sea! The other day the milkman
who has a donkey in his cart was here delivering milk when the old
man came out and was walking briskly into the donkey when a
young man passing by seized him by the arm and pulled him back on
the pavement. The old gentleman turned in wrath and swore at
him. “Do you think I want your impudent help?” he shouted. “I
can see where I’ m going as well as anyone. ” Then after a few more
angry words, he stepped out and came bang against the donkey.
Last evening I sat in the kitchen with my host and hostess and
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laboriously tried to explain what was meant by a joke, a pun, and so
on, and I gave them two or three examples and after pondering the
matter some time they both confessed that they couldn’t see any
point in them. I had a card from old Napier King, R. A.,% asking
me to call and see him at Falmouth® where he lives. I have known
his big sea pictures many many years, but don’t delight much in his
art. An ugly uninteresting town is Falmouth. Dull old Penzance® is
quite a fairy city, an Arabian garden of delight,® in comparison.
But in the evening, looking out from my window, when I see it all
in darkness, and behind town and hill, over the water the sky is lu-
minous pink and amber with our new moon “stooping” through the
flying grey clouds, it is a very beautiful prospect. I hope you are all
right again. With good wishes to both for the New Year.
Yours,

W. H. Hudson.

23 North Parade, Penzance,
February 10th, 1919.

Dear Roberts,

I have your letter and am glad you are getting on so well.
About myself, I can’t say I’m getting on with my work “slowly”
since I haven’t touched it since I came over 3 months ago. I’ve
been getting weaker instead of improving and had to drop medicine
as my heart trouble had reached that stage when taking digitalis? is
only flogging a tired horse for nothing. Dr. Sir J. Mackenzie had
told me when to drop it, and Dr. Miller here was only astonished at
having given me the old-fashioned tincture to take which can’t be
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relied on — he thought all the swell physicians had dropped it long
ago since it is so variable and never to be relied on. The only reliable
form is the digitaline,® a French invention, and I took it a little and
got some benefit: then it, too, failed to do any good so I’m not to
touch any drug now until I get over the phase or go out altogether. ®
That’s enough of my case. The poem is not too bad only of course it
ends weakly and flatly. But the thought is one of the commonest in
poetry, and you meet with it especially in William Morris,® and it is
indeed that feeling for life and nature which makes me a reader and
liker of his verses. He doesn’t know much about nature from the
science point of view. He thinks he knows all common wild flowers,
but even then® goes wrong at times, and so little about birds that he
is afraid to mention any but the cormorant. But he worships the
earth and sea and sky, and the earth especially, when it rains and
when it shines, when fields are white with snow, or green in sum-
mer and better still when yellow with harvest, and when not he only
but all men are happy in the sights and sounds and smells of earth,
and happy in their toil. What wonder that he abhorred the very
thought of death and that the very remembrance of death is the only
sad thing in his works. I suppose that no man ever accomplished
more in 30 years than Morris, and every hour of it devoted to art
work .® But the art he was devoted to was not the art of Swin-
burne® and Tennyson,® or of Watts® and Rossetti® in painting, or
in any great thing done in any art for art’s sake. He admired some
of their work — he couldn’t help admiring the beautiful, but he de-
spised the ideals of those who set art above life, who imagine the
highest thing men can do is to create something exquisite that has no
relation to life. . .. That has been my idea and I don’t know of any
great man except Morris who has lived up to it, on which account I
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put him far far above the great artists of his day.
But I’ m getting prolix and I don’t suppose you, even with the
help of Naomi® and two or three microscopes or magnifiers, will be

able to make the screed® out.

With love to both,
Yours,

W.H.H.

Notes

@ William Henry Hudson (1841-1922) was born near Buenos Aires
in the Argentine. Though his grandfather was an Englishman,
his parents, who migrated to the Argentine before the birth of
Hudson, were both citizens of the United States. His happy
childhood on the pampas of South America is described in his au-
tobiography Far Away and Long Ago(1918), which he wrote
when he was seventy-seven. He went to England in 1869, and
became a British subject in 1900.

From early boyhood Hudson was a patient and careful ob-
server of nature. Out in the Argentine, while a child, he used to
roam in the wilderness by himself. He was always found standing
among the tall grass watching insects or listening to the chirping
of birds for hours at a stretch. In England, where he was con-
demned by poverty to live in a dreary London district, he used to
take journeys, chiefly on foot, through the southern counties,
attentively watching birds, animals and plants, and talking to
the peasants and their children.

Hudson is one of the best known writers of nature books in
English literature. Of his nature books the most popular are:
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