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SPRING HAS NO DATE

N England spring has no date. No torrents
of spring come rushing like thick milk
down snow-pied mcuntain-sides, brilliant
with tourists and wild nar
Spring will come perhaps at some un-

specified date in April, vaguely, with a lovely
artificial glory of forsythia trees and almonds

In towns

waving in suburban strects, and the townsman
is made aware of it not by something marked
on the calendar but because suddenly, with a
slight impulse towards exhilaration, he can
walk without his overcoat. But it is
different in the country, where winter is a
series of miniature sprirgtimes, a day here, an
hour or two there, marked by delicate changes
of 1'ght, a December catkin on the hazels, a
January primrose, a February day bounding
with bird-song and calm with flat sunlight
drying the over-night rain.

For the third year in succession England
has seen a winter of great snows, ice-rain,
bitter frost, days of sunless desolation. Yet
not the sort of day

very

to-day is a day of spring :
on which you persuade yourself there is a
feeling of spring, a vague air only to be caught
at certain moments by sensitive persons, but
spring in reality. The outside world is taught,
in its cradle apparently, one word about the
English climate : fog.
irretrievably identified with the obtuseness of
English character, so that all over the world

I'his word has become

the English climate anc the English character
are clichés. The climate is foggy, the people
are dumb—these are common face-values for
England.

But the English

whenever 1 think of

»,

By H. E. BATES

weather 1 think of two refugees. One

Cz

and came to England.

was

ch, one German. Both fled their countries
They too had been
taught, in their cradles, that the word England
meant fog. The German had taught
that England also meant
industry, that in England there was no such
thing as the countryside. He had spent his
life of forty years with the strange conception

been

something else :

that England was a series of industrial centres
came to live in
Kent, and among the cherry orchards, sweet-
chestnut woods, chalk hills, be
the rich, fertile, flowery sleepiness he had his
The Czech, too,
had a surprise. He knew little about England,
but he had grown up a very truthful, honest
young man.
to Prague in the month of February and said
“ Here in England the crocuses and daffodils

linked by ’bus-routes. He

h woods, and

first lesson about England.

It was only when he wrote home

are blooming in the garden and the baby sleeps
all day in the sun’ that he earned among his
people the reputation of being something of a
liar.

To-day is just the sort of day which caused
the young Czech to write the lyrical truth to

his people and not be believed. The sun is
strong and warm and the air is shaken by a
light westerly wind ; flowers are really blooming
in the gardens and the baby really sleeps in the
sun. The grass is luminous with rain, and
from daybreak there has been a bright clatter
of bird-song everywhere. Thrushes sing with-
out rest, and even a cock chaffinch lifts a warm
claret breast to the sun, trying over and over
again the same little trivial notes, pausing,

wiping his beak as if to sharpen it on the olive
branches of the willow that gleams with var
nished vellow buds, and then tryingagain. Straws

on the hedges, cleaned by snow and rain, are
now dry and silken again in the sun, bright as
daffodils against the plum-dark background of
hawthorn. The sallows, like sticks of silver

fur, are motionless in the wind, but the hazels

move with the lightest stir of the air, dancing
and flagging, leaping horizontally at sudden
stronger gusts of wind.

calise that only
the other day an immense blizzard raged from
the north-west, driving through naked hedge-
rows in vast fantastic drifts of marble dusted

In the garden it is hard to r

a pepper brown by storms of frozen earth.
Now the winter aconites are blooming flat in
the sun, a brave lemon green among tufts of

Leafless mauve

snowdrops. pale

touched with fawn, and small alpine anemones,

crocuses,

pink and white, are pushing away the drifts
of light sepia oak leaves that have covered them

(Below) ** DAFFODILS, THAT TAKE THE
WINDS OF MARCH WITH BEAUTY ™
By the lakeside at Brocket Park, Herts

(Top right) < GRASS SLOPING UNDER
TREES, ALIVE WITH YELLOW SHINE
OF DAFFODILS ”

An early spring scene at Leeds Castle, Kent

(Bottom right) - HERE|[PEEPS THE PALE
PRIMROSE FROM THE SKIRTS OF THE
WILD WOOD ™
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all winter. There is bere and there a touch of
vivid blue, an early grape hyacinth, and an
eye of magenta-purple, a primula pushing up
with wine-veined leaves. The roses on the
house wall break with crimson shoots, and the
daffodils show buds low down between twin
spears of leaves.

For, blessed with one of the most capricious
climates in the world, the dumb English have
had the sense to import the symbols of spring
from other people. Not knowing or caring
that the grape hyacinth is a weed in every field
and vineyard of southern Europe, the English
import it and cherish it, together with crocuses,
daffodils, anemones and other imported weeds
and treasures, as symbols of the turning year.
And as it sometimes happens, as now, that
spring breaks a month before its time, the dumb
English have the occasional satisfaction of
gathering flowers long before people living a
thousand miles to the south of them. Even
without these imported treasures—and later
they can boast wild daffodils, wild snowdrops,
and even wild tulips, yes, and wild gladioli
of their own—they have two native flowers
which by themselves make the early English
spring a time of certain loveliness. For count-
less generations primroses and violets have
meant spring to English people.

Between the snows, on sheltered banks, in
copses cleared of saplings, both have bloomed
all winter. Hazel catkins softened and length-
ened in December, were scorched by January
frost, and now are long and sweet again. In
times of terrible crisis, when the chance of
individual survival is carried about like a frail
egg-shell in the hands, are such trivial things
worth mentioning ? Vague and pompous talk
of “ new orders,” new worlds and new faiths
shake the world like the rumblings of an empty
belly. Will somebody invade us > Shall we sur-
vive 7 No one, it is said, can foretell what the
future holds, what will happen a year from now.

But it is clear that some things are certain,
and can be foretold. One is the spring. If
these islands, by som: unforseen calamity,
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CHERRY TREES IN OXFORDSHIRE

* What time the cherry orchards blow ™

should one day be occupied by foreign
armies, perhaps some young German will
know the pleasure, shared by generations
of Englishmen, of feeling the February sun
warm on his face, of seeing honey-green catkins
of hazel and tawny-purple catkins of alder
shake in the wind above primroses on the banks
of an English stream—and so, perhaps, learn
his first lesson about England. For climate is
more than weather. Climate shapes the charac-
ter of peoples, and of no people more than the
English. The uncertainty of their climate has
made the English a long-suffering, phlegmatic,
patient people, ratherinsensitive to surprise, stoi-
cal against storms, slightly incredulous at every

appearance of the sun, touched by the lyrical
gratitude of someone who expects nothing
and suddenly receives more than he dreamed.

So this February day is a day of spring.
Every word of this article has been written
out of doors. It is now just midday and the sun
is burning my face. The birds have quietened
a little, as they do in summer, and flocks of
Spitfires have taken their place. The crocuses
flame with orange hearts and the anemones
suddenly spin like light pink wheels in the sun.
But I know, and every Englishman knows, and
it is part of our character that we do know and
are aware, that to-morrow spring may once more
be lost to us, buried again under snow.

PICKING DAFFODILS FOR THE ENGLISH MARKETS



