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W. H. HUDSON: INTERPRETER OF THE COUNTRYSIDE

. H. HUDSON was born a hundred

years ago (August 4, 1841) in the

Rio de la Plata State, Buenos Aires,

and came to England round about

the age of 30—the date is variously
given as 1869 and 1874.

I have been trying to imagine what life
in the English countryside might be like in
1841. I have been trying also to wonder what
difference it might have made to Hudson if
he had been born in England, in the Hungry
"Forties, instead of in a house called Los Veinte-
cinco Ombues, in the South American pampas.
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Before Hudson there were not many com-
mentators of importance on life in the English
countryside, especially the life of birds, animals,
flowers, insects and trees, and the most im-
portant of them, the Rev. Gilbert White, could
hardly have been more English. When Hudson
was born, in fact, the English countryside
had hardly been discovered; it had certainly
not been discovered as it has
been discovered to-day, by litera-
ture. Here and there a country
parson, a country gentleman or a
country poet jotted down reflections
on the divine beauty of Nature;
agricultural commentator, a Cobbett
an Arthur Young, toured the coun-
try appalled by the spectacle of the
English peasant transformed by en-
closure into a mere unit of a wage-
earning proletariat and by the re-
sultant condition of the land.

I think it might have made a
great difference to the subsequent
work of Hudson if he had been born
in a countryside where, in the bad
winters around 1841, the people were
eating nettles and rotten apples and
the children were being fed with
barley slop, instead of in the great
land of the South American pampas,
where breadth and freedom were
everything and the horizon was “a
ring of misty blue colour where the
crystal-blue dawn of the sky rests on
the level grim world.”

an

For it would be a mistake to
think that Hudson was interested
only in birds. He was very much

interested in
towards people.

and very sensitive

It is notable that
he began as a novelist; and as may
be seen from The Purple Land, a
very good novelist too. All his work
demonstrates a two-sidedne the
passion for wild life, which he declared

Copyright © 2013 ProQuest LLC. All rights reserved.

By H. E. BATES

to be ‘“the strongest force in himself,”’ and the
passion for human character and affairs, which he
belittled. To this complex and in some ways
competitive and certainly restless mixture of in-
terests Far Away and Long Ago is the key-work,
as it is also perhaps the master-work among Hud-
son’s 20 odd volumes. Far Away and Long Ago
is Hudson’s autobiography, his boyhood in the
house of Los Veinte-cinco Ombues, the pampas,
the gauchos, the peach-orchards in blossom, the
pictures of a South American revolution, the
horses, the Negro servants, the colour of the
plains in spring; it is the picture of the forma-
tive years remembered in a ‘‘wonderfully clear
and continuous vision of the past” during a
serious illness many years later, the perfect
mixture of the two Hudsons, the observer of
Ne and the observer of man.

s when I look at this charming picture,
tender and rich with the colour of what must
have been a lonely life, that I begin to speculate
on what would have been the result of Hudson’s
having been born in an England, where women
and children worked the land in a gang-system,
a state of affairs that was in fact not even regu-
lated by Act of Parliament until a few years
before Hudson actually did reach this country.

For me by far the most remarkable thing
about Hudson was his power to assimilate and
transmit with sensibility the essence of English
life. His power to respond to wild life would,
of course, have been remarkable anywhere;
but he did not reach England until he was
over 30. It would have been quite excusable
if, like Joseph Conrad, Hudson had then pro-
ceeded to write in English without saying a
word of value about English soil. But in actual
fact Hudson was to become, with Gilbert White,
Richard Jefferies and Edward Thomas, perhaps
the deepest interpreter of English country life
we have ever had.

In a hundred years much may happen in
literature; with the result that much may hap-
pen toa reputation. Hudson, born within a year
or two of Victoria's accession, may at least be
coned a writer of the Victorian period
exactly contemporary with Hardy, who was
born a year before him. But of all Victorian
perhaps because of South American
ng and youth, perhaps because he did
not begin writing or at least publishing almost
until Victoria was dead, Hudson shows the
least traces of Victorianism to-day. No period
can compete with the Victorian in its numbers
of parochial amateur interpreters of Nature,
with a very capital N, working with either paint
or words,-but to-day Hudson, unlike both the
amateurs and, unfortunately, many of the
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professionals, has the freshness of spring leaves.

As a writer Hudson had various remarkable
gifts. Among them was an uncannily sharp
eye for colour, form and movement, a sensuous
but at the same time acute response to l)L‘&llIl)',
not merely of birds but also of women, as the
remarkably seductive portraits in The Purple
Land show, a wonderful sense of place and, of

cours a considerable knowledge as a field

naturalis His method was so direct, natural
and vivid, so much of the thing described rather

than detached descriptive comment on it, that
Conrad declared : “One can’t tell how this
fellow gets his effects; he writes as the grass
grows.” This is true. Hudson had no tricks,
no effects department. His prose had a natural
delicate, rather artless line :

“Seaward I had for horizon the low ridge
of the sandhills with coarse grey-green grass,
and, when on the ridge itself, I looked over a
vast stretch of yellowish brown sand; for it
was low tide, with the sea visible as a white
line of foam and the gleam of water more than
a mile away.”

Reading that, so much more like contem-
porary prose in its natural line and its pictorial
effect than the prose of the y when Hudson
came to England, it is almost impossible to
believe that 1941 is the centenary of Hudson’s
birth.

It has often been asked why the name of
the Rev. Gilbert White, who gave to the world
only about 100,000 words of very simple prose,
should have survived for 220 years, and in
nearly 150 editions of The Natural History of
Selborne wherever English is spoken. And
perhaps the same question may be ed of
Hudson. The answer to both is broadly the
same : the answer is that knowledge, above all
in literature, is not everything. The work of
thousands of more skilful scientists than White
or Hudson lies on literar: es, unread except
by experts. We do not read White and Hudson
for the profundity of their knowledge; we do
not read them for their shattering biological
discoveries. White was often wrong; and so, I
daresay, was Hudson. What we look for and
find in both 1 sensibility which, allied to the
keenest observation, love and understanding of
wild things, appeals “alike to the mind, the
heart and the senses.”

The world of Hudson is inevitably wider,
more complex and more worldly than that of
White, but the basis of appeal is the same.
Two hundred and twenty years and a hundred
vears have shown, in their respective cases, how
deeply that appeal finds a response in the
English character.
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