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THE RICHARD JEFFERIES SOCIETY  (Registered Charity No 1042838) 

was founded in 1950 to promote appreciation and study of the writings of 
Richard Jefferies (1848 -1887).  

Membership runs from 1 st July and is open to all on payment of the current 
annual subscription of £12 single or £14 couple. Overseas Members should 
add £1.50 towards additional surface mail postage costs whilst there is an 
option to pay an extra £5 for airmail carriage. There is a facility for Members 
to join online using our Paypal account that accepts credit/debit cards at 
richardjefferiessociety.co.uk . There is an additional £1 suppl ement to cover 
Paypal charges incurred .  

Members receive spring and autumn newsletters, an annual report and a 

summer Journal. They can take advantage of the Societyõs extensive library. 
Activities include spring meetings, a  study day , special outings, events, a 
Birthday Lecture and an Annual General Meeting.  

 

NEWSLETTER  
The spring newsletter has been edited and despatched by Jean  Saunders .  

The deadline for submit ting  material for the autumn  2014 Newsletter is  
September 1 st  20 14 . Please send your contributions to the Hon. Sec retary  
preferably by e -mail (info@richardjefferiessociety.co.uk), or by post to Pear 
Tree Cottage, Longcot, Oxon SN7 7SS .  

 
DATA PROTECTION ACT  

Members õ names and addresses are held on a computer data base.  We are 
required by the Data Protection Act 1998 to inform Members that they have 

the right to object to information being held in this way.  
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FROM  THE CHAIR   
 

he past six month period has been one 
of unprecedented and unanticipated 
developments from the Societyõs point 

of view. The most unexpected was the arrival 
on the auction market of the cream of Hugoe 
Matthew õs collection of Jefferiesiana. We 
learned quite late in the day that these were 
to be sold by Dominic Winter on December 
12 th  2013. The 65 lots included 46 lots of 
books, and 19  lots of manuscript letters. A 
decision was made to leave the book lots, 
and concentrate (from the Societyõs point of 
view) on trying to acquire the letters. As you 
will see in an article elsewhere in this 
publication, we were fortunate in acquiring 
the bu lk of the letters, and I can also report that the remaining letters 
were bought by members of the Society who had a particular interest 
in the contents of the correspondence. In addition, Dominic Winter 
was very kind in sending us scans of all the manuscri pts, so that we 
have a full record of all the items in manuscript, and (thanks to Jean 
Saunders õ efforts) in transcription.  

Many of the books were bought be Society members, and the day of 
the auction was memorable for the assemblage of Jefferies collector s 
(including several Greybeards) gathering together, bidding, and 
attempting to enhance their collections. Richard Jefferies would, I am 
sure, have chosen an apposite metaphor from the natural world to 
describe such an occasion. Most of the books were insc ribed and 
dedicated to family members, which meant that they were association 
copies, handled and signed by RJ himself ð though he often modestly 
referred to himself simply as òThe Authoró. 

Although nothing has yet been signed formally, the new Museum 
Trus t has had several meetings about the future of the Old House at 
Coate, and seems to be moving constructively forward. It has identified 
that changes will have to be made to the layout of the present 
museum, and so we are faced with the issue of where those  artefacts 
owned by our Society should be stored if not needed for the new 
displays.  

At the same time, we are coming to terms with the fact that, 
following the sad loss of her mother, Jean Saunders will be moving at 
some time in the not -too-distant future to the wilds of Norfolk, and 

T 



6 

 

consequently we shall have to find storage for the past Minutes of the 
Society and many other publications and papers at present stored in 
her cottage.  

By one of those quirks of fate; just as we were considering what on 
earth c ould be done, a National Charity of which we had never heard, 
approached us out of the blue and offered the Society unused office 
space in Swindon. Jean Saunders and I have visited the available 
premises twice now, and have identified a secure room -within -a-room 
which would accommodate our needs very well. Furthermore, we have 
been told that we can use several metal cupboards and storage units 
left by a previous occupant. There is no cost to the Richard Jefferies 
Society, but the leases only run for six mon th periods, and are subject 
to two months notice on either side. We know, however, that the 
previous charity using the space was there for three years, and only 
moved on when they found their own permanent accommodation. The 
premises are modern, secure; an d there is no cost to us for heating 
and lighting. A further advantage is that there is a table and chairs 
and plenty of power points in the room, so laptops could be plugged 
in, and study undertaken on the premises. This is one occasion when 
we may hope t hat the recession as it affects Swindon is not over too 
soon, so that unused office space is not in demand by business!  

Finally, with the new visitor centre at Stonehenge having opened 
just before Christmas, it may be an appropriate time to remind 
members that we are corporate members of the Wiltshire 
Archaeological and Natural History Society. This membership entitles 
us to free entry to the Devizes and Salisbury Museums. Devizes, in 
particular, has a current exhibition to coincide with the new 
development s at Stonehenge, and is well worth visiting. I hold our 
membership ticket which allows three members of the Society to visit 
the Museums at any one time. Unfortunately, the ticket cannot be 
split, but it can be used for up to three members to visit either 
Museum at the same time. If you would like to borrow the ticket, 
please let me know (by post, email or phone) with the date(s), and I will 
be pleased to post the membership card to you.  

 
John Price  

31 January  201 4  
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FROM THE SECRETARY  
 

pologi es for the delay in sending out the Societyõs Journal. The 
editors of the  publication stepped down after the last newsletter 
was sent out and we were unable to inform you. At our AGM, 

the matter was discussed by Members , and we decided that we would 
issue a summer edition of the Journal  and not a winter one . The 
Journal will be distributed in June along with Membership renewal 
slips for the 2014 -15 membership year that commences on 1 st July. 
Please would you let me know should you not want to  renew your 
membership.  

On a more personal note, I should like to thank everyone who 
expressed regrets at the death of my mother at the end of October. 
Sharley McLean was a Member of the Society  and spent many happy 
hours at the Richard Jefferies Museum w ith me . I inherited her 
campaigning spirit; she was my hero and a friend. In addition to this, I 
lost the Richard Jefferies Museum , where I have spent nearly ten years 
nurturing it and loving it. However, this give s me more time to devote 
to the Society. I am embarking on an ambitious project to make 
electronic copies of the Societyõs archive material currently stored at 
my home  as well as transcribing the new material acquired from the 
Hugoe Matthewsõ Collection (see following article) . My husband and I 
are planning to move to North Norfolk. Whilst I shall be happy to do all 
I can for the Society, I wonõt be in a position to organise meetings in 
the Swindon area or take minutes. If anyone can help, please let me 
know . 

Jean Saunders  
31 January  201 4 

 

HUGOE MATTHEW Sõ COLLECTION  
 

art of Hugoe Matthew sõ collection of Richard Jefferiesõ books and 
letters came up for auction on 12 th  December  2013 at Dominic 
Winter õs auction house. The Society had just received a donation 

of just over £20,000 from the Jefferies Land Conservation Trust, so we 
were in a strong position to bid for items of special inte rest to the 
Society . The  following  lots we re purchased : 

Lot 185: Richard Jefferies.  Autograph letter to an unknown publisher, 
written from  Coate, dated June 23rd 1871, 4 pp., signed Richard Jefferies, 
offering a new work ôFortuneõ, òI have a work on hand which I have the honour 
of offering to you.  The title is ôFortune: How to Obtain. õ As expressed in the 
introduction there a re hundreds of works upon almost every subject it is 
possible to think of but not one upon that which lies nearest everyoneõs heart - 
Fortune & success in life... Should that succeed I propose to follow it up with a 

A 
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man ual devoted entirely to the acquisition: & I cannot but think that both 
subjects would be found very popular .ó An i mportant letter containing most of 
the known information on ôFortuneõ, which was unpublished and is now lost. 

         £493.60  
Lot 188: Richa rd Jefferies. Autograph letter to the editor of Chambers 

Journal, written from West Brighton, dated August 1 st [1883], 2 pp. on folded 
sheet, signed Richard Jefferies, offering another article (for ôA King of Acresõ). òI 
have sufficient material to furnish it & I think myself that it would complete if 
published & make a better, more thorough contribution then as i t s tands. I 
did not add ôto be continuedõ as I was not aware whether you would prefer my 
papers to end in o ne number or not. The paper is complete as it stands, yet it 
would be more complete (if you will excuse the awkwardness of the expression) 
if one more paper were added .ó        £246.80  

Lot 91: Richard Jefferies. Autograph letter to his mother, written from  The 
Downs, Crowborough, dated Sept 16 th  [1885], 2pp ., signed Richard, 
discussing family matters and a possible German translation of one of his 
books, òHow is the governor? Never hear of him. People seem to think nothing 
of him. But I do. I hope he is wel l and strong at all events... I had a letter from 
Germany the other day - they talk of translating one of my books into 
German... I am so tired I cannot sit up to write any more. With much love 
always, your affectionate son Richard .ó      £357.86  

Lot 193: Richard Jefferies. Autograph letter to his mother, written from The 
Downs [Crowborough], dated Feb 8 th  [1886 ], 4pp. , signed Richard, discussing 
his deteriorating health and family, ò... I am so fearfully weak I can with 
difficulty sit & the torture I go th rough every day & often all night long is 
indescribable... the doctor here says he has no idea what is the matter & has 
given me up sometime. I am now trying to get a physician down from London 

but the expense is very great... Phyllis has grown such a big girl & is very busy 
& happy, she knows her letters now. Toby is all go & much like a wild March 
wind... I have managed to write a letter somehow but it causes me much 
distress & pain to do anything. With much love to yourself & the governor 
always, your af fectionate son Richardó This is a  poignant and moving letter, 
written a year and a half before his death, and one of only two known letters 
written to his mother.          £691.04  

Lot 195: Richard Jefferies. Autograph letter to his publisher Sampson Low 
& C o., written from Goring, S ussex, dated Nov 21st [1886], 1 p., signed 
Richard Jefferies, accepting an advance for Amaryllis, òI am glad to find that 
you think so highly of òAmaryllisó as to consider it too good for the multitude, I 
should fancy it must be ra re for a book to be too good. I will accept £50 paid in 
advance + 10. p.cent royalty on sales after the first edition.ó  £345.52  

Lot 196: Richard Jefferies. Two incomplete autograph letters, one to his 
father from Woodsid e, Surbiton, dated May 31st, 2 pp., is  incomplete and 
unsigned, discussing a picture in the Grosvenor Gallery, òThe picture is called 
The Wise Womanõs Briar, & is painted by Louisa Marchioness of Waterford. 
The catalogue quotes the book to explain it ð see page 198 of Wild Life  at the 
top. I t represents the wise woman passing a child under a briar. The book has 
been re -printed in the United States: but I am afraid that I shall not get any of 
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the dollars on account of the copyright laws there .ó The other letter 4pp. is to  
his parents, incomple te, discussing a family holiday in Cornwall.  £246.80  

Lot 197: Richard Jefferies. Autograph letter to his father, dated Dec 10th 
(no year or address), 1p.,  signed Richard, òThere is a text in the Bible which 
runs thus - òSurely the net is spread in vain in the sight of any birdó. I think 
you will understand what I mean: I thought that I must just remind you of it .ó 

       £185.10  
Lot 198: Richard Jefferies. Autograph letter to unknown recipient, written 

from Coate, undated, 1p. , signed Rich. Jefferies, òPlease send me 25 more 
forms of Instruction to Conservative Voters (not the cards) - I have not 
enoughó, together with a single leaf of manuscript annotation by Jefferies, with 
a later note by Samuel Looker,  plus a typed 2 pp. letter from Looker to a Mr. 
A.P Whitaker, dated 27.12.44 presenting him with the above note.  £104.89  

Lot 199: Richard Jefferies & family photos. A pair of rare oval albumen print 
carte -de-visite portraits of Richard Jefferies by Elliott & Fry, London & J. 
Hubert Newman, Sydney, the first showing Jefferies with arms folded on a 
lectern and head turned slightly to the right, the second head and shoulders 
only , together with Matthewõs own album containing twenty -one corner -
mounted reproduction photo portraits of Jefferies and his circle . £271.48  

Lot 201: Jefferies Family.  A small group of manuscript ephemera relating to 
Jefferies and his circle, including an autograph letter signed from Jefferi esõ 
widow Jessie, to Walter Besant, 20 September 1887, concerning Besantõs 
biography of Jefferies and the possibility of publishing a volume of Jefferiesõ 
essays, 3pp., blackedged mourning paper . An autograph letter signed from 
C.C. Osborne to Lieutenant F .H. Davies, 3 September 1887, acknowledging a 
donation of one guinea to the Richard Jefferies Memorial Fund, 2 pp. Three 
autograph letters signed from Walter Besant to Charles Jefferies, 1887/1888, 

one with signature excised. An autograph letter signed fro m Elizabeth Jefferies 
to Charles Jefferies, 10 September 1880, concerning family bibles, 1p. An 
autograph letter signed from William Jefferies to his brother, Draycott, 21 
December 1788, concerning the purchase and price of flour . A scrap of paper 
with fam ily names. The manuscript journal of Robert Billing [married to 
Jefferiesõ sister Sarah], 1872, concerning the printing trade. A letter from 
Samuel Looker handwritten, 1948 . Letter from Lookerõs son Basil, 31 August 
1974, giving information on Samuel Looke rõs life and activities, with reference 
to Jefferies, etc.            £134.46  

Lot 203: Geoffrey Winthrop Young , 1876 -1958.  Bevis, The Story of a Boy , by 
Richard Jefferies, 1904, Geoffrey Winthrop Youngõs copy with his bookplate to 
front pastedown, numerous pen and pencil marginal annotations by Young to 
text and map frontis., plus three related items enclosed in pocket pasted to 
rear pastedown, two of these letters to Young from the publishersõ Duckworth 
and Lutterworth, 1946/47, together with a folder of re lated ephemera 
including six draft maps and fragments by Young, two letters from Samuel J. 
Looker to Young, nine letters and postcards from J.B. Jones to Young, all c. 
1947 and relating to the revised map of the Bevis territory that Young supplied 
for the 1948 edition by Eyre & Spottiswoode.      £86.38  
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GEOFFREY WINTHROP YOUNG  
 

ne of the lots acquired by the Society from the Matthews õ 
collection (see Lot 203) relates to the mountaineer and writer 
Geoffrey Winthrop Young ( 1876 -1958)  and his involvement in 

preparing a map of the ôNew Seaõ for a 1948 edition of Bevis published 
by Eyre and Spottiswoode . Young was concerned that the map in his 
1904  copy  of Bevis was òvery wrongó and that some of Jefferiesõ 
topographical descriptions of the area did not add up. Several draft 
maps later and , after intensive correspondence with Swindon scholar 
J B Jones , who supplied important local information (including the 
map on p. 27 of this newsletter) , Youngõs daughter Marcia drew the 
final map that w as published. Hugoe Matthews acquired the archive 
from Marcia, and it is full of fascinat ing snippets of information  as well 
as Winthrop Youngõs original draft  maps . Th is archive formed the 
basis for a  very in teresting article by Mark Daniel  that was published 
in the Richard Jefferies Society Journal , No. 3, Spring 1994. Mr Daniel 
was limited by space to write a full ac count of it . As such Jean 
Saunders plans to give an illustrated talk about Geoffrey Winthrop 
Young , the man,  and will explore the paper s in more detail at our 
meeting  that will be held on May 10 th  2014 .  
 

  
Geoffrey Winthrop Young 1898  
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ARCHITECTURE OF COATE FARM  
 

t our meeting to be held on 5 th  April 2014 we are delighted that 
Clive Carter will take us on a guided tour of Coate Farm in order 
to point out features that indicate the original layout of the 

buildings . His extensive study , as part of the Wil tshire Farmstead 
Project , revealed some unexpected find ings  about how the buildings 
might have changed from the late 17 th  century along with some 
historic information researched about the area .  

An Abstract of Title , dated 1868,  describes the property as formerly 
part of Badbury  Manor. Until the mid -sixteenth century the estate was 
owned by Glastonbury Abbey then it passed into secular ownership. 
By 1700 the Manor had passed into the hands of the Mellish family of 
London . They sold the Manor to John Stone, before 1718. A Deed of 
1719 indicates the holding that became the Jefferiesõ family farm  was 
already detached from the Manor.  

The original thatched cottage may have consisted of two ground 
floor rooms , one of which (the parlour) was later to become rebuilt and 
incorporated into  the brick -built extension (now the Museum  and the 
Jefferiesõ family sitting room) by Ri chard Jef feriesõ grandfather. The 
thatched dairy may have been added in the mid eighteenth century  at 
right angles to the hall (the kitchen in Richard Jefferiesõ time). 
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BI RTHDAY LECTURE  
HUGH THOMSON : WALKING THE ICKNIELD WAY  

 

early forty people attended the Richard Jefferies Society 
Birthday Lecture held at Liddington Village Hall on Saturday 
2nd  November  2013 .  

Hugh Thomson, a travel writer and film maker, has published 
accounts of his adventures in Peru, Mexico and India.  His interest in 
Richard Jefferies was acquired through reading a copy of The 
Gamekeeper at Home , but his new book The Green Road into the Trees 
is an account of his walk along the Icknield Way , well known to both 
Richard Jefferies and Edward Thomas. He has also read Edward 
Thomasõs own account of walking the Way in his book The Icknield 
Way, which was published exactly 100 years ago.  He described 
Thomas as a ôpathway enthusiastõ, who could never fin d the pathõs 
beginning or end. And he doubted whether Jefferies ever walked the 
entire Way. Hugh Thomson himself lives close to the Way, and with his 
twinfold interests in Jefferies and Thomas he wanted the challenge of 
undertaking a walk closer to ho me. He is also not afraid of speaking 
his mind, as we quickly discovered.  

 

 
Maiden Castle , viewed from the west, 1937  
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The Icknield Way stretches in a diagonal line from Dorset in the 
south to Norfolk in the north.  400 miles in length and at least 3000 
years old, it is one of the oldest known trade routes and is rich in 
archaeological remains, including Maiden Castle, Stonehenge, Avebury 
and many other lesser known hill forts and barrows.  White horses cut 
into the chalklands are also a well known feature  as is the Ridgeway 
and Jefferies beloved Liddington Hill. Notebook in hand to recount his 
daily adventures, Hugh Thomson set out along the hollow ways of 
Dorset and on to what he lovingly described as the green ribboned 
road, and with his excellent and am using commentary, plus slides, we 
were able to walk in his tracks.  The derivation of Icknield is difficult to 
determine, but Hugh thought it roughly meant Old Way to the Iceni 
(Boudiccaõs people). The following are just some of the places he 
mentioned :  

Poundbury Village in Dorset comes under the Duchy of Cornwall 
and is the visionary experiment of the Prince of Wales, but Hugh 
Thomson was not enthusiastic, likening it to the village in Shrek!  
Cadbury Camp, with its associations to King Arthur, he described  as a 
mystical place. He even found a lake which he convinced himself was 
that on which King Arthur was rowed across to Avalon, only to be told 
that it had formerly been an old gravel pit until it was flooded. 
However, the real and actual King Alfred has a  monument on 
Salisbury Plain recording his last stand against the Vikings, suitably 
emblazoned with the Wessex dragon. By way of contrast, Hugh then 
mentioned a woman he came across who insists on walking across a 
firing range so that she can be completely  alone!  And no, she didnõt 
have a dog.  

It was interesting to be told that Red Lion pubs are always to be 
found on droversõ tracks, the red lion being the device of John of 
Gaunt who was a loyal supporter of drovers.  

Hugh resented the fact that Stonehenge is cordoned off to the 
public, who are obliged to skirt round it without ever touching the 
stones. Heading to Avebury for the Summer Solstice he found one 
solitary pagan leaning on his staff and lamenting the fact that pagans 
are bad at communicating or ge tting together as pagans should, even 
those within a few milesõ radius. He also met a group of Rainbow 
Travellers, with whom he stayed for two days.  
At Wallington, he pointed out George Orwellõs house, which was 

much less grand when Orwell lived there and began his outline of 
Animal Farm based on a farm nearby.  

On Liddington Hill he heard the skylarks which reminded him of 
Richard Jefferies quotation:  ôLarkõs song like a waterfall in the skyõ.  
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Nearing journeyõs end in the Fens, he showed us photographs of a 
Bronze Age discovery known as Seahenge, when it was first revealed 
by the sea. Seahenge comprised an upturned oak tree surrounded by 
the remains of a wooden pallisade. The central oak was bound in 
honeysuckle, which led Hugh to think that it might have been used for 
a burial. It looked breathtakingly beautiful resting on the sea shore.  
Sadly, however, Seahenge (see photo below) had to be dismantled in 
order to preserve it, and has now been moved to Kingõs Lynn Museum. 

 

 
Seahenge, Norfolk  

 
This had been a hugely informative and entertaining lecture, Hugh 
Thomson being happy to sign copies of his book at its conclusion.   

 
Helen D Newman  

12 November 2013  
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JEFFERIES AND CHRIST IANITY  
 

n his òlast parryó Tom Wareham says he still thinks Iõm wrong 
about Jefferiesõ conversion to Christianity, and felt a need to clarify 
his position as my accusation of perversity was so novel to him. 1 If I 

may also be allowed a last word on the subject I would begin by 
pointing out that he is perversely wrong about what I t hink. My brief 
in these òDiscoveriesó was simply to report odd snippets of information 
from many years research and collecting that throw light on aspects of 
Jefferiesõ life and works. In this case the discoveries were first that the 
death -bed conversion t heory lingered in a debased form a decade or 
more after serious biographers and critics had dismissed it. Secondly 
that it also reappeared in a scholarly work on the history of Christian 
mysticism which hadnõt, to my knowledge, been noted previously, and 
Watkin gives a fuller account of Jefferies than Bucke, James or others 
on his mysticism. Moreover he was a passionate admirer of The Story 
of my Heart , comparing Jõs vividness of style with Homerõs ð hence my 
suggestion he be taken more seriously. To descri be him as 
òpatronisingó is absurd, but Watkin nevertheless also appropriated 
Jefferies to his own belief system. Thirdly there was the first hand 
witness of CW Mackintosh, indicating that Jefferiesõ re-engagement 
with Christian belief was more considered a nd over a much longer 
period than the notion of a òdeath-bed conversionó suggests. 
In my first piece I suggested òre-conversionó would be a more 

appropriate term, but even this barely fits the circumstances. Jefferies 
was baptised and brought up in the Chr istian faith, with 
conventionally devout parents and relatives, and espoused it with 
enthusiasm in youth. To my recollection he never renounced it or 
declared himself an atheist, and ther e is no entry on atheism in the  
Matthews/Treitel index of his total k nown output.  Among references to 
God the most important is of course the idea of an existence higher 
than God put forward in The Story . Logically you would have to believe 
in something to conceive something beyond it, and the problem for 
Jefferies was not that God did not exist, but did not exist enough ð 
certainly not the òGodó reverberating from the church and chapel 
pulpits of his day. That  God fell far short of the wonder and fullness of 
life envisioned in his states of heightened consciousness, approac hing 
a mysticõs apprehension of universal truth. A creed based on denial 
and rejection was foreign to Jefferiesõ thought and nature, and in 
claiming him for it Tom Wareham falls into the same error as Watkin ð 
and òthe Hull evangelistó. 

                                                        
1
 See RJS Autumn Newsletter and Annual Report 2012-13 pp. 17-18. 
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But my point, as I said, was simply biographical: did Jefferies or did 
he not say the things reported, if not quite in those words or as 
understood by the witnesses? There is some evidence that he did, but 
no evidence that he didnõt. Tom Warehamõs discrediting of witnesses is 
based on pure conjecture, and takes us only so far as discounting any 
formal conversion involving priest and creed, no òsacerdotalismó as 
Besant put it, and none was called for. He is supposed simply to have 
read and assented to passages from St Luke. By  that measure he 
might have questioned some of his more sweeping assertions, and 
perhaps would have agreed with the Anglican bishop who said that the 
words of Jesus were not true because he was divine, but it was his 
total apprehension of the truth that ma de him divine ð or indeed with 
Ghandi who said all the world would be Christian, were not Christians 
so unlike their Christ. In fact it could hardly be said to be a matter of 
religion at all, more a communion of two spirits who dared to believe in 
a peaceful world and fuller life of the soul. But in the end itõs the 
human rather than divine implications of those final words that make 
them credible. The full extent of Jefferiesõ suffering is rarely taken into 
account, and that he wrote some of the most wonde rful celebrations of 
the life around him in all its forms while wasting slowly away in the 
prime of life is surely one of the most remarkable triumphs of the 
human spirit. His public writings give barely a hint of his condition, 
and that his last private u tterance should be a prayer that his children 
be spared such pain seems to me entirely characteristic, entirely 
human and believable.  

And again none o f this has any critical bearing ð it does not 
òundermineó his autobiography any more than T S Eliotõs conversion 
to Anglicanism undermines The Wasteland , or John Donneõs shroud 
draped portrait of himself as Dean of St Paulõs diminishes the 
reputation of his love poetry. It is only if a work has or is given a 
didactic or creedal significance that the subsequent  views of its author 
have any bearing on it, and The Story of my Heart  is a work of 
literature, not an atheist tract.  

 
George Miller  

29 December 2103  
Editorôs note: This correspondence is now closed.  

Andrew Rossabi thought a passage from Chapter XI (óAuroraô) of After London 

relevant to the debate. The extract seemed the clearest expression of Jefferiesô attitude 

to Christianity, and of Jessieôs óclear and brightô faith. First a few words to put the 
piece in context. 
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After London (1885) is a futurist novel in which southern England lies flooded 

beneath a pure freshwater sea known as the Great Lake. The novel has strong 

autobiographical elements. The hero, Felix Aquila, is clearly a younger version of 

Jefferies himself, while for Aurora Thyma read Jessie Baden. 

The scholarly Felix is passionately in love with Aurora but though she returns his 

love, he feels unworthy of her and determines to accomplish some heroic deed to 
prove himself. He decides to set off on a voyage of exploration of the Great Lake. 

First, however, he attends a feast at Thyma Castle, where he has the lowest seat. He 

feels humiliated, and, worse, neglected by Aurora. When they meet clandestinely he 

pours out his heart. Aurora explains the reason for her apparent indifference. Her 

father, Baron Thyma (i.e. Andrew Baden), disapproves of their engagement. He would 

prefer a wealthier and more powerful suitor, and has threatened to eject Felix if 

Aurora gives any sign of her feelings for him. Felix is calmed and reassured by 

Auroraôs explanation.  

Now read on: 
 

Passage from AFTER LONDON, Chapter XI ð AURORA 
 

et it was not so much the explanation itself, nor even the love 
she poured upon him, as the mere fact of her presence so near 
that brought him to himself. The influence of her steadfast 

nature, of her clear, broad, straightforward view of things, the decis ion 
of her character, the high unselfish motives which animated her, all 
together supplied that which was wanting in himself. His indecision, 
his too impressionable disposition, which checked and stayed the force 
of his talent, and counteracted the determi nation of a naturally iron 
will; these, as it were, were relieved; in a word, with her he became 
himself.  

How many times he had told her as much! How many times she had 
replied that it was not herself, but that in which she believed, that was 
the real cau se of this feeling! It was that ancient and true religion; the 
religion of the primitive church, as she found it in the fragments of the 
Scriptures that had come down from the ancients.  

Aurora had learnt this faith from childhood; it was, indeed, a 
tradit ion of the house preserved unbroken these hundred years in the 
midst of the jarring creeds, whose disciples threatened and destroyed 
each other. On the one hand, the gorgeous rite of the Vice -Pope, with 
the priests and the monks, claimed dominion, and real ly held a large 
share, both over the body and the soul; on the other, the Leaguers, 2 
with their bold, harsh, and flowerless creed, were equally over -bearing 
and equally bigoted. Around them the Bushmen wandered without a 
god; the Romany called upon the ful l moon. Within courts and cities 

                                                        
2
 The Leaguers refers to the non-Conformists, i.e. óChapelô, which had such influence among the labourers. 

Y 



18 

 

the gay and the learned alike mocked at all faith, and believed in gold 
alone.  

Cruelty reigned everywhere; mercy, except in the name of honour, 
there was none; humanity was unknown. A few, a very few only, had 
knowledge of  or held to the leading tenets, which, in the time of the 
ancients, were assented to by everyone, such as the duty of humanity 
to all, the duty of saving and protecting life, of kindness and 
gentleness. These few, with their pastors, simple and unassuming,  
had no power or influence; yet they existed here and there, a living 
protest against the lawlessness and brutality of the time.  

Among these the house of Thyma had in former days been 
conspicuous, but of late years the barons of Thyma had, more from 
polic y than from aught else, rather ignored their ancestral faith, 
leaning towards the League, which was then powerful in that kingdom. 
To have acted otherwise would have been to exclude himself from all 
appointments. But Aurora, learning the old faith at her m otherõs knee, 
had become too deeply imbued with its moral beauty to consent to this 
course. By degrees, as she grew up, it became in her a passion; more 
than a faith, a passion; the object of her life.  

A girl, indeed, can do but little in our iron days, b ut that little she 
did. The chapel beside the castle, long since fallen to decay, was, at 
her earnest request, repaired; a pastor came and remained as 
chaplain, and services, of the simplest kind, but serious and full of 
meaning, took place twice a week. T o these she drew as many as 
possible of the inhabitants of the enclosure; some even came from afar 
once now and then to attend them. Correspondence was carried on 
with the remnant of the faith.  

That no one might plead ignorance (for there was up to the da te no 
written record) Aurora set herself the task of reducing the traditions 
which had been handed down to writing. When the manuscript was at 
last completed it occupied her months to transcribe copies of it for 
circulation; and she still continued to make  copies, which were sent by 
messengers and by the travelling merchants to the markets, and even 
across the sea. Apart from its intrinsically elevating character, the 
mere mental labour expended on this work had undoubtedly 
strengthened a naturally fine int ellect. As she said, it was the faith, 
the hope that that faith would one day be recognized, which gave her 
so much influence over others.  

Upon this one thing only they differed; Felix did not oppose, did not 
even argue, he was simply untouched. It was no t that he believed in 
anything else, nor that he doubted; he was merely indifferent. He had 
too great a natural aptitude for the physical sciences, and too clear a 
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mind, to accept that which was taught by the one or the other of the 
two chief opposing part ies. Nor could he join in the ridicule and 
derision of the gay courtiers, for the mystery of existence had 
impressed him deeply while wandering alone in the forest. But he 
stood aloof; he smiled and listened, unconvinced; like the wild 
creatures of the for est, he had no ears for these matters. He loved 
Aurora, that was all.  

But he felt the influence just the same; with all his powers of mind 
and contempt of superstitions in others, he could not at times shake 
off the apprehensions aroused by untoward omens , as when he 
stepped upon the adder in the woods. Aurora knew nothing of such 
things; her faith was clear and bright like a star; nothing could alarm 
her, or bring uneasiness of mind. This beautiful calm, not cold, but 
glowing with hope and love, soothed h im.  

That evening, with her hope and love, with her message of trust, she 
almost persuaded him. He almost turned to what she had so long 
taught. He almost repented of that hardness of heart, that unutterable 
distance, as it were, between him and other men,  which lay at the 
bottom of his proposed expedition. He opened his lips to confess to her 
his purpose, and had he done so assuredly she would have persuaded 
him from it. But in the very act to speak, he hesitated. It was 
characteristic of him to do so. Whe ther she instinctively felt that there 
was something concealed from her, or guessed that the discontent she 
knew he had so long endured was coming to a point, or feared lest 
what she had told him might drive him to some ill -considered act, she 
begged him w ith all the power of her love to do nothing hasty, or in 
despair, nothing that would separate them. He threw his arms around 
her, he pressed her closely to him, he trembled with the passion and 
the struggle within him.  

 
 

A detail from the book cover of After London  
(London : Duckworth & Co., 1905)  

Illustration b y F D Bedford   
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THE COATE MISSION HO USE 
 

isitors to Coate Farm often ask about the church that Jefferies 
mentions which also appears in maps of that time. There is no 
sign of the building now and it should not be confused with the 

former Methodist Chapel close to the Spotted Cow. The church was 
built  on land that was part of Dayhouse Farm, in the field opposite 
Coate Farm (the other side of Dayhouse Lane) next to the Marlborough 
Road. The Church was demolished in the late 196 0s and was  in a 
sorry state. The only existing photograph of the building is reproduced 
on the next page an d, judging by the design of the bicycle  pictured , 
was probably taken just before the building was demolished.  
 

 
Coate circa 1884  

 
An interesting letter (see p.24 ) was brought to light rec ently by Mr 

John Macclay  who lives near  Coate Farm . The letter is  dated 2 
September 1865 and was sent by the vicar of Chiseldon (Edwin 
Meyrick) to the Bishop of Salisbury with a request  for a licence to use 
ôa Schoolroom recently erected and used by me for the education 
therein of the children of the poor of the said Hamletõ for religious 
services. According to the estimate and receipt for building  ôThe Coate 
Mission Houseõ, that Mr Macclay also supplied, the cost was 
£141 .14s.6d.  On 5 September 1865 a ôLicence for performance of 
Divine Service & occasional administration of the Holy Communion in 
the Schoolroom in the Hamlet of Coateõ was issued.  

Before this date, for the Coate hamlet residents, it was a long walk 
to the n earest c hurch. Richard Jefferies wrote to his Aunt Ellen on 4 
November 1861 to let her know that:  

V 
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Coate Mission House: c.196 6. Then known as the former Chapel of the Ascension.  

 

We are going to have a prayer meeting at our house every Tuesday as we 
cannot manage to have it on Sundays for a week or two . I t is to be held in 
the brewhouse which is going to be whitewashed , some ugly old stairs 
took away and I donõt [know] what else isnõt going to be done to it. The 
preacher is going to stand in the doorw ay and along the beam in the 
dairy a curtain will be hung to keep the peopleõs eyes from going much 
further than the preacher and in the dairy a few stools and chairs for 
ourselves and a few of the ladies and gentlemen who do not like to mix 
with the work people or our own friends.  

 

Three years later he wrote to his aunt on 27 October 1864 to tell her 
about a proposed church in Coate:  
 

the proposed Church which it seems is true ð Father has offered the land 
and £10  in money, nobody else coming higher than £5. The entire sum 
promised is I believe £115, £40 of which comes from the Dean &  Chapter 
of Westminster who own large property (600 acres) here.   

 

Jefferies next mentions the Coate church in the first of his ôChapters 
on Churchesõ article3 when it was used for services . Jefferies was in 
attendance under the guise of the ôPeripatetic Philosopherõ who had 
stumbled across the service. He comments:  
 

I afterwards made enquiries concerning this place of worship, and the 
few facts which I have dis covered may not be uninteresting. The great 

                                                        
3
 North Wilts. Herald, 24 November 1866. Also published in the Richard Jefferies Society Journal No 3, 

Spring 1994, pp8-10.  


