
[Editor’s note: Jefferies knew that even the young women, new to 
work, would eventually succumb to a life of unremitting toil, as their 
forebears had for generations.] “She walks in the glory of young life; 
she is really centuries old… the loveliness of seventeen is centuries 
old. Is this why passion is almost sad?”

Rural poverty and unemployment
“In fairly good times the wages of the operatives are not equal to 
what is earned by those who live in more populous places…. In bad 
seasons, if wages do not exactly decline, the amount of labour is 
sensibly less. Hard necessity compels the farmer to do with as little 
as he can, and as the farmers are the only employers, when all the 
tenants for miles and miles follow this course, it begins to tell on 
the cottagers. We have heard of as many as forty men being idle in 
one hamlet, hanging about with nothing to do…. When upon a lack 
of work bread rises [in price] the effect is easy to understand… and 
unless it falls there will be hard times this winter.”

Self-education of the rural population
“If you had given a cottager a newspaper a few years since he would 
have been silent and looked glum. If you give him one now he says, 
“Thank you,” briskly. He and his read anything and everything; and 
as he walks beside the wagon he will pick up a scrap of newspaper 
from the roadside and pore over it as he goes. Girls in service send 
home papers from London; so do lads when from home – and so 
many are away from home now.”

Subversive power of the written word
[Editor’s note, the 1880s saw the first generation that had benefited 
for universal education, it was also a decade that saw a proliferation 
of cheaply priced newspapers and pamphlets: their impact was not 
dissimilar to the internet today, with its explosion of new ideas 
and opinions, outside the control of established authorities and 
institutions]. 

“The change is, however, steadily proceeding wherever the printing 
press is used. Nor Pope, nor Kaiser, nor Czar, nor Sultan… can keep 
it out – all powerless against a bit of printed paper. Bits of printed 
paper that listen to no command, to which none can say: ‘Stand 
back, thou shalt not enter.” They rise on the summer whirlwinds 
from the very dust of the road, and float over the highest walls; 
they fall on the well-kept lawns – monastery, prison, palace – there 
is no fortress against a bit of printed paper.”

THE LIFE OF THE COUNTRYSIDE

Take your children to the fields…

“All of you with little children, take them into the country among 
the green grass and yellow wheat, among trees, by hills and streams, 
if you wish their highest education, that of the heart and soul, to 
be completed. If you wish your children to think deep things – to 
know the holiest emotions – take them to the woods and the hills 
and give them the freedom of the meadows. They will forget their 
books – but they will never forget the grassy fields.”

Amaryllis Iden (from Amaryllis at the Fair)

“She loved beauty for its own sake – she loved the sunlight, the 
grass and the trees, the gleaming water, the colours of the fields and 
the sky. To listen to the running water was to her a dear delight, to 
the wind in the high firs, or caught in the wind-stretching arms of 
the oak; she rested among these things, they were to her mind as 
sleep to the body.”

“Her indignation sometimes at the wrongfulness of certain 
things seemed to fill her with a consuming fire. Her contempt 
of sycophancy, and bold independence led her constantly into 
trouble.”

The reality of country living for poor people

“In real life I have remarked that it is frequently damp and 
rheumatic, and most hated by those who know it most.”

Life of the Gipsies

“The gipsy loves the crescent moon, the evening star, the clatter 
of the fern owl, the beetle’s hum – the gipsy sleeps in his tent on 
mother earth; it is, you see, primeval man with primeval nature.”

A poor female fruit-picker

“… the cheek-bones like knuckles, the chin of brown stoneware, 
the upper lip smooth, and without the short groove which should 
appear between lip and nostrils. Black shadows dwelt in the hollows 
of the cheeks and temples, and there was a blackness about the 
eyes. This blackness gathers in the faces of the old who have been 
much exposed to the sun, the fibres of the skin scorched and 
half-charred, like a stick thrust in the fire, and withdrawn before the 
flames seize it.”

Arundel Park
“Where there are beech trees the land is always beautiful… beech 
trees at Arundel in that lovely park which the Duke of Norfolk, to 
his glory, leaves open to all the world.”

THE SEA

“There is nothing more lovely in the wood than when, upon a calm 
evening, the sun goes down across the level and gleaming water…
And in the evening we walk by the beach, and from the rising 
grounds look over the waters, as if to gaze upon their loveliness 
were reward for the labour of the day.”

“What wonder could surprise us coming from the wonderful sea?”

Those who walk on the pier but ignore the sea.
“Most people who go on the West Pier at Brighton walk at once 
straight to the farthest part. This is the order and custom of pier 
promenading; you are to stalk along the deck till you reach the 
end, and there go round and round the band in a circle like a horse 
tethered to an iron pin, or else sit down and admire those who do 
go round and round. No one looks back at the gradually extending 
beach and the fine curve of the shore. No one lingers where the 
surf breaks – immediately above it – listening to the remorseful 
sigh of the dying wave as it sobs back to the sea.

HARVEST 

Before the reapers arrive
“It is a curious sight to see the early harvest morn – all hushed 
under the burning sun, a morn that you know is full of life and 
meaning, yet quiet as if man’s foot had never trodden the land. 
Only the sun is there, rolling on his endless way.”

The day’s work is almost done
“The songs in the wood hard-by were silent, the thrush and 
blackbird had ceased, and the cuckoo had long been gone. There 
was no music of sweet bird’s throats as dry August stooped under 
her sheaves.”

“Still heavier the shadows deepened in the elms; all was silence, 
save for the reapers on the other side of the hedge – and drowsy 
night came down as softly as an eyelid.”

Richard Jefferies, 1848 – 1887
Richard Jefferies was born on a small farm near the village of Coate 
in Wiltshire. His father, an idealistic man with a love for learning, was 
unable to make a good living farming and the family experienced 
real hardship. As a boy and young man, Richard read extensively, 
immersing himself in the classics and Shakespeare. He would wander 
for hours on his own, observing nature and noting the ancient 
prehistoric remains in the landscape. An early career as a local 
journalist ultimately led to national recognition, with his intimately 
observed essays on the English countryside being published in 
the leading magazines of the day. Many of these essays were later 
collated into books, several being published posthumously. 

Despite battling increased ill-health, the last five years of Jefferies’ 
life were his most prolific, including hundreds of articles and many 
books. His metaphysical autobiography, The Story of My Heart 
(1883), and his apocalyptical novel, After London (1885), which 
imagines an England of the future reduced to barbarism by an 
environmental catastrophe, were not in keeping with his times or his 
readers, but are today regarded as his two most important works. 
Jefferies also wrote novels with strong, independent minded female 
characters, who, like their creator, were children of nature and 
nonconformity: Felise Goring in The Dewy Morn (1884), and Amaryllis 
Iden in Amaryllis at the Fair (1887).

Jefferies moved to Sussex in 1883, living 
variously at Crowborough, Hove, and 
finally, Goring, a village he had known in 
his younger days and a place of peace 
and wooded solitude, yet close to the 
sea and the town of Worthing. When 
staying here in 1870, he met a young 
woman who seems to have captured his 
heart; perhaps she formed the basis of his 
character Felise Goring in the Dewy Morn? 
Jefferies died at Goring on 14th August 1887, 
nursed by his wife Jessie, who wrote down his final notes and essays, 
as he dictated them to her from his sick bed. He was only 38 when 
he died and was buried in Broadwater Cemetery, where his grave 
may still be found. 

What follows is a selection of quotes and extracts from the writings 
of Richard Jefferies that are collated under subject themes, which 

I hope you will find helpful. I 
would rather that Jefferies spoke 
for himself and leave the reader 
to draw their own insights and 
impressions. At the end of this 
leaflet you will find links to 
websites with more information 
about Jefferies, all of which I 
thoroughly recommend. 

Chris Hare, Chair, Worthing Heritage Alliance.

THE WORLD OF RICHARD JEFFERIES
HIS PHILOSOPHY

“Stoop and touch the earth, and receive its influence; touch the 
flower, and feel its life; face the wind, and have its meaning; let the 
sunlight fall on the open hand as if you could hold it. Something may 
be grasped from them all, invisible, yet strong. It is the sense of a 
wider existence – wider – higher.”

“Simply to recognize the Soul seems to be everything, and to have 
faith in its high unknown destiny.”

“It is a common effect of great things to be overlooked…the eye 
is accustomed to the little and cannot in a moment receive the 
immense. Open your eyes and see those things which are around you 
in this hour.”

“Science is like a proverb – half true.”

“We strive for the right and true, it is circumstances that thrust 
wrong upon us.”

“Let happiness alone. Stir not an inch; speak not a word: happiness is 
a coy maiden – hold her hand and be still.”

“Make joy real now to those you love, and help forward the joy to 
those yet to be born.”

THE SOUTH DOWNS

Ascending the Downs: physical and spiritual liberation
“At each step the yoke of artificial life lightens on the shoulder; and 
at the summit falls away. The heart beats faster, being free; and the 
mind opens to the opening horizon. So intimately are the body and 

the mind bound together that, as the one climbs, the other aspires; 
and, on the ridge we walk on a level ground above our old selves 
left beneath us.”

The Downland Sward
“The sward is the original sward, untouched, unploughed, centuries 
old. It is that which was formed when the woods that covered the 
hills were cleared, whether by British tribes whose markings are 
still to be found, by Roman smiths working the ironstones (slag 
is sometimes discovered), by Saxon settlers, or however it came 
about in the process of years. Probably the trees would grow again 
were it not for sheep and horses, but these preserve the sward. 
The plough has nibbled at it and gnawed away great slices, but it 
extends mile after mile; these are mere touches on its breadth. It 
is as wild as wild can be without deer or savage beasts. The bees 
like it, and the finches come. It is silent and peaceful like the sky 
above….” [Editor’s note: today’s downs have been transformed by 
intensive agriculture, and perhaps no more than 2% of the downs 
remain in the condition Jefferies observed in the 1880s]

THE WOODLANDS

Night falls on the woods
“The daylight has lingered on longer than expected, but now the 
gloom of the short January evening is settling down fast in the 
wood. The silent and motionless trees rise out of a mysterious 
shadow, which fills up the spaces between the trunks…. There 
rises a loud though distant clamour of rooks and daws, who have 
restlessly moved in their roost-trees. Darkness is almost on them, 
yet they cannot quite settle. The cawing and dawing rises to a 
pitch, and then declines; the wood is silent, and it is suddenly 
night.”

Trees mark our lives
“The lost leaves measure our years; they are gone as the days 
are gone, and the bare branches silently speak of a new year, 
slowly advancing to its buds, its foliage, and fruit. Deciduous trees 
associate with human life as the yew never can. Clothed in its 
yellow-greenish needles, its tarnished green, it knows no hope or 
sorrow; it is indifferent to winter, and does not look forward to 
summer. With their annual loss of leaves, and renewal, oak and elm 
and ash and beach seem to stand by us and share our thoughts.”

Jefferies House, Jefferies Lane (BN12 4PS)

Jessie Jefferies



LONDON

“Often and often [when a boy] I rambled up to the milestone which 
stood under an oak, to look at the chipped inscription low down – 
‘To London 79 miles.’ So far away, you see, that the very inscription 
was cut at the foot of the stone, since no one would be likely to 
want that information. It was half-hidden by docks and nettles, 
despised and unnoticed. A broad land this seventy-nine miles – 
how many meadows, hedges, and woods in that distance? – wide 
enough to seclude any house, to hide it like an acorn in the grass. 
Those who have lived all their lives in remote places do not feel the 
remoteness.”

“Then I used to feel that it really was seventy-nine miles to London, 
and not an hour or two by rail, really all those miles. A great broad 
province of green furrow and ploughed furrow between the old 
house and the city of the world.”

“And the railway station, through some process of the mind, 
presently compels you to go up onto the platform, and after a little 
puffing and revolution of wheels you emerge at Charing Cross, or 
London Bridge, or Waterloo, or Ludgate Hill, and, with freshness of 
the meadows still clinging to your coat, mingle with the crowd.”

“The loneliest of places are on the borders of a gay crowd.”

“The dust of London fills the eyes and blurs the vision; but it 
penetrates deeper than that. There is the dust that chokes the spirit, 
and it is this that makes the streets so long, the stones so stony, the 
desk so wooden.”

BRIGHTON AND HOVE

Anger at poverty and municipal greed

“The Town Hall at Hove is ludicrous, like the frog in the fable. 
£40,000 wrung in part from the poorest population in the world 
– to rent a house or two would have answered the purpose. The 
poverty of the Hove poor is astounding.”

Urban squalor

“Western Road in autumn has stenches from end to end, but is 
sweet indeed compared to Hastings which in hot weather stenches 
everywhere, like a leather dressers’ in Bermondsey, yea, worse, like 
old boots. If Brighton sins Hastings sins seven times seven.”

DISLIKE OF THE MONEY POWER

“The pageantry of power, the still more foolish pageantry of wealth, 
the senseless precedence of place; words fail me to express my 
utter contempt for such pleasures or such ambitions.”

“Amid the exciting and selfish pursuit of money which is so marked 
a feature of our age, when the ‘almighty dollar’ of the typical Yankee 
is the one great object of life, the career of [good men] stands out 
in marked contrast.”

“What a fallacy it is that hard work is the making of money.”

“It is the shortness of life which gives money a concentrated and 
fictitious value to crowd pleasure and incident into a short time.”

“Cornleigh, the local Squire and Member of Parliament, a perfect 
fool.” [from The Dewy Morn]

“Fight your enemies – do not forgive, indignation is the bottom and 
root of the good, fight then.”

“My sympathies and hopes are with the light of the future, only I 
should like it to come from Nature. The clock should be read by the 
sunshine, not the sun timed by the clock.”

HUMAN BEAUTY

“Without beauty there is no life for me, the divine beauty of flesh is 
life itself to me…”

[Editor’s note, Jefferies writing after viewing Titian’s Venus and 
Adonis in the National Gallery] “These called up the same thirst I 
felt on the greensward in the sun, on the wild beach listening to the 
quiet sob as the summer wave drank at the land. I will search the 
world through for beauty.”

“To be beautiful and to be calm, without mental fear, is the ideal of 
Nature.”

“There are moments when the earth is so beautiful that sorrow 
seems a dream.”

“I know it is a thousand times more pleasure to me to see beautiful 
things than to write about it. Could I choose I would go on seeing 
beautiful things and not writing.”

“The first appearance of a star is very beautiful.” 

REMEMBERING HIS CHILDHOOD LANDSCAPE

“So it seemed to me as a boy, sweet and new like this every 
morning; and even now after the years have passed and the lines 
have worn in the forehead, the summer mead shines as bright 
and fresh as when my foot first touched the grass. It has another 
meaning now; the sunshine and the flowers speak differently, for a 
heart that has once known sorrow reads behind the page and sees 
sadness in joy.”

The following quotes come from Jefferies’ final notes made in the 
last wretched months of his life, so the sense and the grammar 
(understandably) are not always ‘correct’.

The nature of existence
“Probably life will be one day found to be a force like electricity. 
Quite as natural and no more supernatural than thunder and 
lightning. Is it thought that lives on? Thought projected on into 
Time. Not life which is mere force and goes like the wave on the 
shore, but its emotions and its Thoughts that endures – these – 
the invisible, which, and without dimensions that exist onwards 
like my memory of the Camera Obscura, as if the petals of the 
Flower, its sensations of warmth, were to exist on when the petals 
decayed.”

Facing Death
“I wonder to myself how they can all get on without me – how 
they manage, bird and flower, without me to keep the calendar 
for them…. Nature sets no value upon life, nor on the larks that 
sang years ago. The earth is all in all to me, but I am nothing to the 
earth: it is bitter to know this before you are dead….”

HUDSON COMES IN SEARCH OF JEFFERIES

In 1899, the naturalist and writer, W. H. Hudson, a great admirer of 
Jefferies, came to Goring to stay at the house where Jefferies died. 
Here he began writing Nature in Downland, the book Hudson 
believed Jefferies would have written had his life not been cut 
short. In the opening chapter to the book, Hudson described 
a strange experience he had on arriving in Goring in search of 
Jefferies last home –

“On a cloudy melancholy day in September I came in search of this 
cottage, and walking to the church by a narrow lane with a low 

trim wall-like hedge on either side, my thoughts were of Jefferies, 
who had doubtless often walked here too, feeling the icy hand 
on him of one that walked invisible at his side. My mind was full 
of sadness, when, hearing the crunching of gravel beneath other 
feet than my own, I suddenly looked up, and behold, there before 
me stood the man himself, back on earth in the guise of a tramp! 
It was a most extraordinary coincidence that at such a moment 
I should come face to face with this poor outcast and wanderer 
who had the Jefferies’ countenance as I knew it from portraits and 
descriptions.”

MORE INFORMATION ABOUT RICHARD JEFFERIES

Find out about the Richard Jefferies Society at  
www.richardjefferiessociety.org/

Watch Chris Hare’s video about Jefferies’ novel, After London, set in 
a dystopian future at www.southdownsgenerations.org.uk/history-
and-folklore-topics/ (after clicking on the link, scroll down the page 
until you find the After London video).

Listen to Sir Simon Russell Beale read extracts from Jefferies’ novels 
and essays at www.marlboroughlitfest.org/litfest-speaking/

Richard Jefferies is buried at Broadwater Cemetery. For more 
information look at 
the website run by the 
Friends of Broadwater and 
Worthing Cemetery,  
www.fbwc.co.uk.
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“To reflect that another human being, if at a distance of ten 
thousand years from the year 1883, would enjoy one hour’s more life, 
in the sense of fulness of life, in consequence of anything I had done 

in my little span, would be to me a peace of soul.”

Goring’s famous naturalist and philosopher


