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1946 - Sonme Thoughts On The Comon Toad
SOVE THOUGHTS ON THE COMMON TOAD

Before the swallow, before the daffodil, and not much later than the
snowdr op, the comopn toad salutes the com ng of spring after his own
fashion, which is to energe froma hole in the ground, where he has lain
buri ed since the previous autum, and crawl as rapidly as possible
towards the nearest suitable patch of water. Sonething--sone kind of
shudder in the earth, or perhaps nerely a rise of a few degrees in the
tenmperature--has told himthat it is time to wake up: though a few toads
appear to sleep the clock round and niss out a year fromtine to tine--
at any rate, | have nore than once dug themup, alive and apparently
well, in the mddle of the sumrer.

At this period, after his long fast, the toad has a very spiritual |oo0k,
like a strict Anglo-Catholic towards the end of Lent. H s nmovenents are

| angui d but purposeful, his body is shrunken, and by contrast his eyes

| ook abnormally large. This allows one to notice, what one m ght not at
another tinme, that a toad has about the nost beautiful eye of any living
creature. It is like gold, or nore exactly it is |ike the gol den-col oured
sem - preci ous stone which one sonetinmes sees in signet-rings, and which
think is called a chrysoberyl

For a few days after getting into the water the toad concentrates on

buil ding up his strength by eating snmall insects. Presently he has

swol len to his normal size again, and then he hoes through a phase of

i ntense sexiness. Al he knows, at least if he is a male toad, is that he
wants to get his arns round sonmething, and if you offer hima stick, or
even your finger, he will cling to it with surprising strength and take a
long time to discover that it is not a femal e toad. Frequently one cones
upon shapel ess masses of ten or twenty toads rolling over and over in the
water, one clinging to another without distinction of sex. By degrees,
however, they sort thenselves out into couples, with the male duly
sitting on the femal e's back. You can now distinguish males from fenal es,
because the male is smaller, darker and sits on top, with his arns
tightly clasped round the female's neck. After a day or two the spawn is
laid in long strings which wind thenselves in and out of the reeds and
soon become invisible. Afew nore weeks, and the water is alive with
masses of tiny tadpoles which rapidly grow | arger, sprout hind-Iegs, then
forelegs, then shed their tails: and finally, about the niddle of the
sumrer, the new generation of toads, smaller than one's thunb-nail but
perfect in every particular, cram out of the water to begin the game
anew.

| mention the spawning of the toads because it is one of the phenonena of
spring which nost deeply appeal to ne, and because the toad, unlike the
skyl ark and the prinrose, has never had nuch of a boost from poets. But |
am aware that many people do not |ike reptiles or anphibians, and | am
not suggesting that in order to enjoy the spring you have to take an
interest in toads. There are also the crocus, the nissel-thrush, the
cuckoo, the blackthorn, etc. The point is that the pleasures of spring
are available to everybody, and cost nothing. Even in the nost sordid
street the coming of spring will register itself by some sign or other,
if it is only a brighter blue between the chimey pots or the vivid green
of an elder sprouting on a blitzed site. Indeed it is renmarkable how
Nature goes on existing unofficially, as it were, in the very heart of
London. | have seen a kestrel flying over the Deptford gasworks, and
have heard a first-rate performance by a blackbird in the Euston Road
There nust be sonme hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of birds
living inside the four-mle radius, and it is rather a pleasing thought

t hat none of them pays a hal fpenny of rent.
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As for spring, not even the narrow and gl oomy streets round the Bank of
Engl and are quite able to exclude it. It conmes seeping in everywhere,

i ke one of those new poi son gases which pass through all filters. The
spring is commonly referred to as "a mracle", and during the past five
or six years this worn-out figure of speech has taken on a new | ease of
life. After the sorts of winters we have had to endure recently, the
spring does seem niracul ous, because it has becone gradual |y harder and
harder to believe that it is actually going to happen. Every February
since 1940 | have found nyself thinking that this time winter is going to

be permanent. But Persephone, like the toads, always rises fromthe dead
at about the sane nonent. Suddenly, towards the end of March, the nmiracle
happens and the decaying slumin which I live is transfigured. Down in

the square the sooty privets have turned bright green, the | eaves are

t hi ckeni ng on the chestnut trees, the daffodils are out, the wallflowers
are budding, the policeman's tunic | ooks positively a pl easant shade of
bl ue, the fishnonger greets his customers with a smle, and even the
sparrows are quite a different col our, having felt the bal m ness of the
air and nerved thenselves to take a bath, their first since |ast

Sept enber .

Is it wicked to take a pleasure in spring and ot her seasonal changes? To
put it nmore precisely, is it politically reprehensible, while we are all
groani ng, or at any rate ought to be groaning, under the shackles of the
capitalist system to point out that life is frequently nore worth living
because of a blackbird's song, a yellow elmtree in Cctober, or sone

ot her natural phenonmenon whi ch does not cost noney and does not have what
the editors of left-wi ng newspapers call a class angle? There is not

doubt that many people think so. | know by experience that a favourable
reference to "Nature" in one of nmy articles is liable to bring me abusive
letters, and though the key-word in these letters is usually
"sentimental", two ideas seemto be nixed up in them One is that any

pl easure in the actual process of life encourages a sort of politica

qui eti sm People, so the thought runs, ought to be discontented, and it
is our job to multiply our wants and not sinply to increase our enjoynent
of the things we have already. The other idea is that this is the age of
machi nes and that to dislike the machine, or even to want to limt its
domi nation, is backward-I|ooking, reactionary and slightly ridicul ous.
This is often backed up by the statement that a |ove of Nature is a

foi bl e of urbani zed peopl e who have no notion what Nature is really like.
Those who really have to deal with the soil, so it is argued, do not |ove
the soil, and do not take the faintest interest in birds or flowers,
except froma strictly utilitarian point of view. To |love the country one
must live in the town, nerely taking an occasi onal week-end ranble at the
warner tinmes of year.

This last idea is denmonstrably fal se. Medieval literature, for instance

i ncluding the popular ballads, is full of an al nbst Georgi an ent husi asm
for Nature, and the art of agricultural peoples such as the Chinese and
Japanese centre always round trees, birds, flowers, rivers, nountains.
The other idea seens to ne to be wong in a subtler way. Certainly we
ought to be di scontented, we ought not sinply to find out ways of making
the best of a bad job, and yet if we kill all pleasure in the actua
process of life, what sort of future are we preparing for ourselves? If a
man cannot enjoy the return of spring, why should he be happy in a

| abour - saving Wopia? Wat will he do with the |eisure that the machine
will give hinf | have al ways suspected that if our economic and politica
probl ens are ever really solved, life will becone sinpler instead of nore
conpl ex, and that the sort of pleasure one gets fromfinding the first
printrose will loomlarger than the sort of pleasure one gets fromeating
an ice to the tune of a Wirlitzer. | think that by retaining one's

chil dhood | ove of such things as trees, fishes, butterflies and--to
return to ny first instance--toads, one makes a peaceful and decent
future a little nore probable, and that by preaching the doctrine that
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nothing is to be admred except steel and concrete, one nerely nakes it a
l[ittle surer that human beings will have no outlet for their surplus
energy except in hatred and | eader worship.

At any rate, spring is here, even in London N. 1, and they can't stop you
enjoying it. This is a satisfying reflection. How many a tinme have

stood watching the toads mating, or a pair of hares having a boxing match
in the young corn, and thought of all the inportant persons who as you

are not actually ill, hungry, frightened or imured in a prison or a
hol i day canp, spring is still spring. The atom bonbs are piling up in the
factories, the police are prowing through the cities, the lies are
streaming fromthe | oudspeakers, but the earth is still going round the

sun, and neither the dictators nor the bureaucrats, deeply as they
di sapprove of the process, are able to prevent it.
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