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‘The happiest man is he who learns from nature the lesson of worship.’


Ralph Waldo Emerson


‘When we recognise the virtues, the talent, the beauty of Mother Earth, something is born in us, some kind of connection; love is born.’


Thich Nhat Hanh
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In late 2023, my young family and I boarded a plane and flew south-east from Ireland, making our way across the globe from Dublin to Sydney, Australia. It was a journey of more than twenty-four hours, and we were spent and tired when we got there. We had come to Australia to introduce our son Ted to his wider Antipodean family.


It was a homecoming of sorts, too, because my wife and I had met in Australia over a decade before and had fallen in love there. We stayed with my wife’s sister, a lawyer, and her businessman husband on the north shore of Sydney, in an affluent suburb made up of other businesspeople. Lawyers were in no short supply in that place.


I was working on a new book and taking meetings on projects while I was in town. One evening I borrowed my brother-in-law’s office to have a Zoom meeting.


His office was calm and neat, white and pristine. His house had just been remodelled, and the place, the office, was inviting. I liked it a great deal. But during the wait for my Zoom call to start, I couldn’t help noticing the books on my brother-in-law’s shelves. There were business books from all over the world, books on negotiation, books on self-help, books on management and a few on cycling, which he has a great passion for.


I looked hard at the books. They were all interesting, of that I was sure, but I noticed a gap. Perhaps it was an observation unique to me, but I saw these books were all from the urban world. They were books that spoke of high-rise towers and office blocks, books about suburbs and banking. As I looked more, I realized that there was a missing part of this equation. The works had all come from cities, and though I know the world, our world, is now an urban one, we were once all country people, rural people.


My thoughts were interrupted by my meeting, and the call did not come to much, but the idea born of my brother-in-law’s bookshelf was more important. Where were the lessons from the land? Where was the thinking of country people? Country people, farming people, are some of the finest and most successful entrepreneurs I have met. With raw materials and domesticated animals and crops, they manage to make a living by turning light and time into money. (What do I mean by light and time? I’ll get back to that.)


The farmers I have met all around the world, from fruit pickers in California to lamb producers in outback Australia, were all individual thinkers. It was their unique way of looking at the world that had allowed them to succeed. Some had third-level degrees; some were high school dropouts. But they all had an ability. They thought differently. They had the wisdom of a farmer.


I was born on a family farm in the Irish midlands. I grew up on a beef, and later beef-and-sheep, holding that expanded as I aged. The survival of Birchview, our family farm, is down to my parents’ business acumen and vision. They have built a good business. They think like farmers. They have the wisdom of the land in their DNA and in their souls. Both are important things, I think. We need the soul as well as the business to think differently.


As the Anthropocene age (the period of human influence on the climate and environment leading to our present problems of climate disaster and species loss) continues and the warning signs of Mother Earth make us feel our presence upon this earth, now’s the time to have wisdom from the rural world. The farming stock that I am from has survived for generations in unison with the Earth, never seeking to take too much, just enough to keep going. There is real wisdom in that, a learning that the ever-growing urban world has cast aside. To think differently, sometimes we need to go back to where it all began. Farming and rural life are about as basic as they get. It’s a 10,000-year-old culture, one that helped form our collective global civilization. Maybe as this epoch ages and grows, we need to look less to the boardroom and more to the fields and cathedrals of nature. If we can look to these quiet cathedrals, we can learn so much. A horse is a beautiful animal, but it’s only when we work with horses that we learn their true grace, their true intelligence. So, too, a field is like this. At its outset it is a green patch of earth – it’s only when we work with it that we see it is made up of so much more. There is the time it took to clear it, the intelligence it took to grow something from it and the wisdom it can give us if we can learn its ways.


If we can slow down and look to the rural world, we can perhaps find the real insights that we have been missing in our urban world.


I am a place-straddler, a being of two worlds. I lived in cities, big global cities, for over a decade and then returned to country living. After another decade back on the land, now is perhaps the time for me to take stock of what I have learned. I have gained wisdom and insight, and it came through animals and fields and muck and wellington boots. At a time when farmers across the world are fighting for their survival and way of life, it is important to listen to these custodians of the land. They have much to teach us.


I want to share their insights and my own with you, and maybe you can carry a piece of the farm with you no matter where you go. You might not be a farmer but you can have the mindset of one, the wisdom of one, even in the biggest concrete jungles of them all. Perhaps it’s in these places that that mindset shift is needed most.
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I asked my brother-in-law about the books in his office. He said some were helpful, and some were wishy-washy, airy-fairy. I hope this is not the latter; I hope it is a helpful book and, in many ways, a hopeful book. I think it is a story of when the earth speaks and we, perhaps for the first time in a long while, listen. She has much to teach us.


This book is a short work. It is designed so that you can read it quickly and take its twelve thoughts to heart.


But while the work may be short, the learnings are the product of the earth.


This is a work that comes from the earth. I am a farmer and a writer. At first, I did not think those two professions could mix. Now, I see that we need far more voices from the land; we need more farmer-writers like Wendell Berry or Masanobu Fukuoka. We need a school of thought, and I’ve come up with my own: the land philosophy.


The land philosophy is a way of looking at the world as the first farmers did – I have merely put a name to this way of seeing and being. The land philosophy is older than the great systems of thought – older than the Greeks or Abrahamic religions – because farming was the first true profession, and with it came a way to be in the world. We could all do with learning from this wisdom in our modern world, where we are divorced from nature, separated from the source of our food and in a need of a spiritual rebirth.


The land philosophy took me ten years to develop, but it has a 10,000-year-old philosophical basis that I have encountered throughout the world, from the knowledge base of the pre-Columbian Americas to Aboriginal Australian farmers. I’ve formed these teachings from both my travels and my journalistic investigations.


At its heart, the land philosophy is a call to slow down in our world and consider the 10,000 years of thought that farmers have brought to their land and livestock since the invention of agriculture. If we think in a 10,000-year cycle we can see that many of our problems – be they climate change or personal obstacles – have answers that are hidden in the earthly work of the first profession.


This is a school of thought where every learning has come from doing, through trial and error. It is a philosophy of being one with nature and then, in turn, allowing us to be one with ourselves.


The land philosophy is old but it has new relevance in the era of the internet, in the era of mega cities, with its message that we can do things another way, encouraging us to rethink our place in the world. We can find a peace once more and develop a mindset more in tune with the slow pace of nature.


The wisdom of the farmer is for all of us to hold because, after all, we were all farmers once, and maybe now more than ever we need to be reminded about tending the fields of life.


Through this book I will unpack the twelve core teachings of the land philosophy. We will gain an understanding of the following thoughts:


1.   Slowing down our lives


2.   Connect with the earth


3.   Get up early


4.   Take time to savour joy


5.   Be as stoic as a farmer


6.   The past is closer than we think


7.   Be as brave as a cowboy


8.   Be prepared to help others


9.   Invest in your workplace


10. Be healthy


11. We all need wilderness


12. Eat vividly


It has taken me ten years to come to this way of thinking, but it has been a good decade, a journey, at times, only over a few hundred acres, and yet, in ways, it has been one that has brought me around the world.


The ten years have gone by quickly. Even the year since I first had the idea for this book in Australia has moved past me at a pace.


In that time, I have seen a newborn son learn to walk and the beginnings of his language. I have also seen creation in full, from grass meadows maturing on the farm to our lambs and calves being born and brought to market for sale.


Now that I come to write this day, the date exactly of my return to the farm ten years ago (an event that I did not plan but a happy coincidence), I see that my job is only beginning – but in other ways I have been writing this book already for years. How? you might ask. I had to slow down myself first, so that I could hear the earth speak.


The world moves fast, but ten years ago, I chose a different path. I had lived that fast life and found it to be a system which chewed people up and spat them out. I had given my labours not to the earth, as all my forebears had done, but rather to technology, in the form of my life as a journalist in the early twenty-first century.


I sat behind computers and cameras and microphones, and after a decade, I had achieved some measure of success, but it had come at a cost – that of my own health.


In coming back to the land, I slowly began to develop my philosophy. I did not have the words for it then, nor a name for it. I was fossicking about in an old landscape, that of home, but in many ways it was a new setting, as I had left this land so young. In that time of return I was also delving deep into the self for the words, for the thoughts that would emerge.


When I think of my son’s burgeoning language, his speech, I realize these are big moments. When I see my son developing his faculty for words, I feel that his language needs to be one of the earth, one that speaks of a rooting. He must have, like myself, a language of a sacra solo (sacred ground). In thinking of the words to come, one naturally thinks of the world to come. One must think of the future. To him, I will teach the land philosophy too. We often read books about the farm. He takes a great delight in these stories, as do I. In those children’s books, the farmer has pride of place – he or she is a valued member of society. We need to remind our adult selves that that is so.










CHAPTER 1
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Slowing Down Our Lives – The Land Philosophy






If we are to survive the Anthropocene, and that is the great question of our times, the answer is I think in the earth.


We must go back to the source, to the Pachamama, and claim a new understanding of the world. What is the Pachamama? you may ask. She is the earth mother of the Andean people of South America, a fertility goddess to her worshippers, but I think in this present tumult she can be a mother to us all.


The answer to our age is not some divine revelation nor some technological breakthrough. The answer is where it always has been: in the soil, in the animals, in the food we produce in a sustainable way. The answer is in the farm.


But something happened to that message along the way. Over the last 10,000 years we lost a part of ourselves. We left the fields and took to the cities, and while there was much growth and goodness in that move, we also lost a connection, a tangible link to the seasons, to the cycle of nature and time. It was the beginning of the loss of the patience we must have with the natural world, the patience that comes with the quiet tending of a vegetable garden. In our mad and busy world, we are now beginning to pay the price for that decision.


What was lost by a great deal of us was a wisdom. In order to gain that back, we have to slow down.


If we are to survive these dark times, our best hope lies not in space, nor outer planetary colonization, but in returning to the old ways. In short, it requires discovering the land philosophy – the 10,000-year school of experience I will relay in this work. If we do that, we can have a wisdom that will allow us to prosper and, if we do everything right, to survive.
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Growth is the key to life, but growth comes in different forms. We can grow our bank account but not necessarily grow as a person. We can tend a beast, as I do on the farm, and find that, after a year or two, we have produced an animal fit for sale or for breeding.


Growth, I think too, has to have a spiritual core. If we were to think about growing our inner lives like our bank accounts, we’d all be a lot happier, but life doesn’t work like that, or at least the dominant economic system we live in doesn’t allow us the time to delve into that way of thinking.


To slow down is to appreciate the speed of growth. To slow down is one of the great challenges of our time. If we are to embrace the land philosophy of the farmer, we must know that slowing down is key to this future.


Time, as I once heard, is a bully; we have a perverse relationship with it in the early twenty-first century. When I found myself back on the family farm ten years ago, in the stillness of a farming life, it took a period to adjust to this new relationship to time – over a year or more. In other words, it took time to slow down. But I knew even then, all those years ago, that if I could embrace this way of living, it would liberate me. It was a knowledge that came on a soul level of a soul world.


This way of life as a farmer can be considered a luxury in our modern day, as so few even have the choice to live this life. For those who don’t have access to the land, it is my intention to bring this way of thinking, this wisdom, to your everyday life. I am not here as some evangelist, but rather as a messenger from the quieter road of life.


I am conscious, especially, of the people holding out on the front lines of urbanity, in a tough inner-city community, who cannot be in nature, to whom a farm is another world, a foreign world, when it should not be. It does not simply belong in a children’s book. It belongs in all our lives. I want to bring that world to you so you may hold it as something beautiful in your mind, that you can carry the farm with you like a well of happiness in your trouser pocket, a thing that can be dipped into again and again. A wish-fulfilling jewel.


In an age that is sped up, the farm reminds us that everything can be accomplished at its own pace. The great thinkers were right all those centuries ago, from the Buddha to Lao Tzu.


When a cow is going to calve, it takes the beast time. Her bones must drop, her pelvis must open, and she gets sick of calving, as we say on the farm. When we want a calf for next year’s crop, we have to plan nine months ahead and think of the future. Nine months means we must be slow in our thinking; all things take time.


Slowing down is the key.
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So where did the land philosophy come from? In order to understand our present moment, we must go back 10,000 years when the first farmers emerged.
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Recently, a friend journeyed to the Middle East to visit the sites of the first farmers. It was there in Iraq that he saw the remains of the beginning of the first tillers of the fertile crescent. They lived at the pace of living things: a season, a harvest. They worked with the earth and learned from it. Through their foresight, a wilderness was made into a field; a sheep could be brought from the wild mountains and farmed to bring wool; a cow could provide milk; a river could turn a mill.


When the first farmers developed their ideas, the land philosophy was born. Our wandering was stopped – we settled and found a place to farm and be at rest.


It was farming that created the first surplus, and for the first time, not all of our existence had to be given over to the grind of subsistence.


Farming, I think, was the first philosophy. We grew crops, we raised livestock, and from that, we found our gods. Brother-cow, sister-sheep, they all had a role in our nascent cosmology of the world. It was no aberration that the twelve signs of the zodiac were all animals nor that Native Americans had their children of the corn.


For millennia, we lived within that first philosophy. The farmer was an integral part of every society, and even when our cities and civilizations developed, our love and respect for agriculture remained. It was a hard life, but that respect for land, that philosophy of land, was found in every culture around the world, from Aboriginal Australian farmers, as detailed by historian Bruce Pascoe, to Mesoamerican cultures that developed intricate irrigation canals in the south-west in pre-Columbian times.


The first philosophy, the land philosophy, was one that blended the sacred cosmos with the sacred earth, and while perhaps part of that may seem backward to us now, it is important to remember that these farming civilizations flourished for century upon century. The centrality of their beliefs was that we are part of this earth, not above it. It was this way for the first farmers in ancient Ireland; it was this way for the first peoples everywhere.


Living in this way is beyond most of us now, but we can still try and achieve, and in the trying, there is connection and liberation from the pressures of the modern world.


In recent times, we have heard a great deal of the 10,000 hours it takes to achieve mastery of a craft – from Bill Gates’s computer programming to famous ice hockey players, they all plied their specialized skills, as Malcom Gladwell has relayed in his wonderful books. But what about the 10,000-year mastery that we achieved in the history of agriculture?


In the past, that knowledge, or part of it, was known by many. But then something happened.


A break came in our societies. It started, in many respects, in England with the end of commonage farming in the mid-1700s (where communal land was farmed by everyone) to the enclosures of land, making them private holdings.


The enclosures were devastating to the rural world. They ended a way of life that had stood for centuries. John Clare, the farming peasant poet of Northamptonshire, wrote of the enclosures with great insight, saying:




Fence now meets fence in owners’ little bounds


Of field and meadow large as garden grounds


In little parcels little minds to please


With men and flocks imprisoned ill at ease





I think a great deal about that enclosure, that ending of one world and the beginning of another, of those hemmed-in animals and those hemmed-in people. John Clare wrote about it, but also my fellow county-man Oliver Goldsmith talked of the enclosures in his most famous poem, ‘The Deserted Village’, a piece I would learn in primary school as my own father had done in his schooling days. Well do I remember the lines that have come back to haunt me in my travels with rural and farming people around the world: ‘ill fares the land to hastening ills a prey / where wealth accumulates and men decay’.


There are some who say the enclosures of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were a good thing, that they brought modernity to England. But in many ways they ended the lives of small farmers and rural labourers. Fewer people, for example, were needed in areas that turned from tillage to livestock farming. People left the land, a land that they had been bound to for time immemorial. As the Japanese academic and writer Kohei Saito says, rises in productivity allow the same amount of production to occur with fewer workers, and when this occurs, unemployment follows. But capitalism, in his words, makes it ‘impossible for the unemployed to live’.


It was in England, I believe, that the break with the land truly happened. The 10,000-year mastery ended when the rural poor made their way to the industrializing cities of Britain. There, they would become labourers in the workshop of the world. London was not the destination but, in many cases, the end point in the story of now landless people.


This story might seem to have a Marxist bent in its talk about class and land and in the fact that the proletariat of the land ended up as even-more-impoverished urban poor, but the story of land has certain chapters, and this is one of them. They were still poor, yes, but now they could not even grow their own food in the cities of the world. The land philosophy was broken. What good was the knowledge of when a cow would calve when you were working in a cotton mill in Manchester?


People are part of the natural world, but many of us are no longer in the natural world. In ways, the break with the land philosophy speaks of a wounding: we were maimed when we left the countryside, when we left the farm. It was, for many, not a choice they made lightly. It was one of survival. They left part of themselves behind.


But the 10,000-year story is not over. When I think of those people on the front lines of life in the high-rise mega cities, I think of the new movements to regain connection to the land philosophy, where the simple herb box sitting in the apartment window is not some half-hearted attempt at being a farmer but a statement that says we are here and want to survive. That box inspires me because it says that people have a want for connection to their food, to nature. That perhaps the land philosophy is hidden deep within us, that the bold peasantry lives within us all still. That, in short, the farm in our pocket has a deep meaning for us, even if our real estate is twenty floors up and confined to a single sprig of rosemary.


It took 10,000 years of knowledge to get to that window box. It has taken 200 to return from the enclosures, to bring nature and the farm back into our lives. We are all survivors of these great movements, and with every action, we can be a farmer of the mind: we can have the land philosophy in our head and heart.


The biography of farming has not been written, though attempts have told us of the biographies of individual farms. I think the land philosophy is part of our collective biography; it’s our inheritance, where all of life comes to us, all of our shared history.
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There are tenets to understanding the land philosophy, a few rules that we must acknowledge:


•    We all love food, yet few of us know where it truly comes from.


•    We all need food, but our relationship with it is disconnected.


•    We all want food, but not all of us get enough to eat.


The agricultural and green revolutions throughout history have undoubtedly fed billions in our years upon the earth. But these three principles have remained steadfast when we think of the oldest profession in the world.


We all love food, yet few of us know where it truly comes from


As we have established, the great movement to urban living broke our connection with where food comes from. Should you ask a child today, many would say that food comes from the supermarket.


I am a farmer, and even I am cut off from certain modes of agricultural production. I do not know how beef factories fully work, though we have sold animals to them. It was only in 2020 that I saw the orange groves of Florida and learned how the fruits were still picked by hand.


It would be impossible to know the story or provenance of all our foods, but it is important that we make an attempt at learning their biography. For example, I have a great love for smoked salmon, but it was only when I read up on intensive fish farms that I realized the great environmental threat posed by cheap salmon to the waters around the coasts (indeed, in Tasmania it is close to driving some native fish species to extinction).


If we are to truly value our food, we need to get to grips with its story.


We all need food, but our relationship with it is disconnected


Michael Pollan, in his short book Food Rules, outlined that we should eat food, not too much and mostly plants, but in my travels, I have seen and lived in food deserts where farm-fresh produce is as distant a prospect as living on the moon.


There, often in poor areas, ultra-processed foods dominate. From candy to energy drinks, the machine hand of industrially produced food is everywhere and, as such, the machine diet of this thrash culture is visible. Fruits and vegetables only exist as flavours inserted into these ultra-processed foods.


Going back to real, whole foods requires not just individual decisions but societal actions. People need to have ready access to real and affordable food. Farmers markets and weekly travelling food salesmen with their stalls, as we see them around my home country of Ireland, are a great way to be in contact with real farmers and get real, grown food.


But so far gone is the disconnect that people who may want to go to a farmers market may not have one nearby. The food desert sadly reigns in many places.


We all want food, but not all of us get enough to eat


As I write these words, I am acutely aware that I am the descendant of famine survivors from the 1800s. But famine is not just a problem of the nineteenth century; it is with us today. The Horn of Africa, South Sudan and parts of the Middle East are all experiencing famines of varying degrees. This is despite the fact that enough food is produced to sustain all.


Famine is often the result of a failure of democracy in a country, but in the modern world, the Anthropocene world, climate change is also a cause. So often, those in the global south who have contributed the least to our changing climate suffer the most.


Not getting to eat is a truly sad and awful state. In seeing my own son becoming hungry at times during the natural progression of a day it is, I imagine, a devastating hurt not to be able to feed your kin.


In the land philosophy, food is for everyone, but the systems of the world often prevent those who need it most from getting it.
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So how can the land philosophy impact our daily life? Slowing down is key, but so also is living within the limits of nature. We have to do this, I believe, to survive this epoch. We haven’t lived within the limits of nature for 200 years, so going back is not an overnight journey. It will take time to ingrain the land philosophy into our lives. I am not advocating some year-zero approach, but the first step is to slow down, the second is to rebuild our relationship with the land and the third is to rebuild our relationship with food itself.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Introduction



		1 Slowing Down Our Lives – The Land Philosophy



		2 Connect with the Earth – Building Our Earth Eye



		3 Get up Early – Find Your Morning Mind



		4 Take Time to Savour Joy – Inhabit Your Smile



		5 Be as Stoic as a Farmer – You’ll Never Get Everything Right



		6 The Past Is Closer Than We Think – Live the 4,000 Seasons Each Day



		7 Be as Brave as a Cowboy – Cultivate the Right Mental Attitude



		8 Be Prepared to Help Others – How to Be a Tower of Weakness



		9 Invest in Your Workplace – Make Your Surplus



		10 Be Healthy – How to Make the Right Choices and Increase Our Wisdom



		11 We All Need Wilderness – Be in the Community of Our Fellows



		12 Eat Vividly – What Will We Eat?



		Epilogue



		Notes











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/pub.png
-
ALLEN SUNWIN





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
What We Can Learn
from the Land

JOHN CONNEL

AUTHOR OF THE COW BOOK .






OEBPS/images/common.png





OEBPS/images/f0019-01.png





