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The Voyage Out


From the main deck of the Celebrity Edge, the entire ocean looks like an infinity pool. Launched in 2018 and costing a cool billion, the Edge is the flagship liner of the high-end travel company Celebrity Cruises. As well as a 1,000-strong crew, the Edge can accommodate nearly 3,000 guests in an ambience of spacious opulence. There are grand state rooms, multilevel villas, a portfolio of restaurants, the inevitable shopping concourse and the main deck itself: a rooftop plaza of gardened spaces and heated pools resting some fifteen storeys – 128 feet – above sea level. At this height the nuances of the sea recede, and the panorama dominates. Aside from its amenities, the privilege of this view is one of the main luxuries of a trip on the Edge. As ‘the most refined ship at sea’ it places its guests luxuriously nowhere: out of time and out of place. The numerous stops on its Atlantic and Mediterranean itineraries are, of course, full of local colour but in between, when the Edge glides quietly across the ocean, life on board becomes a pleasing experience of drift. Passengers reclining on the roof deck get the full spectacle of this calm movement: a featureless vista where the sea and sky are nothing but two shimmers of blue converging at the horizon. 


Celebrity Cruises sell a piece of the celebrity lifestyle. Before the coronavirus pandemic took a massive bite out of the entire cruising industry, they excelled in offering guests aspirational holidays full of peak experiences, prestige service and the trappings of wealth (plus all-day, all-night, all-you-can-eat buffets). To that end the company regularly courted the great and the good to act as product partners and social media cheerleaders. Which is why, in what now seems like the far distant past of early 2019, the Edge welcomed a delegation from Gwyneth Paltrow’s health and lifestyle brand Goop. Elise Loehnen, Goop’s chief of content, and an entourage of Goop staffers came onboard to sample ‘the ultimate in modern cruising’. By all accounts it did not disappoint. ‘It’s not that we were ever afraid of the water,’ trilled an unattributed write-up on the Goop website sometime after the trip, ‘it’s just that we’ve always enjoyed it from the perspective of the shore, with a drink and a book in arm’s reach.’ Having managed to wrench themselves away from this comfort zone, the Goopers found, unsurprisingly, that the Edge was one massive, floating comfort zone. Not only did its poolside plazas offer plenty of places to drink and read, but its elegant Suite-class rooms with their ‘wall-to-wall glass […] fragrant Le Labo personal care products and fluffy Frette robes’ (not to mention personal butler service) made the huge ship feel like the ‘chicest of penthouses’. 


Strolling into the Grand Plaza, the Edge’s very own piazza – where you can sip espresso by day and take a martini by night – Loehnen and her party were spoilt for choice. Should they go for a glass of biodynamic wine at Blu, or order a plate of sashimi ‘in the buzzy atmosphere of Raw on 5’? Eventually they opted for the virtuous, but no less luxurious, option of a few hours in the ship’s gym and spa. Spread over two floors and accessed via a curving white staircase, the spa is a palace of marble and glass that offers a full menu of treatments: facials, acupuncture, reflexology, halotherapy and many more. Entering like souls offered passage to paradise, the Goopers found massage beds filled ‘with warm quartz sand’ the texture ‘of a soft powder beach’, subtle lighting precisely calibrated for colour therapy and a cloud of ‘rattan pod-style seats suspended from the ceiling in the Float Room’. They each took a pod and were ‘lulled to sleep by the gentle swaying’. It is a moment that sums up the excess of the Edge: onboard a ship that was gently floating across the sea, they chose a private experience that simulated the feeling of gently floating across the sea. Given that Goop was offered the full-on VIP treatment it’s hardly surprising that, quid pro quo, they responded with some utterly uncritical brochure copy. However, beyond the sales pitch, Goop’s account of a cruise on the Edge carries traces of a much older idea, one that is deeply inscribed into the human imagination: that of the sea voyage as a journey of transformation.1


In the mind-bending odysseys of Homer, Apollonius and Virgil, the sea in all its vastness and uncertainty is a space of the impossible. Those who head out into this fluid territory of giant monsters, whirlpools and uncharted islands are deeply affected by their experiences. Their oceans are watched over by the likes Neptune, Poseidon and, as in the case of the sacred Buddhist text the Mahānipāta Jātaka, the goddess Manimekhala. These are the deities who rescue sailors, control the weather or otherwise consign the unfavourable to the waves. In these stories, taking to the water is not just a matter of finding safe passage, it is also a rite of passage. The star-led captains who make it to the other side or who gloriously return to port are often not the same as those who began the journey. Somewhere out there, in full fathom, as the water took them or as they reached the peak of enormous waves, they changed, and often for the better. 


So too for those aboard Sebastian Brant’s Narrenschiff, the ‘Ship of Fools’ that glides through the ‘imaginary landscape of the renaissance’ in search of lost reason, as Michel Foucault elegantly put it. The same could be said of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s mariner who endures a torturous, albatross-heavy voyage in his journey towards redemption. And so it was for the sea-bound Goop contingent. If they were seeking deep relaxation, the pods and the other spa treatments seemed to do the trick. But later, when trying out the gym with its Peloton bikes and hot yoga, Loehnen and company noticed a subtle but distinct change of mood. Running on the treadmills, facing the glacial sea as if there was no window between, they began to lose their moorings. Their outlines faded: ‘We fell quickly into rhythm with the waves.’ Sigmund Freud called this sense of unbounded oneness a feeling of the ‘oceanic’. For the Goopers it was a revitalising moment of aquatic ease. Having previously been tied to the comforts of the shore, the team found themselves eagerly slipping into this new state: ‘We’re definitely water people.’2


*****


Since it launched online in 2008, Goop has grown into a business empire worth some $250 million and in so doing it has become the market leader in the contemporary wellness industry. This burgeoning commercial sector is driven by ‘consumer interest in exercise, healthy eating, self-care, mindfulness, stress reduction, healthy aging, complementary medicine, holistic health’ and many other on-trend practices. With an estimated global value of $4.5 trillion the wellness industry is a contemporary success story but neither the word nor the concept is new. The first written record of ‘wellness’ dates to 1654 and can be found in a diary entry by the Scottish statesman Archibald Johnston, Lord Wariston. Writing with poignant relief, he records that his daughter has recovered from a period of illness and he blesses God for her present wealnesse. As James William Miller puts it, Lord Wariston ‘meant simply that his daughter was no longer ill’. Here ‘wellness’ was used as an ‘antonym of illness’ and this ‘continued to be the common meaning of the term until the middle of the twentieth century’. At this point, in the light of the reconstructive politics of the post-1945 period, the word took on a more specialised meaning. In the work of the American physician and biostatistician Halbert L. Dunn, wellness, or ‘high-level wellness’ as he termed it, described an aspirational rather than a functional state of health. Writing across the 1950s and early 1960s, Dunn advocated for a movement beyond treatment models that, in his view, sought only to alleviate the symptoms of disease. He was not interested in ‘patching up’, nor did he believe that such a makeshift approach was sufficient for the challenges and opportunities of the post-war world. Instead he wanted to inspire an appetite for the zestful, maximised fulfilment of individual and social potential.3 


Later, as the countercultural projects of the 1960s began to merge with the New Age beliefs, speculative therapies, and health-focused attitudes of the 1970s, Dunn’s ideas were gradually embraced by those seeking an alternative to ‘conventional’ medicine. Programmes offered by the Wellness Resource Center in California’s Marin County, founded by Dr John Travis in 1975, sought to foster this sense of affirmative self-responsibility by teaching clients how to, in his words, ‘diagnose common illnesses and, where possible, to treat themselves’. Heavily influenced by Dunn, Travis worked on the principle that ‘health is not simply the absence of disease’ and, as such, his intention was neither to diagnose nor prescribe but rather to help clients ‘discover why they are sick’. To that end he encouraged a thorough examination of their ‘whole lifestyle: their diet, work habits and physical activities’. With this holistic approach at its heart, wellness emerged as a lifestyle choice oriented towards ‘optimal health’ and the achievement of your ‘highest potential for well-being’. As Dan Rather put it on the American television show 60 Minutes in 1979 when he reported on Travis’ work, wellness was ‘the ultimate in […] self-care’.4 


At the same time, terms like ‘self-care’ were generating significant political currency among the period’s feminist and civil rights movements. As Aisha Harris puts it, in the 1970s ‘women and people of color viewed controlling their health as a corrective to the failures of a white, patriarchal medical system to properly tend to their needs’. For a wide range of activist groups, undoing the link between poverty and ill health was a key target in the overall struggle against inequality. As such, taking on the responsibility of self-care was a way to achieve an autonomous, empowered state of personal and political advancement.5


In contrast, the high-net-worth, 21st-century version of wellness appears to have lost much of this radicalism. As Daniela Blei has described, it seems that ‘wellness’ and ‘self-care’ have become catch-all terms to describe the rapid rise of ‘juice bars, meditation retreats [and] detox diets’. For the pharmaceutical company Pfizer, the emphasis remains on the idea of ‘thriving’ rather than ‘surviving’, while the Global Wellness Institute similarly defines wellness as ‘the active pursuit of activities, choices and lifestyles that lead to a state of holistic health’. However, the attainment of such optimal gains now seems more like a matter of leisure than health, a recalibration that is very much to the detriment of those most in need of a holistic model of care. For example, Latin America was one of the most buoyant sectors of the wellness market in terms of its pre-lockdown travel opportunities. Its spas, health hotels and glamping sites saw exponential growth in the decades leading up to 2020. At the same time, though, domestic health care funding underwent a significant decline. If you were fortunate enough to be able to travel to Brazil or Colombia for a spiritual detox you would have found a healthy and welcoming market. If, however, you lived there and needed basic care, it is likely that you would have encountered the sharp end of economic inequality: severe privations and a considerable lack of access. The continuing worldwide impact of the pandemic has served only to widen this ‘wellness divide’. 6


Contemporary wellness brands sell an attractive lifestyle that is superficially depoliticised and philosophically diluted. For Goop, wellness is a ‘deeply individual’ but largely non-specific approach to personal health, in which ‘the mind’ is never removed from ‘a conversation about the body’, nor ‘the body from a conversation about the mind’. Similar companies like WellCo, Well+Good and Thrive Global, not to mention a wave of bloggers, Instagrammers and influencers, work in the same vein, offering what typically amounts to a combination of self-help, product-focused diets and secularised spirituality. With their spectacles of aspirational health – often made by and for an affluent, white, middle-class demographic – wellness brands typically cherry-pick from a rich history of global food cultures, New Age ideas and religious traditions. The resulting products are lucrative, palatable and often peculiarly anodyne: websites and books which, in Hadley Freeman’s words, ‘mix recipes with vague nutritional advice and, of course, many, many photos’. In the world of wellness, yoga can be added to your daily routine as easily as goji berries to a smoothie. If that doesn’t work, you can just swipe onto the next screen and watch the latest vlogs about crystal therapy or energy cleansing. The idea is that this restless (or in Goop’s terms ‘curious’ and ‘open-minded’) movement from one product to the next will not just keep you generally healthy but will also open a path to fulfilment. It will help you find your better, truer self.7 


To its advocates, wellness is a vital toolkit. The word describes a set of techniques that bring moments of calm into the accelerated pace of modern life. It’s often said that pursuing wellness helps people realise their potential and achieve their goals, and that in their championing of women’s health the likes of Goop and WellCo offer platforms of support that are ever more necessary in the post-#MeToo world. To its detractors, however, not least Sir Simon Stevens, former head of NHS England, contemporary wellness is mere quackery: a confidence trick in which celebrities – with their disappearing jade eggs, their super elixirs and their expensive bags of stones – promise miracles by peddling little more than snake oil.8 


Goop’s detractors and defenders were equally on hand in January 2020 when the company announced, with great fanfare, their latest venture: ‘Goop-At-Sea’. Having been suitably impressed with their time on the Edge, Goop pressed forwards and pitched a high-profile event to take place aboard her sister ship and Celebrity’s flagship liner, the Apex. Intending to take full advantage of the Apex’s facilities – gourmet cuisine, plunge pools and a crystalarium – ‘Goop-At-Sea’ promised a grab-bag of ‘transformative workshops’ led by ‘trailblazing healers’, talks presented by ‘fascinating culture changers’ as well as the main event: an intimate Q&A with Paltrow herself. Promoting the cruise on the interview circuit, Paltrow offered a glimpse of the chat guests could expect. ‘I love being on the water, I love being by the water, and I love being in the water,’ she told USA Today with a typical combination of the vague and the obvious. ‘I think, energetically, it’s very cleansing to be near the sea or in the sea.’


Soon after, the Goop website warned that space would be limited and it encouraged readers to book before the full programme had even been finalised. This limit was not due to the close confines of the ship – like the Edge, the Apex had capacity for thousands of guests. Space would be limited because Goop’s headline-grabbing, widely reported, heavily advertised, social-media-circulated ‘ultimate getaway’ was, from the outset, intended to be resolutely exclusive. Originally scheduled for August 2020, during Celebrity’s eleven-night Mediterranean cruise, ‘Goop-At-Sea’ was only open to luxury-class passengers: those who were prepared to pay $4,200 for both the ‘basic’ cruise and a suite at the Apex’s onboard spa, ‘The Retreat’. It was only then that these high rollers had the privilege of paying a further $750 for the event itself, a single day of ‘goopy perks’. Hitting peak Goop at the apex of health, celebrity and cruising culture would thus be a snip at just under $5,000.9 


Clearly, there is a distinct exceptionalism at play here in which the attractions of leisure and travel elevate the pursuit of wellness beyond the concerns and practicalities of social health. Based on its price tag alone ‘Goop-At-Sea’ says that in order to access the riches that come with being well you already need to have done well; you need to be standing high on the pyramid of available time and money. The seafaring modernists of Virginia Woolf’s debut novel The Voyage Out (1915) come to mind here. Having reached the South American resort of Santa Marina after weeks on board the good ship Euphrosyne one of Woolf’s ensemble, Mr Flushing, announces that he’d like to push into the further journey of a long life and carry on ‘for a hundred years’. ‘Think of all the things that are bound to happen!’ he says before Mrs Thornbury, one of his fellow travellers, responds with a cheerful echo. With total faith in the progress of history, momentarily ignoring the recent, feverish death of another in their party, she looks forward to ‘the changes, the improvements, the inventions—and beauty’. The Voyage Out was set in 1905 and those reading it in 1915 as Europe was sinking further into war may have had difficulty sharing Mrs Thornbury’s optimism. More than a hundred years later, though, ‘Goop-At-Sea’ promised nothing but ‘improvements’ and ‘beauty’, on board a ship which according to Celebrity Cruises was ‘designed to leave the future behind’. At a time when the modern ocean was a theatre of socio-political crisis, a disputed space in which the tragedies of migration, piracy and pollution played on without pause, ‘Goop-At-Sea’ invited its clients to float above it all; unhindered, unaware. ‘A cruise does away with the most annoying aspects of travel,’ gushed the sales pitch with all the ease of Mrs Thornbury. ‘The details – every destination, reservation and breakfast pancake – are in the expert hands of someone else.’10


*****


In Alejandro Jodorowsky’s film The Holy Mountain (1973), there is a scene in which a group of men and women seeking enlightenment embark on a sea voyage. In the company of a grinning alchemist, they try to reach the sacred site of the title. However surprising Elise Loehnen and the Goopers found their transformation into ‘water people’, this was nothing compared to the experiences of Jodorowsky’s travellers. They are made to symbolically divest themselves of all the trappings of their former lives, which have to go overboard like so much excess baggage. It is only when they are free of their names, their clothes and their identities that they are truly ready to climb the mountain. It is a necessary ritual given the nature of their destination. Although they travel miles across the sea, Jodorowsky’s characters are really voyaging inside their own heads. They are on their way to inner space. Here the problems of the mind can be encountered, the ego can be unravelled, and the ‘self’ can be recalibrated. 


John Travis had a similar idea in mind when he published The Wellness Index (1975) and then later The Wellness Workbook (1981). Among other concepts he wrote of the ‘Iceberg Model’, the idea that in order to ease mental and physical ailments one must go deep into the personality to find the underlying root cause. Contemporary wellness, by contrast, appears to have moved very much in the opposite direction. The industry looks outwards towards business models that accumulate economic and cultural capital, that depend upon masthead personalities, that promise lives of resonating health by encouraging feelings of perpetual illness.11 


That said, with its programme organised around the classic wellness trinity of the ‘mind’, the ‘body’ and the ‘soul’, ‘Goop-At-Sea’ was still coded as a personal, interior journey. As with the other key players in the wellness industry, Goop invited its guests on a voyage out that was equally a voyage in. While today’s glossy websites are a far cry from the experimental therapy centres of the 1970s, there is a bridge between the pursuit of wellness then and the pursuit of wellness now when it comes to this exploration of an individualised inner space. The two industries also appealed to similar markets. Many of the alternative medicine and New Age retreats of the 1970s may have seemed like the preserve of hippie survivors but they advertised themselves towards the suburbs rather than the underground. They had in mind the type of affluent, comfortable but quietly fragile households who had fondue on the dinner table, Valium in the medicine cabinet and Alex Comfort’s The Joy of Sex (1972) in the bedroom. 


It is simply too easy to see the two versions as utterly polarised. Whenever the latest wellness trend is decried on account of its consumerism, its appeal to a luxury market and its invitation to narcissistic self-indulgence, these criticisms repeat objections levelled at the culture of well-being in the 1970s: the quintessential ‘Me’ decade. It was the author Tom Wolfe who bestowed this enduring title upon the period, by way of an essay he wrote for New York magazine in 1976. Wolfe had in mind the growing popularity of that decade’s wellness and alternative health practices and in an argument that could easily apply to Goop and their contemporaries, he claimed they were generating a pervasive cultural solipsism. For Wolfe, health retreats were little more than playgrounds for the rich; holiday sites where navel-gazing white people could go to luxuriate through their mid- – or even quarter- – life crises. Wolfe was one of the main critical voices who helped frame the ‘seventies’ as a comedown decade, one in which the vibrant radicalism of the ‘sixties’ dwindled into a period of beige, suburban complacency. In this reading the anxieties of the prior decade remain, particularly those relating to nuclear power, inequality and generational tension, but for writers like Christopher Lasch – the American sociologist who dubbed the 1970s a ‘culture of narcissism’ – this new decade found the satisfaction of individual material needs taking priority over the fulfilment of a wider social agenda. If the 1960s were all about changing the world, the 1970s were all about changing yourself. It is an enduring story, one that often points to an arc of cultural decline extending out from the decade and reaching its nadir in the current smartphone-obsessed, selfie-fixated online era.12 


Other versions of the 1970s see it as a time of socio-political and personal crisis, a veritable ‘post-trauma’ decade. In this telling, a wide range of therapists, writers, artists and practitioners variously responded to the idea of a ‘sick’ society – one defined by Watergate, international industrial discontent, the exhausting pace of modern life and what President Jimmy Carter termed in 1979 the ‘Crisis of Confidence’ – by striking out for inner spaces and questioning accepted notions of health, wealth and happiness. While the alleged narcissism of the decade may well have anticipated our own contemporary self-regard, the fifty-year gap between the 1970s and the 2020s also closes when it comes to this matter of crisis, personal and political. We are equally living through a time of trauma with global conflict, climate change, inequality, racism and misogyny standing alongside and feeding into poverty, housing emergencies and economic precarity. Add to this the enormous mortal and psychic implications of COVID-19 and it is clear that health and well-being should, more than ever, be on the agenda.13 


‘Goop-At-Sea’ was one of the many, many events cancelled as the virus took hold. As well as the unfeasible logistics, one could easily argue that a celebrity-branded cruise was not what the world needed as the shutters came down. Advances in epidemiology are more of a priority during a semi-apocalyptic pandemic than luxury wellness holidays. However, the unprecedented experiences of lockdown, which sent many of us into our own inner spaces and from which some of us are yet to fully emerge, have since placed mental health at the centre of a web of intersectional support needs. As with other sectors of the health service, provision in this regard is suffering from significant privations. A period of intense anxiety and uncertainty requires a strategic therapeutic response and as we move further into a post-viral period, the work of Ministers for Mental Well-Being, access to online and offline therapy and the practice of robust self-care measures all need to be prioritised. With these imminent conversations in mind, then, it is necessary to reassess and in some cases remember what wellness could and should involve. 


This is the focus of Well Beings: in charting the birth of modern wellness, it argues that the 1970s can point the way to such a re-examination. There is much that this often misunderstood and maligned decade can teach us – in both a cautionary and an instructive sense – about what it really means to be well. Terms like ‘wellness’, ‘well-being’ and ‘self-care’ have long histories, but they only really took root in the 1970s. These concepts, which seem so very 21st-century, started to gain traction over four decades ago at the meeting point of alternative medicine and the wider health care profession. Promising not just the absence of disease but a better, healthier and more fulfilled life, these methods, projects, diets and even cults offered an antidote to the strains of the modern world. 


The 1970s marked the point where a generation of innovators and psychic explorers, borne out of the tumult of the 1960s and facing a new and uncertain world, set off into off into their own equally uncharted waters. These experimental voyages were grand adventures; sometimes perilous, often problematic, but not without potential. Buried within them are maps of our own road to recovery, not least because the world they were responding to was busy rolling out mobile phones, credit cards and the tendrils of the internet, the very engines of alienation that have since come to dominate and in many cases damage the wiring of contemporary life. Well Beings is the story of these journeys and, like any number of relaxing cruises, floatation sessions and guided meditation tapes, it starts with the gentle sound of lapping water. 




PART I


Bright Horizons




CHAPTER I


The Possibility of an Island


1970–1972


The town of Westport, in Ireland’s County Mayo, opens out into the buffeting waves of Clew Bay. Storms come easily here. With the force of the Atlantic feeding it, the bay can quickly turn into a cauldron of cloud and churning water. Fishermen setting out on a quiet Westport day can often be in for a rough ride once they reach the deeper waters. This was the case one morning in September 1970 when a loose group of friends gathered at the harbour. Not long out of summer, the weather was still warm and with blue skies, Westport looked its postcard best. A light breeze carried the sound of gulls as the water gently lapped against the sea wall. The friends were a curious lot: a gaggle of long hair, beards, flowing scarves and rucksacks. ‘Hippies’ the locals would have called them, with a fair amount of disdain and suspicion. Chatting and excited, they clambered into a few waiting oyster boats and set out to brave the waves. Through waters variously calm and turbulent, the small flotilla made for Dorinish, one of Clew Bay’s many rocky, exposed and uninhabited islands. Standing proudly at the fore of the leading boat, with a shock of flame-red hair, was Sid Rawle, a 25-year-old Englishman recently dubbed ‘King of the Hippies’ by the British press.1


Rawle was an enterprising visionary with a background in trade unionism. A passionate believer in the liberative promises of the 1960s counterculture, he had spent the last few years moving through England’s network of squats and communes in pursuit of a utopian or, more specifically, eutopian agenda. It was the English statesman Thomas More who coined the term ‘utopia’, a compound of the Greek ou for ‘not’ and topos for ‘place’. By this he meant a ‘no-place’ or ‘nowhere’, because the main hook of More’s political fiction Utopia (1516) was that his idealised island society does not exist. However, in one of the book’s prefatory poems, ‘On Utopia’, More gave his concept a small, but telling, tweak. He had his poet ‘Anemolius’ give voice to the book’s utopia, and it proceeds to compare itself to Kallipolis, the imagined city of Plato’s Republic. Where that city has been ‘depicted with words’, however, More’s utopia claims to be more than a fiction having been ‘produced / With men and resources and the best laws’. As such, it is keen to be known by another name, not ‘Utopia’ but ‘deservedly, by the name Eutopia’. Replacing ou with eu – meaning ‘happy’ – gives rise to ‘eutopia’, a happy or ‘good place’; a concept that is no less idealised than the ‘no-place’ but, in keeping with the suggestion of the poem, carries with it the teasing sense of a somewhere that does or could exist. It is this sense of possibility that would have chimed with Rawle’s worldview. He had no desire to hypothesise an impossible, idealised ‘no-place’. Instead, he wanted to actually build a ‘good place’, somewhere amenable to a better life, a place of happiness and fairness, where all would be well.2


For Rawle, getting a better life was contingent upon changing the world. If you were unhappy with your lot you had to alter, reorganise and in some cases dispense with the structures that govern how you live, where you live and why you live. For Rawle, the ambitious simplicity of this project ‘all [went] back to the land’. He was aghast at the iniquitous history of English land rights that had led to ‘some folk owning hundreds of thousands of acres and others owning none’. Determined to go beyond the ebb and flow of stoned conversation, Rawle wanted to realise his good place by revivifying the public claim to common land and establish upon these legal, political and physical grounds a viable alternative community. In the mid-1960s, Rawle had taken his cause to London’s Hyde Park, an iconic space that had long struck a delicate balance between private ownership and public use. There, Rawle convened a radical collective called the Hyde Park Diggers, and among the expansive grounds and the libertarian atmosphere of Speakers’ Corner he set about extolling the virtues of self-sufficiency. By growing your own food, by living on and with the land, by ‘gradually evolve[ing] a new society’, as the writer and ‘ardent digger’ Charlotte Yonge put it, you could break free; you could unshackle yourself from the ‘screwed-up’ ‘straight world’.


The Hyde Park Diggers, later known as Digger Action Movement, were directly inspired by one of Rawle’s spiritual forebears, the 17th-century Protestant, activist and land reformer Gerrard Winstanley. Winstanley and his group, the Diggers or ‘True Levellers’, moved through the uncertain atmosphere of Civil War-era England cultivating vacant tracts and reclaiming land which had been enclosed into private ownership. Anyone who worked with them had equal share in the food they produced. This political project – Winstanley’s intervention into the constitutional crisis following the execution of Charles I – came with the added force of mystical vision. It was God who made the earth, preached Winstanley in his pamphlet The New Law of Righteousness (1649), it does not belong to landowners whose titles had been ‘founded in conquest’, and it should thus remain ‘a common treasury’ for all. Rawle’s argument was no less impassioned and similarly infused with a sense of post-war mission as well as an incipient nationalism. If ‘[w]e can be ordered to fight and die for Queen and Country’, he wrote in a later essay, is it ‘in peace time […] too much to ask for just a few square yards of our green and pleasant land to rear our children on’?3


There was much talk among the Hyde Park Diggers of starting rural communes and co-operative farms; of spreading out to explore the common ground across the British Isles, but Rawle was also keen to agitate for the means and the right to embark upon this project in the heart of the metropolis itself. An opportunity came in the late summer of 1969 when Rawle and various Diggers joined in with another collective, the London Street Commune. The combined group, which initially numbered about 100 hippies and activists, took up residence at 144 Piccadilly, an empty five-storey mansion and former hotel a stone’s throw from Hyde Park’s manicured gardens. 


After gaining entry in late August they secured water and electrical supplies, barricaded the doors and windows from the inside, installed a makeshift drawbridge to control access from the outside and, finally, with the perimeter secure, cheerfully announced themselves as outlaws by provocatively flying a Hells’ Angels flag from the roof. Once word of the squat travelled through the city’s alternative scene, the group quickly swelled to about 300 occupiers and attracted the attention of both the tabloid press and the Metropolitan Police. The People and The News of the World gleefully reported that the building had become a pit of depravity, teeming with such horrors as sex, squalor, drugs and, even worse, ‘foul language’. Meanwhile, Rawle’s announcement that he wanted the building to be ‘a permanent urban guerrilla base for underground activities’, got the authorities twitching. The response was inevitable: ‘Hippiedilly’, as it became known, was raided by the police in mid-September and the squatters were violently removed. There was no way it could have lasted. Aside from the establishmentarian anxiety regarding the so-called ‘counterculture’ – a wave of left-wing activism, intergenerational tension and social change that reached critical mass in 1969 – Rawle and the London Street Commune were guilty of that other great crime of British manners: the assumption of undue privilege. Staking a largely symbolic claim to public parkland was one thing but taking up residence in one of London’s most exclusive enclaves without the prior qualifiers of wealth, property and ‘good’ social standing was quite another. This was simply not the way things were done in England, particularly in the overheated economy of late-1960s London.4 


The city was still dominated by the old guard, the English aristocracy. If you looked out from the top of a 1960s tower block then, as now, you would see a city largely in the possession of the Crown, the Church, and the remnants of the landed gentry. Of the latter, the Duke of Westminster’s Grosvenor Estate remains one of the wealthiest. Dating back to 1677, shortly after Winstanley agitated against the injustices of landownership, this largely inherited estate has steadily grown, absorbing along the way the most expensive bits of the Monopoly board: around 200 acres of Belgravia and 100 acres of Mayfair. Ducking and diving alongside these empires other territorial claims were being made, based not on ancestral money but on London’s post-war enterprise opportunities. In the late 1960s and across the 1970s self-made businessmen like the British club owner and pornographer Paul Raymond, publisher of King magazine (1964), bought up large swathes of Soho, one sex shop or massage parlour at a time. The size of Raymond’s portfolio was nothing compared to the Grosvenor Estate, but the so-called ‘King of Soho’ nevertheless shared the Duke of Westminster’s attitude to investment. As a speculator, Raymond saw property as an asset, a source of wealth: it was not there for the purpose of living. 


This shift towards a post-shelter economy would gain pace across the 1970s, setting the scene for the contemporary housing crisis that has left London all but uninhabitable for most homebuyers, let alone renters. Standing between these holdings, at the nexus of old and new money, 144 Piccadilly was the ideal place for Rawle and the London Street Commune to highlight these problems. As a grand mansion built in the 1790s for Sir Drummond Smith with no expenses spared, it epitomised property privilege. When the squat was forcefully ended, the point was clearly made: this was a charter’d zone in which there was no place for those in need of accommodation. Between the demands of high capital and community action there was no common ground.5 


Rawle came away from Hippiedilly undaunted but resolved to make good the plans he had previously mooted in Hyde Park. If he was to be excluded from land grabbed by the rich, he would indeed give the Diggers a space elsewhere. This would not be a place at loggerheads with the straight world but somewhere beyond it. He began to think seriously about an off-grid, autonomous counterpoint to modern life; an experiment in communal living that could lead the way for others wanting to escape the privacies and privations of this unfair, unsustainable and unhealthy ‘society’. And here it was. Little more than a year after leaving the London squat, Rawle was cutting through the waves off the West Coast of Ireland, watching the cliffs of Dorinish loom into view. With a fleet of followers behind him, and a fine prospect in front, Rawle felt that he had finally struck gold. Here, it seemed, was the coastline of a new world, a place where he and his Diggers, now rechristened the ‘Tribe of the Sun’, could pursue their great eutopian work uninterrupted. 


Disembarking on the island’s pebble beach, the group got started. The most important thing was to find fresh water. Tommy Cribbons, the Westport boatman, showed Rawle ‘where the old water place had been’, and after a little bit of digging they soon found ‘the stone lips of a well’, the opening of a ‘vast underground network […] connected to the shore’. Next a fire was made using driftwood from the beach, and then the tents went up. With dusk falling, Cribbons cast off in his oyster boat and faded from view, effectively severing the link between Rawle, his group and the mainland. Undaunted, they celebrated their good fortune. The island had granted them safe passage, it had welcomed them ashore, and it had provided them with fuel and water. With the smell of food and firewood in the air, an aura of well-being descended on the camp. They gave thanks to Dorinish, toasted each other, and looked forward to the adventures to come. There was also a wave of gratitude towards their benefactor, the actual owner of the island who had given them the opportunity to come here in the first place: the writer, artist and – most famously – ex-Beatle, John Lennon.6 


*****


Lennon had bought Dorinish in 1967, paying less than £2,000 for it at an open auction. Buying an island might sound like the most rockstar of rockstar indulgences, not least because Lennon had, by proxy, outbid a group of Westport farmers who had wanted to use Dorinish as grazing land. It was not quite modern-day enclosure, more like a grandiose version of second-house syndrome: the flow of distant capital drowning out local needs. Unlike the speculators of central London, however, Lennon was willing to share his asset. He did not intend to zombify the island and take it out of use, but rather to put it to use in a particular way.7 


Since the mid-1960s Lennon had, like Rawle, been giving serious thought to another way of life. He wanted to find a space of playfulness and creativity for The Beatles and a select entourage. What Lennon had in mind was not so much a revolution as a retreat, a movement away from the demanding glare of publicity into a more contemplative phase. Spending time with the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi in Wales in 1967, and then again in Rishikesh in India in 1968, had been an attempt at this. Lennon’s eventual disillusionment with Transcendental Meditation and the yogi himself, coupled with a set of seismic upheavals in his private life and his 1969 exit from The Beatles, meant that by 1970 he was looking for a very different direction. In part, this came in the form of ‘Primal Therapy’, a course of radical psychotherapy he and Yoko Ono undertook between April and September 1970 with the method’s originator, an intense and iconoclastic psychologist from Los Angeles named Dr Arthur Janov. 


Primal Therapy was a supercharged form of psychodrama that eschewed the analysis of psychoanalysis in favour of an intense, non-verbal treatment of neurosis. Janov was not interested in getting into the minds of his patients. Instead, he wanted them to perform a psychic purge by opening their heads and spilling it all out. For Janov, neurosis was ignited by the trauma of birth, developed during early years of unmet emotional and physical needs and fully ingrained by subsequent mistreatment from adult and authority figures. To survive all this ‘Pain’, argued Janov in The Primal Scream (1970), we repress it all. We push it so deep down that we are relived of the need even to express it. The problem, however, is that it stays down there, growing, radiating. ‘Pain’ in Janov’s terms does not return like the repressed fixations and phantasies analysed in Freudian theory. Rather, it spreads out like a canker-blossom, causing illness at a physical and psychological level. Worse still, this dark flower carries on whispering to us, reminding us that repression is the only way to deal with our emotions, our desires and ourselves. Gradually, as the tendrils reach further, we are split in two: the ‘real’, suffering, pain-saturated ‘authentic’ being and the unfeeling, neutral ‘automaton’ who interacts with others. Janov’s method sought to unlock this trapped self. 


Working out of the LA clinic he opened in 1968, Janov would encourage his patients to relive traumatic memories and thereby express the unprocessed pain associated with them. Typically, a course of therapy would last around seven months and it would begin with a series of open-ended individual sessions with Janov. In a sound-proofed, semi-darkened room he would invite the patient to lie on a couch before starting to probe at their ‘tension and problems’. This was an information-gathering exercise. Janov was trying to get a glimpse of the patient’s defence systems and any emotional fissures pointing to issues that lay deeper than surface-level headaches and general low moods. From here, he would carefully steer the patient away from the ‘personality (or unreal self)’ that describes, intellectualises and largely avoids painful memories in order to prompt them into ‘feeling’: an often overwhelming re-experience of a previously buried, unarticulated emotion. After this first phase the patient would then join an extended series of group sessions in which the same process would take place but with the added support – and intensity – of the other members working through their private dramas at the same time. In each instance the aim was to have patients arrive at the emotional breakthrough of a ‘Primal’: a volcanic moment of yelling, pillow-thumping, floor-banging catharsis. Janov saw the crying and screaming that often occurred at these turning points as acts of unblocking, a ‘methodical emptying out of the tank of Pain’. When the floodgates opened, he argued, the mask of neurosis would shatter, leaving in its place the clear face of the authentically ‘feeling’ self. Over the course of the whole treatment Janov wanted to leave his patients drained, finally free of their psychic baggage. ‘Once the tank is empty,’ he wrote, ‘I consider the person real, or well.’8 


The Primal Scream has its origins in the counterculture of the 1960s. Indeed, Janov cites the confrontational, emetic performances of ‘destructivist’ artist Raphael Montañez Ortiz as the inspiration for the first ‘eerie scream’ he heard from a patient. For Paul Williams and Brian Edgar, though, Janov was not merely reflecting isolated works but pulling into his therapy room the radical ideology of the decade’s New Left politics. As they put it, Primal Therapy mirrored the ‘act first, analyse later’ anti-intellectualism of Abbie Hoffman, Jerry Rubin and the Youth International Party (the ‘Yippies’) as well as the idealisation of childhood experience central to the playfulness of Ken Kesey’s Merry Pranksters as well as Richard Neville’s book Play Power (1970). With its emphasis on liberation from inherited patterns, The Primal Scream also echoed the general sense of intergenerational tension that characterised the countercultural impetus. This effort to break away from the normative grip of sexual mores, work patterns, drug laws and adult authority was visible across the spectrum from the emergence of ‘hippie’ enclaves to Rawle’s attempt at communal independence. More specifically, when Janov called the ‘forceful upheaval’ of Primal Therapy ‘revolutionary’ he was also aligning his work with the self-conscious violence of 1960s radicalism, evident according to Williams and Edgar not just in the provocative art of Ortiz and his contemporaries but also the political extremities of far-left pseudo-terroristic groups like the Weather Underground. 


The Weather Underground (or Weathermen) grew out of the nominally non-violent national protest group Students for a Democratic Society. They were a militant splinter cell frustrated with the apparent ineffectuality large-scale marches, preferring to bomb buildings rather than occupy them. Their rhetoric spoke of an assault against ‘the system’, an aggression that chimed with Janov’s own stated attempts to eliminate ‘neurosis’. Both had the pernicious effects of modern capitalist society in mind. Janov, however, was not a voice from the activist bunkers mounting a transgressive attack on bourgeois values. In The Primal Scream he was trying to highlight and minister to the day-to-day struggles of modern Americans, those shuttling between atomising jobs and nuclear families while quietly disappearing into insomnia, loneliness and depression. As Janov put it, ‘hard work takes care of some feelings, yelling at the children helps a little more, cigarettes and alcohol drain off even more’ but ‘there is still a need for tranquilizers and sleeping pills’. More so than the much-publicised menace of LSD (available under the trade name Delysid from 1947 until 1965), it was the pharmacy-bought contents of the medicine cabinet like Valium, Quaaludes and Sominex – as well as the social rituals feeding their use – that at the turn of the 1970s were giving rise to widespread, high-functioning catatonia.9 


For all his fiery rhetoric, hip credentials and tendency to set himself apart from rival therapeutic systems, Janov was keeping pace with an increasing public interest in psychology, mental health and the psychodynamics of everyday life. Consciously or not, The Primal Scream incorporated ideas from a full spectrum of parallel writers and thinkers ranging from the ‘anti-psychiatry’ of R. D. Laing’s The Divided Self (1967) to the poststructuralist interrogations of psychoanalysis that philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari would develop into Anti-Oedipus (1970–72). Janov’s emphasis on the suffocating weight of the inauthentic, ‘public’ self also resonated with Eric Berne’s Games People Play (1964). This bestselling introduction to ‘transactional analysis’ dissected the adult–child dynamics that extend out from private to public life and back again. We are constantly playing games, argues Berne, and the family structure of ‘Parent, Adult, Child’ reoccurs in every social aggregation. Partners, teachers, bosses: they are all ‘parents’, explains Berne; they are all struggling to subjugate the ‘child’. He offered Games People Play as a rulebook, that his readers might better understand and thereby navigate these power-laden interactions. While Janov would have agreed with Berne’s portrait of social conditioning, he was not interested in using therapy to teach the ‘rules’. If anything, he was keen for his patients to dispense with the game altogether so they could start to live on their own terms.10 


In this way, the attempt of Primal Therapy to revive the submerged or hidden self overlapped with another school of thought: the field of ‘humanistic psychology’. A broad church made up of varying approaches and methodologies, humanistic psychology made its public presence known in 1961 with the Journal of Humanistic Psychology, a publication spearheaded by the academic psychologists Anthony Sutich and Abraham Maslow. Maslow, along with such like-minded correspondents as Carl Rogers, author of On Becoming a Person (1961), was frustrated with the then dominant approach to the study of psychology: behaviourism. As David Cohen explains, the ‘central tenet of behaviourism is that thoughts, feelings and intentions, mental processes all, do not determine what we do’. Instead, led by empirical evidence and with a focus on experience, behaviourists saw the individual as a conditioned product of their environment. According to this view autonomy is an illusion. We humans are not thinking, feeling, individually wilful agents, but environmentally programmed ‘biological machines’ who do not consciously act but rather ‘react to stimuli’. For Maslow, this emphasis on conditioning too readily disregarded the value of inner motivations, the variation and potentiality of psychological experience and what he outlined in Toward a Psychology of Being (1962) as ‘the depths and the heights of human nature’. Maslow was not content to liken cognitive human experience to that of rat in a maze responding only to the next corner, obstacle or puzzle. The mind, he argued, had the ability and the plasticity to take us beyond such reactive limitations. As such, the focus of humanistic psychology was not then on ‘sickness, not health even’ but ‘transcendence’, what Maslow called ‘self-actualization’: the growth of ‘full humanness’. 


An early definition of self-actualisation appeared in Maslow’s paper ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’ (1943). Drawing on the work of neurologist Kurt Goldstein and his book The Organism (1939), Maslow described self-actualisation as ‘a desire for self-fulfilment’, a tendency that ‘might be phrased as the desire to become more and more what one is, to become everything that one is capable of becoming’. For Maslow, self-actualisation was about realising one’s own capabilities in excess of the ‘warped, repressed or denied’ personality conferred by the behaviourist view. It was a goal that depended on the prior satisfaction of other, more basic needs. ‘Man’, wrote Maslow in ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’, is a ‘perpetually wanting animal’ who is constantly driven to satisfy a set of somatic and psychic demands. These range from the immediate physiological needs for food and water to the pursuit of ‘safety’, the acquisition of material and emotional security. Having satisfied these, Maslow argues, the individual moves ever onwards, seeking out the psychological satisfactions of love and self-esteem. Self-actualisation is the crowning point of what has come to be known as Maslow’s ‘Hierarchy of Needs’. It is the moment at which we do not merely exist but thrive in the full realisation of what we are ‘potentially’; what we are ‘fitted for’.


For Maslow, the pursuit of self-actualisation was a human duty. It was a way of avoiding accidie, the ‘sin of failing to do with one’s life all that one knows one could do’. But for all its rewards, self-actualisation remained a rare and glittering prize because, as Maslow explained, a decreasing percentage of satisfaction could be expected as one navigates the hierarchy. The ‘average citizen’, he surmised, ‘is satisfied perhaps 85 per cent in his physiological needs’ with the number dropping to 70 ‘in his safety needs’, 50 ‘in his love needs’, 40 ‘in his self-esteem needs’, eventually reaching a mere ‘10 per cent’ when it came to ‘his self-actualization needs’. As such, self-actualisation was to be sought through very particular techniques and seized upon when in the throes of very particular states. It could be felt in the elevation of what Maslow termed ‘peak experiences’: the occasional but ecstatic moments of exhilaration, joy or insight that are powerful enough to take us beyond the mundane limits of the everyday. 


For Rogers, meanwhile, the ideal arena for actualisation was the ‘encounter group’. Encounter groups were a ‘person-centered’ form of communal therapy based on corporate feedback models and product-based focus groups. Each participant would try to be open and truthful in the communication of their own feelings and their observations of each other, so that the group could become a sphere of emotional authenticity. They could be spaces of brutal honesty, but the overall aim of an encounter group was to foster trust, intimacy and mutual support. What Janov was offering under the banner of Primal Therapy was, in essence, an extreme synthesis of these models. He was guiding his patients towards a powerful peak experience during which they could encounter themselves. And the scream, when it came, would be the scream of the actualised self.11


Janov’s ideas also chimed with the gestating work of practitioners yet to publish. In 1970, just as The Primal Scream appeared, a young doctor called John Travis took up an internship at the Public Health Service Hospital in San Francisco. He quickly felt a depressing sense of helplessness when confronted with an enormous number of terminal cancer patients. As Travis puts it, he was instructed not to talk about their pain nor ‘the fact they were dying’. All he could do was drug them to oblivion with painkillers that did ‘little to mask [their] symptoms’. Elsewhere, Travis found himself prescribing Theodore Rubin’s The Angry Book (1969) to patients with high blood pressure. He saw little point in handing out yet more pills. Like Janov, Travis thought it better to get in touch with the feelings causing this illness rather than repress its symptoms in waves of chemical insulation.12 


For Janov, Primal Therapy was ‘revolutionary’ because it liberated the self. It offered freedom from the past, ‘who you were’ and who you ‘thought you were’. It had the potential to be a tool of mass political emancipation but only as an extension of this initial, individually focused recovery of an ‘authentic’ identity. As Janov argued, ‘The transformation of members of society is inevitably the transformation of that society’. Primal Therapy was thus in pursuit of what Maslow would term a ‘eupsychic’ end. Janov was not interested in establishing a ‘benign place’ for his patients; he wanted instead to put them in a ‘good place’ psychologically. It was by focusing on this self-fulfilment and psychological health that the ‘good society’ – Eupsychia as Maslow called it – could gradually shimmer into being with ‘the right order’ emerging from the ‘enlightenment of individuals’.13


When Janov started to work with Lennon and Ono in 1970, first at Tittenhurst Park (their mansion home in Berkshire), and then at the Los Angeles clinic, he found a pair of deeply conflicted individuals. Their lives and feelings were entangled, but for Lennon, his particular psychological landscape was shaped by the stress of fame, the breakup of The Beatles, a set of complicated relationships and a knotted political stance that found him hovering between pacifism and the decade’s demands for direct action. It was layer upon layer of neurosis built on a set of difficult, largely unprocessed childhood experiences of parental stress and abandonment. Ono, meanwhile, had been under similar pressures. A clamour of voices, both public and private, all routinely laden with racism and sexism, had long been telling her what she could and could not do as a woman, a mother and an artist. Since meeting Lennon she had also been repeatedly cast as the other woman in every sense of the word: the homewrecker, the band-breaker, the weird foreign girlfriend and non-musician who had no right to be in the gang and who really should just shut up and obey the nearest patriarch. Gradually, Janov helped the pair start to drain these pent-up reservoirs of anger, need and upset. For their part Lennon and Ono fed the results into their respective Plastic Ono Band albums which they recorded between September and November 1970 and released that December. As if coming straight from the therapy room, the screams heard on tracks like Lennon’s ‘Mother’ and Ono’s ‘Why?’, were not cries of fear but acts of personal exorcism. In Janov’s terms Lennon and Ono were healing themselves in the most literal sense: they were making themselves whole by casting out the ‘false’ self and bringing to the surface the healthy, Primal being. But they did not go far enough. Speaking about Lennon, Janov would later reflect that he broke off the treatment too early. He had opened up, but more work was needed to really process the psychic spill. 


Some aspects of Lennon’s outlook, however, had clearly shifted by the time he returned to the UK. Dorinish still floated among his assets, and although his desire for island life remained, Lennon resolved to put it to better use. Seeing the demise of Hippiedilly, Lennon was much taken with Rawle, the firebrand de facto leader of the occupation. Rawle embodied the street-level leftism that Lennon had been pilloried for apparently questioning in songs like ‘Revolution’ (1968) and, as if seeking some kind of political redemption, he was keen to offer support. Summoning Rawle to the Apple offices, Lennon made him an offer he couldn’t refuse: an island, far away from everything, there for the taking with no strings attached. In 1967 Dorinish had been a rich man’s fantasy but now, three years later, a post-Primal Lennon had changed his mind ‘for the common good’. A site of private escape had been given over to a social experiment. It was kind of field test. Lennon was genuinely curious to see if it could be done. Could a gaggle of green-fingered idealists with a handful of tents actually make a go of it? He thought they could. In the event, though, the Tribe of the Sun lasted barely a year.14


*****


It started well enough. Arrangements agreed with Lennon, Rawle placed newspaper ads asking for interested parties to join him in the enterprise. Having worked with several hundred at Hippiedilly, he found a core of around twenty-five – a much more manageable number – willing to make the leap to Dorinish. This was the group that gathered at the Westport harbour in the late summer of 1970. The original idea was ‘a six-week summer camp on the island’. They would get a feel for the place, see how they fared and then decide if they wanted to extend their stay. Everything looked good, but soon after the balmy evening of their arrival, Rawle and the group found that Dorinish was bleak, its ground was difficult to work, and the island’s exposed terrain was open to the full ferocity of Clew Bay’s fearsome storms. When they rolled in, these Atlantic winds brought sheets of rain and enough force to dislodge the boulders from the cliffs. There was little that Rawle and the others could do other than collapse the tents, wrap themselves in the canvas and hold on for the night. After one horrendous storm that saw them nearly lose their tents to the gale, Rawle announced that the project was over. They could not endure another punishing night and so he was going to signal for Tommy, the boatman, to sail over. And then they would evacuate. 


As they day brightened, though, Rawle started to feel the pang of regret at the idea of leaving, as if he was pulling on a stem that had just taken root. The others, too, had come to see the island, simply and definitively, as their home. ‘This is where I live,’ said the woman the group knew as ‘Princess’ as they started to break down the camp. ‘This is where I’m going to continue to live.’ Rawle paused, suddenly recognising the meaning of Princess’ resolve. They had weathered the storm and would have to weather many more: that was the challenge of Dorinish, the one they had all accepted as soon as they stepped off the boat. It was not going to be any other way. Quickly, quietly, with neither argument nor fanfare, Rawle made the decision and turned back to the group: ‘Alright lads, let’s get the tents back up.’15


Alan Sidi captured this commitment at the start of his remarkable short film Tribe of the Sun (1972). Sidi was a semi-professional filmmaker from Yorkshire and the chief member of the Mercury Movie Makers, a cine group formed in Leeds in 1959. He got wind of Rawle’s projects thanks to his wife, Kay, who was originally from Westport and had been following all the local news about Beatles, islands and hippies. Visiting Dorinish with his camera the summer after Rawle’s arrival, Sidi found a busy, happy and harmonious group. He shows them digging gardens, planting crops and fetching water; in one scene they all muck in to haul a huge driftwood log out of the sea to use as a totem pole. Clearly, the experience of the first stormy weeks had given rise to a communal fortitude. Seen in Sidi’s film, the ‘Tribe’ are a gang of men and women aged from about eighteen to fifty. Via on-camera interviews and voiceovers they variously explain their motivations for joining the group. As travellers and former squatters they were all looking for a way to build an alternative lifestyle away from ‘the sterile relationships’ of the ‘outside world’ and its ‘big money scene’. With their own money and property held in common, the group appear impressively united in their shared cause. Rawle had made the same point in early 1971 to another film crew, this time reporting for the RTÉ programme Newsbeat. Moving to Dorinish, he explained, was a way of dispensing with ‘the paraphernalia and claptrap of 20th-century society’ in favour of a peaceful and loving community: ‘This is the way human beings should live.’ 


It was a stance neatly summed up in the song that bookends Sidi’s film, a folkish ballad that works as a kind of manifesto for the group: 




We wanted something better


We needed to be free 


Free from the sham of living and life’s insanity 


[…] 


Free from the bloody rat race, we’re the Tribe of the Sun. 


Running free, living as one.16 





Clearly the key word here is ‘free’, and the ‘sham of living’ from which the Tribe wish to be delivered is that perennial bugbear of creatives, independent thinkers and would-be rebels: the ‘rat race’. This now familiar description of the professional grind was originally drawn from aviation training in which an experienced pilot would instruct a novice to follow them into a ‘rat race’ – to keep up with and copy their manoeuvres exactly. From around 1945 onwards the term was applied to the workplace, particularly the urban, competitive white-collar workplace. Here ‘rat race’ described the unedifying pursuit of a wage, a process that in Marxist terms exerts a deeply alienating effect upon the worker. Labouring for those who own the means of production, the worker is thus ‘estranged’ from the final product, that which is typically exchanged elsewhere, through other hands. The commodity ‘exists outside’ them, independently, as something alien. For Marx, then, labour does not belong to the worker’s ‘essential being’, it contributes nothing to their sense of self, precisely because they do not work for themselves. So too in the post-war rat race. Bound by contract of labour to their employer, the agency of the worker is reduced until their professional life becomes a game of follow-the-leader, or in the most extreme readings of the rat-race metaphor, a life akin to that of a rat in a maze or a mouse on a wheel. ‘Freedom’ in this context means the assumption of self-determination, self-mastery, self-governance: a state in which one can choose not to follow another’s lead.17 


As Marx argued in The Communist Manifesto (1848), this autonomy was to be achieved through the development of workers’ co-operatives, by gaining collective rather than private ownership over the means of production. It was a call to arms that chimed with the thinking at play in the parallel history of British and American communitarianism. For Gerrard Winstanley’s Levellers, true freedom could be attained ‘only where every man had an unrestrained opportunity to use the land and gain his livelihood from it’. Anything that blocked this sovereignty – employment on private property, expenditure of labour for another’s gain, lack of access to the fruits of one’s labour – equated to a state of material and spiritual bondage. So too for religious groups like the Anabaptist Hutterites who established rural farming communities in America from 1847 onwards. With a culture of shared property and a guiding ‘principle of separation’ from the wider world of non-believers, the Hutterites connected spiritual freedom – the right to practise a particular belief – with the operation of their economically self-sufficient ‘colonies’. They kept company with themselves and with God; they were not going to devote their time and energy to another’s cause, and certainly not for the sake of a small financial reward.18 


More than a century later and the link between collective effort and freedom – personal as well as economic – remained central to the counterculture of the 1960s and early 1970s. Operating as part of the same nexus as Rawle’s Diggers and the Piccadilly squatters, London-based projects like the Free City Committee offered advice on how to access vital services and resources free of charge. Meanwhile, for a few months in 1968 the Anti-University, nominally ‘led’ by psychiatrist Joseph Berke from a set of rooms in Shoreditch, offered a diverse range of courses (ranging from ‘Dragons’ to ‘Guerrilla Communications’) virtually for free, to all comers, regardless of age, experience or educational background. At the same time Haight-Ashbury, San Francisco’s hippie epicentre, was being served by its own group of Diggers. Led by Peter Coyote and Emmett Grogan, two energetic and imaginative activists in their twenties, the San Francisco Diggers were a community-focused network that came to prominence in 1966, just before the Haight gained its moment in the sun during the ‘Summer of Love’ in 1967. Drawing on the same radical history as Rawle, Coyote and Grogan worked to make the Haight a viable countercultural enclave, a self-sufficient city within a city. As Digger associate Chester Anderson put it, they believed in and practised freedom, which included ‘feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, sheltering the homeless, befriending the stranger […] all for free’. This support, as well as free access to community schemes like legal aid, was offered as an attempt to maintain the Haight’s underpowered and often buckling infrastructure. 


For all their altruism, these groups were not charities; they were not there solely to fulfil a social need or to plug a gap in the existing governmental provision. Rather, there was a distinct element of subversion at play in their work. By offering so much for free, they were trying to outflank the very idea of privately owned property and the prevailing orthodoxy of financial exchange. Theirs was a gift economy which set out to critique commodity capitalism. As Grogan wrote in a broadside distributed across the Haight in 1967, ‘When it is no longer bought with money, the commodity lies open to criticism and modification. Affluence is by no means natural or human, it is simply an abundance of goods.’ This theory was put into practice through the distribution of free food. The Diggers would scour San Francisco’s food markets and scoop up any leftover vegetables before adding them, along with other donations, to huge soups and pots of spaghetti. These free dinners took place all round the Haight, but the Diggers became best known for sharing food in Golden Gate Park, a daily ritual that began in autumn 1966. Here, the anti-capitalist agenda was boiled down to its de-alienating, humanitarian essence: the provision of food to those who needed it. There was no poverty shaming, no hoop jumping, nothing expected in return. Their food was a reminder that a sense of genuine commonwealth could exist in a world otherwise defined by vast economic inequality. ‘It’s free,’ the Diggers would say as they handed out another bowl, ‘because its yours.’19


These groups were not just expressing what Timothy Miller calls the ‘beat-hippie disdain for money, material comfort and [regular] work’. Neither the British nor the American Diggers were lotus eaters, languishing in a state of idleness. It took work to sustain anything even approaching a state of communal self-sufficiency, as well as an enormous amount of imaginative and emotional labour. Those involved had an occupation, but it was not tied to the fortunes of those who controlled the means of production. Instead, they worked for themselves and for the good of others in pursuit of a social mission. Gene Bernofsky, one of the key members of Drop City, a short-lived artists’ commune in Southern Colorado, crystallised this stance when he spoke of the difference between ‘employment’ and ‘gainful employment’. Drop City was always a hive of activity and Bernofsky recognised that it was ‘important to be employed’ but ‘to be gainfully employed’, to provide one’s labour power in exchange for monetary reward, ‘was a sucking of the soul’. He and the other members of the commune saw Drop City as a beacon, a model of co-operative activity that could demonstrate how, in the ‘new civilization’, the aim ‘was to be employed, but not to be gainfully employed, so that each individual would be their own master’. Operating on this basis put the commune in line for another kind of reward, not unlike that sought by Gerrard Winstanley and his followers. As Bernofsky reflected: ‘We idealistically believed that if we were true to that principle, that if we did nongainful work […] the cosmic forces […] would supply us with the necessities of survival.’ This was an idealised form of economic freedom, a fantasy that went beyond financial autonomy to a movement away from monetary exchange altogether: to be free by somehow getting it all for free.20


Back on Dorinish, Rawle and the Tribe were much more pragmatic in their pursuit of the non-gainful life. In such a harsh environment, you simply could not afford to rely on a sense of cosmic grace. As such, they not only worked on their own crops, gardens and shelters, but also explored shell fishing, a potentially viable micro-industry which, according to Rawle, was underdeveloped on the West Coast of Ireland ‘because of the great immigration problem amongst young people and work people in particular’. In cultivating this autonomy, Rawle was aiming for ‘freedom’ but also, as the Tribe’s song put it, ‘something better’. An alternative lifestyle for Rawle was not a wholesale rejection of or step away from ‘Life’s insanity’, but a sense of freedom that could respond to it, that could ease the effects and undo the detrimental habits of ‘the bloody rat race’. As he put it to the RTÉ interviewer, Dorinish was ‘simply a case of living, working, eating and enjoying’ together but without the contemporary trappings of ‘cars and television and families’. Attitudes of corrosive self-interest, the mindset of ‘damn you, Jack, I’m alright’ were not ‘good enough’ for Rawle. That was ‘not the way human beings should live’. Dorinish, then, was Rawle’s ethical line in the sand. For all his apparent eccentricity and rebelliousness, turning away from ‘the claptrap of the 20th century’ to an experimental island life was his attempt at being ‘civilised’. 


For Rawle, who later wrote of his project as ‘The Vision of Albion’, an alternative did exist, but it required a return to the communal systems of Britain’s ‘tribal’ past; a rediscovery that, in his mind, could point the way to a fantastical, egalitarian future, ‘a vision of all the people uniting in love and harmony’. In using ‘Albion’, the ancient name for Britain, Rawle was invoking a dense matrix of national myth. Eclipsed by the name ‘Britannia’ following the Roman conquest of AD 43, ‘Albion’ (variously meaning ‘world’, ‘land’ or even ‘white’, an alleged reference to the cliffs at Dover) persisted in the imagination as a British promised land: a mystical, heavily romanticised version of the island formed from a combination of memory, nostalgia and geography. For the poet William Blake, writing in the 18th century, Albion symbolised a complex and esoteric image of a fallen ‘mankind’, a dormant society that awaited a glorious rebirth in a state of unified harmony. When Rawle used the term, he had in mind a community in ‘this green land, living in equity and peace’, a ‘vision of unity in diversity’. With a nod to Britain’s ignoble history of Empire and colonisation, Rawle admits that so many of the ‘white man’s’ dreadful actions and attitudes ‘originated here’, and by encouraging a lifestyle of autonomous peace and harmony he was advocating for a state of corrective freedom.21


The optimism of ‘The Vision of Albion’ is captivating, albeit naïve. There is also something problematic about Rawle’s use of ‘tribe’. As well as using the word in its anthropological sense to describe a particular group dynamic, Rawle also seems to use ‘tribe’ to conjure a sense of premodern atavism to which is connected – with little or no substantiation – an implied authenticity. Clearly, Rawle intends for ‘tribe’ to carry a positive, galvanising emphasis in line with the political thrust of his essay, but with its suggestions of a stereotypical, ‘uncivilised’ primitivism and noble savagery, the word never fully jettisons its colonial baggage. The trope was common, particularly among Rawle’s countercultural contemporaries. Lew Welch, an American poet and associate of the San Francisco Diggers, used similar language in his broadside ‘A Moving Target Is Hard to Hit’ (1967). Written, duplicated and distributed across Haight-Ashbury in March 1967, the missive was a response to the area’s overcrowding, a problem that became acute in the months leading up to that year’s Summer of Love. ‘Disperse,’ Welch urged, ‘gather into smaller tribes.’ Rather than cramming into a single urban base that was already bursting at the seams, he suggests that Haight residents should get out of the city and form into ‘communal “families” of five adults … and the natural number of children thereby made’. These groups should spread out into ‘the beautiful public land your state and national governments have already set up for you, free’. He adds that ‘most Indians are nomads’ as if to suggest that the proposed mobility of the counterculture echoes that of Native American culture. The irony, which Welch fails to recognise, is that many of America’s national parks and so-called ‘wilderness’ sites were native territories renamed and put into public use across the 19th century by treaties (i.e. land grabs) of ambiguous legality. As with Rawle, ‘tribe’ resonates in Welch’s writing with a sense of freedom, but it is a distinctly exclusive sense of freedom: an idealised state of autonomy imagined by white America which largely obscures, or otherwise fails to acknowledge, the freedoms historically denied to the country’s indigenous peoples. 


Beyond the questionable myopia of their language, Welch and Rawle were issuing very similar calls to action. They were asking their readers and potential followers to seize the day, to reject an indentured half-life of alienation and dispossession with its limited horizons and to live ‘properly’ instead. It was an invitation to exist expansively, in tune with one’s own needs and desires as well as those of others. ‘The Haight-Ashbury is not where it’s at,’ counselled Welch. He argued that whatever freedoms the area had come to represent had little to do with the particularities of place and more to do with the attitude, the shared mindset of those who made up the community: ‘It’s in your head and hands. Take it anywhere.’ 


Like Rawle as he cast off for Dorinish, Welch was inviting the residents of the Haight to seek out and to fully realise a more nourishing and rewarding way of being. Given the pressure placed on the likes of the Haight Ashbury Free Clinic as the area reached critical mass, it is not surprising that Welch and the Diggers would be advocating for such a dispersal. The social ills that the British press feared would emerge from the likes of Hippiedilly – drug addiction, inadequate sanitation, criminality – became endemic in the San Franciscan enclave particularly as the 1960s drew to a close and the media images of 1967 began to lose their lustre.22 


This turn to new pastures was not just limited to the British and American Diggers. In 1970 the English group the Shrubb Family established themselves as a ‘self-actualising commune’ on the Norfolk flatlands and attempted to step outside the bindings of capitalism while the crumbling Postlip Hall near Cheltenham became a ‘practical commune’ focused on ‘co-housing’. Over in Vienna, the Austrian performance artist Otto Muehl, a member of the transgressive Vienna Actionists (1960–1971), was taking this communal intent in a much more confrontational direction with the Aktionsanalytische Organisation (AAO). Influenced by the writings of psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich, author of The Function of the Orgasm (1942), the AAO aimed to ‘liberate society from its psychological dependence on repressive bourgeois norms and consumerism’. By 1972, the dictatorial Muehl had moulded the AAO into the Friedrichshof commune in eastern Austria where his large ‘family’ – at one point the biggest communal gathering in Europe – ‘liberated’ themselves through what Mark Lilla calls a ‘program [of] free love, let-it-all-hang-out group therapy, and a return to nature’. Soon after, the neo-pagan Oberto Airaudi was in the hills above Turin laying the foundations for Damanhur, a spiritual ecovillage officially established in 1975. In between, the Bolivian mystic and philosopher Óscar Ichazo opened the doors of Arica, his ‘mystery school’ held in the Chilean city of the same name from 1968 to 1971. There, his adepts would undergo intensive programmes of self-analysis to liberate themselves from the ‘quest for false security and status’ and the tyranny of ‘ego-centered thoughts’. A similar goal was sought by those who, from the mid-1970s onwards, travelled in the other direction to Pune, India, to join the Acharya Rajneesh Ashram, led by the charismatic holy man and teacher Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh. Rajneesh, later known as ‘Osho’, used deep meditation, ecstatic ritualism and devotional work to teach his followers how to become, in the words of his principal follower Ma Anand Sheela, ‘free, free of all limitations, free of all conditioning, and just become an integrated individual, a free being’.23 


These and many other communal gravitation points dotted the international cultural landscape across the 1970s. Although different in their aims and intentions these communities – secular, spiritual, experimental and intentional – all shared the same basic outlook. Collectively, the appearance of these ashrams, schools, communes and islands announced a subtle but significant shift in the trajectory of period’s radical thinking as the ‘sixties’ became the ‘seventies’, as the activist politics of the counterculture flowered further into the ‘New Age’ search for alternative ways and states of being. In the mid- to late 1960s ‘freedom’ was the primary buzzword. As Peter Fonda famously announced in The Wild Angels (1966) – years before he was sampled by the appropriately named Primal Scream – the young rebels of the post-war generation wanted to be set free from the demands of society to ‘do what we wanna do’. It was the San Franciscan Diggers who put this message on the street in January 1967 when they announced via a printed broadside that ‘the time has come to be free’, giving the Haight in the process its enduring motto, ‘Do your thing’. 


As the 1970s began, though, this libertarian and emancipatory intent morphed into a web of projects which were, to use Theodore Roszak’s phrase, ‘primarily therapeutic in character’. Roszak was writing in his sociological study The Making of a Counterculture (1969) and was commenting on the pathological effects of alienation under capitalism. He was arguing that the ‘revolution which will free us from alienation’ must not be ‘merely institutional’. To be effective, its theorisation must go beyond ‘an economic analysis’ and focus on matters of ‘behaviour’, namely the human and psychological effects of alienation, hence the recourse to therapy. Roszak, writing towards the end of the 1960s, was clearly picking up on the various undercurrents flowing through the decade. At that point, whether in response to chronic facilities or in pursuit of a higher, more mystical goal, the therapeutic drive kicked up a gear. The desire to be set free from society gave way to an attempt to recover from it and practices of self-sufficiency became a means to heal the damage done to the body and the mind by the manifold pressures of the workaday, bourgeois world. 


We might remember the 1960s by way of Timothy Leary’s 1967 call to ‘turn on, tune in and drop out’, but ‘dropping out’ was never really intended as an end in, and of, itself. The idea was to step into another kind of life, another way of being. As the 1970s opened, this sense of a ‘new’ life increasingly took the form of a better, fitter, healthier life, one in which the ‘dropout’ could realise their potential, not squander it. The mission, for those who chose it, was not just to find a way of living free, but also a way of living well.24




CHAPTER II


The Grand Project


1942–1972


The drive to be well is a grand project, possibly the grand project, the modern progress of which preceded and fed into the countertrends of the 1960s. While the varied projects of Rawle, Janov, Berne, Maslow and others assumed a broadly revelatory and revolutionary stance, their work was paralleled, if not enabled, by a mainstream political focus on matters of mental and physical health. Specifically ‘well-being’, the ‘state of being healthy, happy, or prosperous’ – an enjoyment of ‘physical, psychological, or moral welfare’ – was a dominant theme of the reconstructive impetus that characterised the global socio-political landscape after 1945. In the case of Britain’s political agenda, this was set by the Beveridge Report of 1942, a wholesale review of welfare measures or, as the report’s title officially termed it, ‘Social Insurance and Allied Services’. Commissioned by the Labour–Conservative coalition government under Winston Churchill, the report, led by Liberal William Beveridge, examined existing provision and looked towards likely social needs in the post-war world. It outlined a model of Britain as a welfare state rather than a warfare state, one in which central and local governments took on the nation’s social problems. Chief among Beveridge’s targets were the ‘five giants’: ‘want, sickness, squalor, ignorance and idleness’, which, as Arthur Marwick has summarised in less Dickensian terms, equated to social security, medical services, housing, education and the avoidance of unemployment.1


At the same time, America was also exiting the war with a battery of federal, state and local welfare policies relating to ‘education, health, social security, social services and veterans’ programs’. Some of these measures were built on Depression-era New Deal legislation such as the Social Security Act of 1935, which ‘laid the basis for a nationwide system of unemployment insurance’. Others, like the National Mental Health Act of 1946, responded to the immediate impact of the war, particularly the high levels of psychological problems reported by returning soldiers. As in the UK, ‘welfare’ defined a multi-faceted approach to the ‘the well-being of individuals and families’, which encompassed social, economic and personal factors. Following on from this, President Truman’s Commission on the Health Needs of the Nation published its report ‘Building America’s Health’ (1952–53), which focused on the promotion of health rather than the treatment of disease. As James William Miller summarises, the ‘so-called Magnuson Report’ named after ‘the Commission’s chairman, Dr. Paul A. Magnuson’ was ‘unusual in its attention to the social component of health’. Similar to the Beveridge Report, it concluded that ‘if a person’s social environment involved a lack of security about such basics as food, shelter, or employment, the achievement of positive health was much more difficult than if these were not a source of stress’. 


Maslow had made much the same point in ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’ when discussing ‘safety’, the basic human need to live in a ‘predictable, organized world’. Children and adults alike crave safety, argued Maslow. For the child, safety is conferred by the routine and stability of a supportive situation free of quarrels, violence and angry parental outbursts. Adult security similarly veers towards anchorage in a world of change. At the extremes, notes Maslow, we might seek out safety in the consolations of religion or philosophy. More likely, however, we find it in the type of ‘basics’ discussed in the respective Magnuson and Beveridge reports, the daily securities which, according to Maslow, keep us afloat materially and economically: ‘the common preference for a job with tenure and protection, the desire for a savings account, and for insurance of various kinds (medical, dental, unemployment, disability, old age)’.2 


Maslow, as well as the policies of the British and American governments, were reflecting a wider, international turn in the understanding of health, one that moved away from a singular, medicalised focus on illness. It was a shift formalised by the United Nations and the World Health Organization who in 1946 moved to ratify their constitutional definition of health to describe ‘a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease and infirmity’.3 


Despite these commendable aims, the leap from a new theory of health to the practice of it proved to be difficult, particularly in America, where the widespread rollout of a post-war social welfare programme was limited by the country’s lack of a universal health care system. Access to medical services then, as now, relied on often unaffordable private health insurance albeit with some provision for public health care coverage. It was not until the 1965 Social Security Amendments signed under Lyndon B. Johnson that the country gained something approximating a general care provision in the form of Medicare and Medicaid. The former programme mainly catered to those over 65 while the latter was rolled out as a means-tested form of health care support for those on low incomes. By contrast, the principles running through the Beveridge Report fed into the formation of the National Health Service, which Clement Attlee’s Labour government officially brought into operation in July 1948. Britain’s health provision had previously ‘depended on a primitively unstable mixture of class prejudice, commercial self-interest, professional altruism, vested interest and demarcation disputes’. The NHS cut through these variances by extending a universal service to every citizen, free of charge. The Beveridge Report argued that post-war social security depended on this foundational level playing field. This was the type of general, all-inclusive provision that could alleviate the deprivation of the pre-war period and as far as Beveridge was concerned, there was no better time to do it. ‘A revolutionary moment in the world’s history is a time for revolutions,’ he argued, ‘not for patching.’ With a comprehensive approach that offered access to hospital and specialist services, dental care, eye care, maternity services as well as ‘medicine, drugs and appliances’, the NHS was given the tools to do substantially more than ‘patching’.4


Beyond the significant social benefits that came with this pioneering model of ‘cradle to grave’ care, other sectors of Britain’s developing welfare state quickly ran into problems. This was particularly the case with housing. The Beveridge Report had decried the ‘hideous surroundings’ that emerged from the ‘disorderly growth of great cities’ and the resultant link between ‘bad housing and ill health’. It was a clear critique of ‘squalor’, and one that Beveridge continued in the essay ‘Four Stones for Goliath Squalor’ (1943), in which he called out:




the conditions under which so many of our people are forced to live in houses too small and inconvenient and ill-equipped, impossible to keep clean by any reasonable amount of labour, too thick upon the ground and too far from work or country air.





These material deprivations made it almost impossible to satisfy a need for safety not least because, as the essay went onto contend, they leak into physical ailments and psychological problems. Dealing with the ‘Goliath’ of squalor was thus for Beveridge an essential task for the sake of the nation’s overall health. However, a post-war shortage of building materials coupled with continual political tussles over the provision of private versus council dwellings meant that ambitious attempts to counter this ‘squalor’ were slow to get off the ground. Efforts were redoubled during Harold Macmillan’s Conservative government of 1957–63, which took on the task of building 300,000 new homes per year, a drive that continued once Labour regained power in 1964 under Harold Wilson. Wilson added a range of measures to control rents and to protect tenants but as with the Macmillan government, there was a push towards homeownership. This kept in play the widely held Conservative view that a stable society should take the form of a ‘property-owning democracy’. Although the housing policies of both prime ministers had essentially egalitarian intentions, this emphasis on ownership created a buoyant market for private dwellings. Health provision may have been nationalised, but housing remained an area where the process of ‘levelling up’ was economically contingent. Worse still, by the end of the decade many of the new, electorate-pleasing, target-meeting council houses had fallen into disrepair.5 


This combination of sub-par properties and low-income employment or no employment at all (contrary to the myth of ‘full’ employment) meant that high levels of poverty remained throughout the 1960s. Full employment was generally understood as a low level of unemployment, no higher than 3 per cent as William Beveridge had explained in 1944. He saw it as a target state in which there was no shortage of jobs, where all those looking for work were able to find it. This goal may well have been achieved in the 1960s when Britain enjoyed an average unemployment rate of 2.1 per cent, but such low figures gave no guarantee that any given job would be able to support a worker and their dependents. Poverty, as the sociologist Peter Townsend argued was not just a matter of an income lack – the state of those unfortunate enough to find themselves in the 2.1 percentile. Rather, it described the inability of those on low incomes to actively participate in society. 


As the case very much remains today, wage differentials meant it was entirely possible to simultaneously be in work and be in poverty. In other words, to enjoy the material benefits that glittered in the white heat of 1960s welfare policies you needed the necessary income to rise above this threshold of ‘relative poverty’: to participate in what Townsend called the customary ‘living conditions and amenities’. He estimated that by 1965 some 7.5 million Britons were nowhere near this level and were thus shut out of ‘the societies to which they belong’. Hence the appearance in 1966 of the housing charity Shelter, which by 1969 was lobbying the government to attend to the damp, squalid, overcrowded state of areas like East London’s Tower Hamlets and the mental, physical and emotional toll they took. These were the conditions which drove up the numbers of homeless in the metropolitan area and which in turn fuelled the projects of Sid Rawle and the London Street Commune.6 


In the late 1960s and across the 1970s, squatting became an alternative to the combined problem of income barriers, endless council waiting lists and the emergent unaffordability of property. As Chris Hamnett notes, the early 1970s saw the maturation of the ‘post-war baby boom generation, most of whom were entering the housing market for the first time’. As they did so, the number of housing starts and completions underwent a decline, a dip which started in the late 1960s, despite the big construction pushes seen earlier in the decade. With demand outstripping supply, then, prices inevitably started to increase. In 1970 a house could be bought for an average of £5,000, but by 1973 that price had almost doubled. It would be the first of a series of sharp spikes that would continue across the decade. In 1974, at the peak of this first price rise, the poet and playwright Heathcote Williams established the Ruff Tuff Creem Puff Estate Agency, an under-the-radar operation that spread the word about London’s vacant properties and advised on how to access them, secure them and make them habitable. ‘Office hours were round the clock,’ Williams later wrote. ‘In most cases we told people where the house was, what its history was as far as we knew, explained the score in law and lent them any available equipment.’ 


What began as an attempt to offer the ‘lushes and werewolves’ of the ‘Ladbroke Archipelago’ somewhere to sleep after weekly rave-ups in a former bingo hall quickly became a semi-official social service. Shelter, the Campaign for the Homeless and Rootless, as well as Harrow Road Police Station, relied on Williams’ resourcefulness, and on average he found himself helping fifteen to twenty people a day find somewhere to live. As with Hippiedilly, Williams’ project highlighted the availability of vacant properties in the city, the extreme need for such accommodation as well as the barriers in place preventing such a resource from entering public use. You effectively had to housebreak to find a home. Clearly, the giants of ‘want’ and ‘squalor’ still dominated the social landscape in a way that demonstrated the complex intersections underpinning welfare provision. Economic poverty overlapped with material poverty, and both had an impact on personal health and well-being. As the wide scope of the Beveridge Report implied, if a welfare state was to function at its best, it was not sufficient to prioritise one vector over another nor attempt to separate the entangled strands of the public’s social and material needs.7 


The necessity of a holistic approach to post-war health was a view shared by Halbert L. Dunn. Between 1935 and 1960, Dunn worked for the US Department of Health, Education and Welfare where he was Chief of the National Office of Vital Statistics. His office was responsible for the collection of data relating to births, deaths and marriages, information which in the form of voluminous annual reports was cross-referenced with other variables including place of occurrence and place of residence. Dunn, who also served as Secretary General of the Inter-American Statistical Institute (1941–52) and later became Assistant Surgeon General for Aging (1960–61), was well placed to see ripples and patterns in this enormous dataset. In collating the reports he could observe the fortunes of a steadily growing population, chart the growth of the post-war baby boom, assess the health of seemingly cherished institutions like marriage through analysis of divorce rates, and identify points of critical mass where location and mortality converged. If America’s social security system was busy building post-war society, Dunn’s metrics offered a view of what it was actually like to live in this new world. 
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