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            What is the Truth?

         

         
            ONE DAY GOD’S SON LOOKED DOWN AT THE EARTH and said to his Father: ‘I would like to go down and visit mankind.’

            And God said: ‘Why would you want to do that?’

            And God’s Son answered: ‘It might be interesting. I’m curious. I might learn something.’

            ‘Stay here,’ said God. ‘Curiosity is dangerous. Be satisfied with Heaven.’

            But God’s Son still went on gazing at the earth. He didn’t quite know why, but something about mankind fascinated him. It puzzled him, and disturbed him, but it fascinated him.

            ‘I really would like to visit mankind,’ he said. ‘It looks quite exciting. Besides, travel broadens the mind.’

            God put his arm round his Son’s shoulders.

            ‘Take my advice,’ said God. ‘Stay here. Mankind cannot teach you anything. Mankind thinks it knows everything. It knows everything but the Truth.’

            God’s Son frowned. What did his Father mean? How could mankind be so clever, and yet so ignorant, at the same time? How could it know everything, and yet not know the Truth?

            God watched his Son’s baffled face. And he decided the time had come for a memorable lesson.

            So God took his Son’s hand and led him down to earth. It was night, about two o’clock in the morning, when their feet touched the top of a grassy hill, and God’s Son felt his feet wet with the dew. Mankind was asleep. God’s Son stood with wide eyes, and all around him he saw the valleys in mist, and the sleeping farms, under the full moon. And away below he could see the spire and roofs of a village, in a hollow, in the moonlit mist.

            ‘We will speak to the people,’ said God. ‘We will ask them a few simple questions. Then you shall hear. In their sleep, they will say what they truly know. That is another odd thing about mankind. When they are awake, they are deepest asleep. When they are asleep, they are widest awake. Strange creatures!’

            And God said: ‘To begin with, let us ask the Farmer a question.’ And God called to the Farmer.

            The Farmer was snoring into his pillow, huddled on his side, with his knees tucked up and his arms folded, under a mound of blankets. His snore made the bed vibrate. His short hair stuck out in all directions. In his sleep, he still seemed to be working with all his strength. Beside him, face upwards, his wife seemed to be singing a thin high note, with her eyes closed in the purity of the sound, though in fact she was hardly breathing at all. A tiny little bird breath now and again. Moonlight heaped over their bed like a drift of snow.

            Then in his sleep the Farmer heard the voice of God. And his soul left his body where it lay, and flew to the hilltop, where God and his Son sat on a log under the full moon.

            And God said to the Farmer: ‘Tell us about one of the creatures on your farm.’

            The Farmer stared at God in blank astonishment. The two figures glowed, golden red. They were almost transparent, as red-hot metal seems to be almost transparent. He recognized that log. It was the trunk of a fir-tree that had blown down last winter. He had trimmed it only a week ago, where it lay between two oak-trees. He wasn’t sure yet how he would use it, but it was a good log, and as he gazed at the two men he wondered if they might be scorching the wood where they sat.

            ‘Tell us,’ suggested God, ‘about the creature you last thought of.’

            Back on his bed, the Farmer’s body had suddenly stopped snoring and for a moment even stopped breathing. Then he heaved on to his back. The dream, where he had been sorting giant partridges in the cattle pens in his big building, seemed to have all flown away. And out on the hilltop, under the moon, his misty soul – slightly lit by the glow from the figures in front of him – began to sing to God:

         

         
            
               A grand bird is the Partridge, a wild weed of a sort.

               The cheapest weed on all my ground, it never costs a thought.

               And when it puffs and flies it’s Bang! and Bang! and pretty sport.

            

            
               I love to see them racing on their bumpy little wheels

               And hear their rusty axles twisting out their creaks and squeals –

               They’re plumping up the sweetest, whitest meat of all my meals. 

            

            
               A son of the soil the Partridge is, from earth-clods he was born.

               I love to see him crane his neck up, out of the young, green corn.

               And better than bottled beer and skittles when the stubble’s shorn

            

            
               I love it when a covey Whoosh! explodes with such a rattle

               And every bit spins whizzing and it’s Bang! and Bang! a battle,

               And dinner comes tumbling out of the air! Better than bedding cattle!
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            ‘Remember that,’ said God to his Son. And as the Farmer’s soul sank to the grass, looking like a woolly rosy sheep, God spoke to the Farmer’s son.

            The boy’s shape lay rolled in a patchwork quilt. The parts of a half-assembled model space-ship lay scattered about the floor. He himself was floating through the stars in his pyjamas, his arms spread wide.

            But as God spoke he found himself on the hilltop, with his feet in the grass, beside his father, while two glowing creatures, sitting like men on a log in front of him, were looking at him, and one of them was saying:

            ‘Tell us about the creature you think about the most.’

            ‘You mean Bess,’ said the boy. And as he spoke, his eyes glowed, reflecting the brightness of the two strange beings.

         

         
            
               Bess my badger grew up

               In a petshop in Leicester. Moony mask

               Behind mesh. Blear eyes

               Baffled by people. Customers cuddled her,

            

            
               Tickled her belly, tamed her – her wildness

               Got no exercise. Her power-tools,

               Her miniature grizzly-bear feet,

               Feet like little garden-forks, had to be satisfied

            

            
               Being just feet,

               Trudging to-fro, to-fro, in her tight cage,

               Her nose brushed by the mesh, this way, that way,

               All night, every night, keeping pace

            

            
               With the badgers out in the woods. She was 

               Learning to be a prisoner. She was perfecting 

               Being a prisoner. She was a prisoner. Till a girl 

               Bought her, to free her, and sold her to me.

            

            
               What’s the opposite of taming? I’m unteaching 

               Her tameness. First, I shut her in a stable.

            

            
               But she liked being tame. That night, as every night,

               At a bare patch of wall the length of her cage 

               To-fro, to-fro, she wore at the wood with her nose,

               Practising her prison shuffle, her jail walk.

            

            
               All day, dozing in the gloom, she waited for me.

               Every supper-time, all she wanted was

               Me to be a badger, and romp with her in the straw.

               She laughed – a chuckling sort of snarl, a rattle,

            

            
               And grabbed my toe in my shoe, and held it, hard,

               Then rolled on to her back to be tickled.

               ‘Be wild,’ I told her. ‘Be a proper badger.’

               She twisted on to her feet, as if she agreed

            

            
               And listened. Her head lifted – like a hand

               Shaped to cast a snake’s head shadow on the wall

               What she’d heard was a car. She waddled away

               Shawled in her trailing cape of grey feathers,

            

            
               And looked back. Sniffed a corner. Listened.

            

            
               I could see she was lonely.

                                                             A few nights later

               Her claws went wild. And they tunnelled

               From stable to stable, connecting four stables.

            

            
               Then bored up through the wall so the long loft 

               Became her look-out. After that,

               If shouting in the yard, or a tractor, disturbed her,

               You’d see her peering down through the dusty panes,

            

            
               And if the loft door had been blown open

               She’d poke her face out, furious, then slam it.

               Soon she’d quarried out through the back of the stables

               And with about three cartloads of stony rubble

            

            
               From under the stables, she landscaped her porchway –

               And the world was hers. Now, nightly,

               Whatever she can shift, she’ll shift, or topple,

               For the worm, the beetle, or the woodlouse beneath it.

            

            
               She tasted clematis roots, and now she’s an addict.

               She corkscrews holes in the wet lawn with her nose,

               Nipping out the lobworms. With her mine-detector

               Finds all the flower-bulbs. Early workmen meet her

            

            
               Plodding, bowlegged, home through the village.

            

            
               Already she hardly needs me. Will she forget me?

               Sometimes I leave black-treacle sandwiches,

               A treat at her entrance, just to remind her –

               She’s our houseproud lodger, deepening her rooms.

            

            
               Or are we her lodgers? To her

               Our farm-buildings are her wild jumble of caves,

               Infested by big monkeys. And she puts up with us –

               Big noisy monkeys, addicted to diesel and daylight.

            

         

         
            The Farmer rose up from the grass. He rose lightly, like a balloon, and floated, about a foot above the grass, not quite upright, but leaning towards the two figures, as if he were leaning on a gate.

            ‘You should know,’ he began.
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               The Badger in the spinney is the true king of this land.

               All creatures are his tenants, though not all understand.

            

            
               Didicoi red and roe-deer, gypsy foxes, romany otters –

               They squabble about their boundaries, but all of them are squatters.

            

            
               Even the grandest farm-house, what is it but a camp

               In the land where the singing Badger walks the woods with his hooded lamp? 

            

            
               A farmer’s but a blowing seed with a flower of crops and herds.

               His tractors and his combines are as airy as his words.

            

            
               But the Badger’s fort was dug when the whole land was one oak.

               His face is his ancient coat of arms, and he wears the same grey cloak

            

            
               As if time had not passed at all, as if there were no such thing,

               As if there were only the one night-kingdom and its Badger King.

            

         

         
            ‘I’d like to see one of these badgers,’ said God’s Son.

            But God was calling the Farmer’s daughter.

            The Farmer’s daughter lay pillowed in her hair. At this moment she was dreaming she was a horse. She was galloping through the world, bringing the news to all the horses of the world that a new foal had been born, a magic foal, and she laughed in her sleep as she galloped. And it was true, a new foal had been born on the farm, that day.

            But then in her dream, as she galloped over the dusty Mongolian plains, shouting her news to the dark, stirring lakes of wild horses, she heard the voice of God calling to her, saying:

            ‘Tell us about it.’

            And in a moment she was no longer a galloping horse. She was herself, standing on the hill above the farm. And she saw her father and brother lying there mistily in the grass, their chins propped on their hands, gazing up at two radiant figures who sat on a log. She knew at once they were God and his Son, and she began to tell them about that new foal.

         

         
            
               Yesterday he was nowhere to be found

               In the skies or under the skies.

            

            
               Suddenly he’s here – a warm heap

               Of ashes and embers, fondled by small draughts.

            

            
               A star dived from outer space – flared

               And burned out in the straw.

               Now something is stirring in the smoulder.

               We call it a foal.

            

            
               Still stunned

               He has no idea where he is.

               His eyes, dew-dusky, explore gloom walls and a glare door space.

               Is this the world?

               It puzzles him. It is a great numbness.

            

            
               He pulls himself together, getting used to the weight of things

               And to that tall horse nudging him, and to this straw.

               He rests

               From the first blank shock of light, the empty daze

               Of the questions –

               What has happened? What am I?

            

            
               His ears keep on asking, gingerly.

            

            
               But his legs are impatient,

               Recovering from so long being nothing

               They are restless with ideas, they start to try a few out,

               Angling this way and that,

               Feeling for leverage, learning fast –

            

            
               And suddenly he’s up

            

            
               And stretching – a giant hand

               Strokes him from nose to heel

               Perfecting his outline, as he tightens

               The knot of himself.

                                                  Now he comes teetering

               Over the weird earth. His nose

               Downy and magnetic, draws him, incredulous,

               Towards his mother. And the world is warm

               And careful and gentle. Touch by touch

               Everything fits him together.

            

            
               Soon he’ll be almost a horse.

               He wants only to be Horse,

               Pretending each day more and more Horse

               Till he’s perfect Horse. Then unearthly Horse

               Will surge through him, weightless, a spinning of flame

               Under sudden gusts,

            

            
               It will coil his eyeball and his heel

               In a single terror – like the awe

               Between lightning and thunderclap.

            

            
               And curve his neck, like a sea-monster emerging Among foam,

            

            
               And fling the new moons through his stormy banner,

               And the full moons and the dark moons.

            

         

         
            ‘That sounds like a fine beast,’ said God’s Son. ‘Even if it isn’t a badger.’

            ‘It isn’t the Truth either,’ said God. ‘Neither the whole Truth nor half the Truth. Even so, it’s closer to the Truth than her father or her brother.’

            ‘So how is that?’ asked God’s Son.

            ‘Listen to the girl’s mother,’ said God.

            The Farmer’s wife, in bed beside the sleeping shape of her husband, had not stirred. She still seemed to be singing, in that angelic choir, an everlasting top note. Her hair was clamped in curlers, so that her head looked like a Rolls-Royce aircraft engine. Tomorrow would be market day, her day out. She was dreaming she stood at the table, kneading dough, when suddenly a mouse pulled at the hem of her long grandmotherly dress. And she heard the voice of God saying:

            ‘Tell us about the cow.’

            In a moment she stood on the hill. She stared at the two glowing men, or the creatures that seemed to her to be men. And she still seemed to be singing that soundless top note, only now it was surprise.

            Back in her bed, her shape had closed its mouth, smacked its lips, and smiled. Then her shape on the hilltop spoke:
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               There’s comfort in the Cow, my dear, she’s mother to us all.

               When Adam was a helpless babe, no mother heard him call.

               The Moon saw him forsaken and she let a white star fall.

            

            
               Beasts sharpened their noses when his cry came on the air.

               Did a she-wolf nurse him with her wolf-cubs in the lair?

               Or cuffed among rough bear-cubs was he suckled by a bear?

            

            
               No, the gentle Cow came, with her queenly, stately tread,

               Swinging her dripping udder, and she licked his face and head,

               And ever since that moment on the Cow’s love he has fed.

            

            
               A man is but a bare baboon, with starlit frightened eyes.

               As earth rolls into night he cheers himself with monkey cries

               And wraps his head in dreams, but his lonely spirit flies

            

            
               To sleep among the cattle in the warm breath of the herd.

               Among the giant mothers, he lies without a word. 

               In timeless peace they chew their cud, till the first bird

            

            
               Lifts the earth back into the clock, the spirit back into the man.

               But the herd stays in Paradise, where everything began,

               Where the rivers are rivers of foaming milk and the eyes are African.

            

         

         
            God slapped his knee. ‘Nearly!’ he exclaimed. ‘Nearly!’

            God’s Son frowned. He couldn’t see what his Father meant. But before he could ask, the Farmer rose from where he lay. As his wife sank down in a rosy mist, coming to rest gently, with her elbows in the grass, and her chin in her hands, gazing with shining eyes at the glowing men, he rose straight up and began to sing, loud, as if he had a pint glass of ale in his hand.

         

         
            
               The Cow is but a bagpipe,

               All bag, all bones, all blort.

               They bawl me out of bed at dawn

               And never give a thought

                                         a thought

               They never give a thought.

            

            
               The milk-herd is a factory:

               Milk, meat, butter, cheese.

               You think these come in rivers? O

               The slurry comes in seas 

                                                seas

               The slurry comes in seas.

            

            
               A cowclap is an honest job,

               A black meringue for the flies.

               But when the sea of slurry spills

               Your shining river dies 

                                             dies

               Your shining river dies.

            

            
               Say this about cows:

               Nothing can stop

               From one end the Moo 

               From t’ other the flop

                                          flop

                                          flop

                                          flippety-flop

               Floppety-flippety.

            

         

         
            But as he sank back, his daughter was already speaking. She had somehow guessed that these two angelic beings on the log were giving them an examination, and when she saw the old bearded one shaking his head sadly she knew her father had made a mistake. So straight away she began:

         

         
            
               I think

               There’s a summer ocean liner in cows –

               Majestic and far off,

               With a quiet mysterious delight,

               Fading through the blue afternoon.
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