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Praise for the Magic of Modern Metaphor






David Hodgson has, yet again, achieved an outstanding feat of innovation and creativity. He has provided a simple process that can release immense creativity, curiosity and learning for both teachers and students. He reminds us not only about the importance and power of stories but also about how our own families can provide endless opportunities for learning and wonder if we took the time to ask the questions and listen to answers. I found myself strangely moved if not a little tearful. Magic.


Roy Leighton, educator, author and values consultant


Human beings cannot help but think of the world in terms of stories. The story amounts to an inbuilt template in our brains that puts our experience into context – remembering that ‘context’ and ‘text’ share the same root as ‘textiles’, meaning ‘to weave’. Stories weave up the patterns of our lives. And both adults and children love to hear (and spin) a good yarn.


Stories are also powerful because they work at many levels. We can appreciate them for their beginning, middle and a satisfying resolution at the end. But the roots of story go deep into the symbolic, metaphoric and holistic realm of the subconscious mind; into the soil from which grows the sense we make of ourselves and the world we live in.


In the Magic of Modern Metaphor David Hodgson has assembled a treasure box of the most wonderful sparkling tales – light, accessible, humorous and elegant in their apparent simplicity; ‘apparent’ because like all good myths, legends and fairy tales they plant seeds in our psyches that in time will bear fruit in many delightful and surprising ways.


Steve Bowkett, author, storyteller, trainer


This book had me totally mesmerized from beginning to end! I found myself completely wrapped up in its spell as each little tale unfolded. The author takes us on a magical life-learning journey, using ‘bite size’ stories full of gentle humour and wisdom.


The metaphorical tales are genuinely heart-warming, without being sentimental, and all convey a spirit of hope and optimism.


David’s unique approach to storytelling had me enthralled. The characters in the book seem to ‘come alive’ and it is easy for readers to relate to their various experiences – some funny, some inspirational and some very touching.


I can see this book being enjoyed by all ages and being used in a variety of different ways. As a professional therapist and trainer, I would certainly find the stories useful to use with clients, both adults and children alike. But I would take equal pleasure in sharing and discussing the tales with my own family.


In fact, the author himself makes some interesting and creative suggestions in the introduction, as to how the reader might approach the book and make use of this collection of learning tales.


I found this to be an extremely enjoyable, interesting and thought-provoking book, which reminded me of the effectiveness of metaphor and the incredible power of storytelling.


Michaela Gill, hypnotherapist


We all love stories as they are a vital part of our humanity passed on through the generations. These stories are a mixture of old and new and are written with compassion and humility. Many have an ethical base and offer opportunities for discussing the great challenges facing modern society. There are some nice touches of humour which children revel in and above all the stories are relevant to life and living today.


Dr David George, educational consultant
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Dedicated to Jonty, Terry and Grandads everywhere 
 for the magic they make.

























Foreword





A storyteller was once challenged to justify the value of stories. ‘What contribution could they possibly make,’ he was asked, ‘to individuals, society and civilisation?’


The storyteller said: ‘Let me tell you a story …




Once upon a time three travellers were crossing the great wilderness of NOW on horseback. After a few years, they’d settled into some sort of routine. Each night, after a hard day’s journeying, they would unsaddle their horses, unpack their saddlebags, pitch their tents, eat dinner, check their e-mail and go to bed.


One night, just before bedtime, they were surprised to see a glimmer of light on the horizon. It grew stronger and stronger until its brilliance filled the whole of the night sky. And each traveller intuitively knew he or she was in the presence of some kind of Divine Being, and each one waited for the words of God that they knew were bound to come.


And the words came, and the words said: ‘Go forth into the wilderness. Gather as many pebbles as you may, and tomorrow will find you surprised, delighted, disappointed, and very … very … curious.’


And that was it. End of message. The last echoes of the deep and rumbling voice faded and the light dimmed and died. And the travellers stood there in the silent darkness. Until one exploded in frustration, ‘What kind of a God was that? Gather pebbles! The uselessness of it! We’re respectable travellers not pebble collectors. We want meaning and purpose in our lives.’


The second traveller added, ‘A real, value-for-money God would have offered us something practical and tangible. You know, how to get rich or be successful. What’s the point of pebbles?’


The third traveller said, ‘Divinely inspired wisdom would have showed us how to cut carbon emissions and other ways to save the planet. How on earth can pebble collecting be a sustainable and rewarding activity?’


But perhaps because of the gravitas of the voice and the force of the Messenger’s delivery, the three travellers did hunt around for a short time, gathered a few pebbles each and threw them dismissively into the depths of their saddlebags. And then they went to bed.


In the morning they rose, packed up, saddled up and rode off towards their distant and dimly perceived destination. And after another day’s travelling they went through their usual evening routine. Then, just before dinner, one went to fetch something he needed from the bottom of his saddlebag. And as he rummaged for it, his hand happened on something small, round and hard. Of course, a pebble!


But when he pulled it out and discovered it was a diamond, you might imagine how surprised he was. And he called his companions over. And they too discovered that all their pebbles had become diamonds. And you can imagine how delighted they were.


Until they considered how few, in their disdain and delusion, they had collected. And you may imagine how disappointed they were.


But as they were drinking their espressos and malted lattes around the campfire after dinner, they got to enquiring into the meaning of all this. The small pieces of rock which the previous night they had considered so worthless were now precious. And they began to wonder how many other things in their lives, things that they had previously considered of little or no consequence, might have a value that they hadn’t discovered, considered or even dreamed of yet.


And they began to get more and more curious about discovering meanings under the surface of things, which only now were they beginning dimly to comprehend with growing excitement and wonder.





David Hodgson is just like this storyteller. Through story, metaphor, anecdote and the ebb and flow of relationships and understandings, he points us gently and with great compassion towards making our own discoveries about the value of life and experience, and some of the great questions that challenge our society and civilisation today.


In the Magic of Modern Metaphor: Walking with Stars, David offers countless pebbles of wisdom for each of us to consider, reflect upon and explore for the depths of their meaning and the knots of relevance hidden under the surface of his stories and their quirky, entertaining, episodic narratives.


The themes he explores are critical if we are to provide stability and firm foundations for the sustainable development of ourselves and our societies in the years to come: these themes include family, community, continuity, tradition, sacrifice, expertise and ethics. The themes are as unfashionable as they are absolutely essential, if we are to survive this current depressing and self-referential era of rampant individualism, political correctness and one-size-fits-allism. Yet David has the skill and finesse to put these themes across with a delightful lightness and elegance that connects with our innate humanity and common sense, whatever our age, experience or background.


My prediction is that David’s stories will surprise you with their charm, variety and self-honesty.


They will delight you with their humanity and vitality, their nostalgia, insight, wit, wisdom and relevance.


You may even find yourself disappointed to discover, once you’ve made your acquaintance with the wonderfully eclectic collection of human beings, animals, birds, creatures and ghostly apparitions that inhabit these pages, that there aren’t more stories on offer.


And you will surely be curious to explore for yourself not only the hidden meanings and applications beneath the surface of these stories, but also the way they may elicit resonant memories from your own life; memories whose significance and relevance to your own learning and development still awaits your fully focused attention and interpretation.


This book has found you. Now it is for you to find out why.


 Nick Owen  


Editor, storyteller and leadership mentor
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Part I


Introducing the Stories 







‘We were making the future,’ he said, ‘and hardly any of us troubled to think what future we were making. And here it is!’


The Sleeper Awakes, H. G. Wells
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Introduction





The Angel of the North



On an exposed windy hillside in Gateshead an individual stands confidently over a community. When erected in 1998 the Angel divided local opinion; awe on one side and ‘couldn’t a million pounds be better spent?’ on the other.


The Angel has stood for over ten years now and it makes a difference. Once something exists it can’t not make a difference. It is part of the landscape but still seems to float above it. It can inspire and surprise each time you see it. I have driven by it many times on my way to a work event or on a family outing and its power is palpable. In my little bubble, in my little car, with my little worries I’ve caught a glimpse of the sun on a wing or the mighty silhouette against a huge tarmac grey sky and I’m taken out of my bubble, if only for a moment. A moment is long enough to contemplate better questions.


The Angel represents an investment in art and imagination over the practical and ‘real’. When combined, these two become a powerful force. Although the initial million pound price tag seemed excessive to many, an original bronze maquette (model) owned by Gateshead Council was valued at one million pounds on an episode of Antiques Roadshow, the highest valuation given to any object in the history of the programme. The true value of things is not always obvious. Time changes and places change and so can people, individually and as communities. People often feel threatened by change. Yet only when we change do we grow and develop.


The Angel changes slowly. Its rusty colour is mellowing with age. It was built to last for a hundred years. Soon after its installation, the Angel was adorned with a huge black and white striped football shirt bearing the name ‘Shearer’ and the number 9, though only for twenty minutes until police arrived to remove it. The names of future North-Eastern heroes are as yet unknown but the Angel will be there as their stories unfold.


When Antony Gormley is asked to explain his Angel of the North he offers three thoughts: to remember the generations of coal-miners who worked in the darkness beneath the hill for two hundred years, to highlight the change from the industrial age to the information age and as a focus for us to explore our hopes and fears.


Gormley’s overall theme of a community seeking an identity through changing times resonates with everyone at an individual level. As we grow up we search for our own identity within our community, and this collection of stories reflects our individual journeys.


As we immerse ourselves in information, as a species, we could do well to remember that our own senses bombard us with perhaps three million pieces of information per minute. As individuals we filter and use only a small amount of this information. Understanding this filtering process and using it wisely is more useful than gorging on information.


Occupational psychologists studying human performance have explored the impact of training in four areas: information, skills, attitude and habits. Their research suggests that business generally concentrates on information and skills when it is attitude and habits that have a greater long-term impact on performance. Although attitude and habits are more difficult to influence, stories can offer a gentle yet profound route to challenge and change them.


Education, too, has increasingly focused on squeezing information and skills into a crowded curriculum. Perhaps we should remember that schools were originally formed in Ancient Greece to allow students and teachers the opportunity to share their ideas and perceptions. Such a two-way process grows attitude and habits. The word education derives from the Latin educare meaning ‘to draw out’. We are not blank slates, and stories are a rewarding method for drawing out the wisdom within all of us.


The majority of our attitudes and habits are formed as we grow up. If we are lucky children we are surrounded by angels influencing us in positive ways. Siblings, peers, parents, teachers, neighbours and communities are benign or malevolent guides. Grandparents, at their best, are the most powerful angels of all because their influence can spread through time, acting as a bridge linking the generations. 


When we interpret stories we can’t be wrong. We create meaning that is right for us in that time and place. The stories presented in this collection offer the reader an opportunity to explore their attitudes and habits. Once we are able to gain greater clarity in these areas we can better develop our knowledge and hone our skills to be effective individuals and valuable members of our communities.


Ten methods for getting the most out of this book




Stories are the most important thing in the world. Without stories, we wouldn’t be human at all.


Philip Pullman





I’d like to encourage you to write your thoughts on the pages of the book itself (unless you’re in a bookshop as this can annoy staff). This is a great way to personalise the stories.


And if you do turn out to be famous, the scribbles you make in this book could make it far more valuable to wealthy collectors in the future. However, any financial benefits will probably be enjoyed by your children or grandchildren some time after you’re gone.


A psychologist studied two Native American tribes that lived side by side. One tribe allowed their infants to crawl freely and the other tribe restricted their movements. The tribe that allowed their children freedom were more advanced in terms of arts and crafts, tools used, writing and performing as a group. When we interact with our environment we learn more. I recommend you interact with the stories that follow.





Method 1


Relax. Read a few stories and stop when you find something particularly interesting. Reflect.


On a piece of paper write down five thoughts that occur to you. They could include: the meanings of the story, personal memories, how the story relates to things currently going on in your life or anything else. Return to your thoughts later.


Method 2


Read two stories (random or consecutive) and think of a way to link them.


Method 3


Read a story and ask yourself: How can I apply this in my own life?


Method 4


Read a story and ask yourself: What would I do next?


Method 5


Identify someone you admire and read a story as if you were that person. Then ask yourself what they would think of the story.





Method 6


Ask yourself: How would I change or improve a story?


Method 7


Ask yourself: What are my memories from childhood (people and/or events)?


Method 8


Roll a dice and then summarise the story in that number of words.


Method 9


Ask yourself: With whom would I like to walk? Next time you go on a walk imagine they are with you. Have a conversation (but best to do it inside your head unless it is a secluded walk).


Method 10: The group method


It’s not just good to share your sweets. Discuss the stories with a friend or group of friends if you’re lucky enough to have more than one. There is a great deal of research confirming the benefits of sharing our thoughts, ideas, opinions and dreams.






















Part II


The Stories







If the doors of perception were cleansed everything would appear to man as it is, infinite.


William Blake
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1. Swapping allotments





While digging some compost into the area where potatoes would be planted later in the year, Jack asked Grandad how it was that he had the best allotment. It certainly seemed to be the biggest and best, for it was situated at the end of the row bordered by a field, a hedgerow of gooseberries and a small wooded area.


‘Well, I went to see the bloke who had it before me, Mr Jenkins. I spoke to him for a while. He seemed to be the kind of person that liked to concentrate on the things he didn’t have rather than the things he did have.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘He told me the soil was too dry on the slope at the back. There was too much shade from the trees over there. It was the allotment furthest away from the village so it was a longer walk to reach it. I can’t remember the other things but there were many. I told him all the things I’d done to my previous allotment and that I’d basically finished making it the best it could be. So we agreed to swap.’


‘And you’ve made this allotment as good as it can be Grandad, haven’t you?’


‘Yes, and he went and made my old allotment as bad as it could be.’



















2. Birds that flock together learn together





While walking to the allotment Jack asked Grandad why he still had milk delivered to the door when it was cheaper to buy it at the shops. Grandad said there were a few reasons.


‘Firstly, habit. We’ve always had milk delivered to the house and so did our parents before us. I also remember my Dad saying when they had milk delivered before the war the bottles didn’t have lids. Blue tits and robins learned to sit on the rim and drink the cream that settled at the top of the bottles. Years later foil lids were introduced and for a while all the birds were denied this easy and regular meal. Then the blue tits learned to tap away at the foil to break a hole in it and they could feed again. The robins did not learn this new skill.


‘Now, I’ve watched these birds and I’ve noticed that tits are sociable. They spend a lot of time in family and extended groups. Robins are more territorial and aggressive. They like their own space, thinking that if they can feed in a large area on their own they’ll have more food. Over the last few decades tits have done well and robin numbers have declined. Birds that flock together learn together, passing on their learning for the whole group to benefit.


‘We get milk delivered because I know the milkman and his family. We live in a community here, Jack, and I think we’re all better for it.’



















3. Who is your favourite?





Jack had convinced himself that his sister Rosy was the favourite. On his way to help his grandad feed the pigeons he had gathered an impressive list of evidence to present to him. He had five pieces of proof. Three examples are usually enough, even one. His grandad listened as Jack posed his question: ‘Why do people like Rosy better than me?’


Grandad considered while scooping equal amounts of feed into two tins for Jack and himself to distribute to the pigeons, Jack to the pigeons on the left and Grandad to the right of the battered clock hanging in the middle of the cree. He asked Jack to complete the job they had both done many times.


Grandad asked Jack if he already knew the answer to his question. Jack nodded enthusiastically and offered to share his five examples. ‘No need,’ said Grandad as they watched the birds jostle for position to take their share of feed. Puffs of agitated dust from the birds and their feed floated up and mixed with the dry August air.


Grandad asked Jack for five things he liked about winter at the allotment. It didn’t take long for Jack to come up with them: catching snowflakes as they fell from the sky onto his outstretched tongue; watching huge icicles grow from the cree roof ledge like stalactites that glistened in the sunlight, and their cold, smooth, alien texture and taste on dry winter days; holding the heavy icicles in his hand until he numbed his fingers through the cold; walking carefully on the small, slippery, iced-over pond and hoping to hear a crack and snap followed by the white jagged lines rushing and branching out from under his shoes like bolts of lightning; and making snowmen that looked like members of his family.


Grandad asked Jack for five things he liked about summer at the allotment and Jack complied and compiled: staying out longer because it’s warm and doesn’t get dark till late; ice creams when it’s hot and dry; listening to the cricket on the little radio and playing cricket by the leek trench; chasing escaped hens around the allotment and getting them back into their pen; and building dens in the hedge.


Grandad asked, ‘First, did you notice how easy it is to think of five reasons you like or dislike something?’ Jack nodded.
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