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A Memoir











Happy the man, whose wish and care


A few paternal acres bound,


Content to breathe his native air


In his own ground.


Whose herds with milk, whose fields with bread,


Whose flocks supply him with attire,


Whose trees in summer yield him shade,


In winter fire.


ALEXANDER POPE, ‘Ode on Solitude’


No, I mean it. You’ve got a nice place.


It’s not every man that can live off the land, you know.


Do your own thing


In your own time.


You should be proud.


PETER FONDA as Wyatt, Easy Rider












29 December


A murmur, a whisper of water. Distant goat bells. A week over the solstice, not a leaf on the trees, but the sun warms and comforts. A hen beats her wings, the sound coming through the quiet across the valley.


Just after dawn a reddish glow creeps down the mountain, finally touching the house, gently rousing the day to life. I arrived late last night in the strange disjunct of a day’s travel from dark to dark. Orion welcomed me, striding over the western horizon. Coming back and staying put, only to leave again: the perpetual loop. Breaking that loop would be a fine experiment. There is wisdom in staying in one place, madness in being always on the move. I must put a stop to paying for expensive stimuli, burning fuel to move. Instead, seek out the sensations that are free, close to hand, and come with the territory.


There is poetry in sameness, beauty in routine.









January









2 January


A Monday morning towards the year’s echoing-empty beginning, cold like a fag-end stubbed out on a pavement. I fumble into the stone house and squat by the fireside with a pinecone and a cigarette lighter and watch intently as the tiny flame catches and grows. The hearth is cold black metal, cold from the long January nights. Down on my haunches under the chimneypiece, carefully placing the pinecone at the back of the fireplace, adding dry sticks, gently so as not to stifle the fragile wisp of orange flame, feeling the fire’s oncoming warmth. I sit for a while to watch the leaping, suddenly energetic and joyous flames given life by their feast of oak and chestnut logs. A brave, still feeble effort at warmth and light, pitting itself against the predawn darkness prowling around the house. For millennia humanity has stared in two general directions: up towards the starry skies, and down into the glow and flicker of the lifegiving fire. (Heart and hearth: they differ by only a letter.)


Beyond my window are stone, wood and greenery. Gnarled trees, bare and dark, choked with dripping mist; a tumble of granite rocks swaddled in soft moss. In here, what warmth and dryness there is for miles around is concentrated in the minimal space near my log fire. The quietude that surrounds me is as deep and sombre as the darkening wood, but filled with a strange, heightened radiance.


In a place like this, time does not stand still so much as swirl in currents: now dense and sluggish, now thin and fluid, now dripping in fat drops like rainwater off the eaves.


It was twenty years ago today. For ten years we had lived in a big white house within sight of the sea on the island of Ibiza. At the beginning there had been wild nights out and dressing up and getting down with the island’s strange cast of international freaks and chancers, but quickly the madness began to exhaust us and we’d retreated into a rural neighbourhood where country people in their whitewashed farms still clung with quiet obstinacy to their traditional life and values. In the tired dust-blown heats of late summer our elderly neighbours Francesca and Joan took to the fields to harvest the almond crop, rattling wooden poles among dry branches to dislodge the almonds which fell heavily on to nets laid around the trunk. We grew our first tomato plants and lettuces in a little patch below the house, and kept a pig and four goats from whose milk we made a cool, salty fresh cheese. Well, it was a start.


That house was of indeterminate age and its gently rounded cuboid forms were layered with hundreds of years of whitewash. During the innocent early time we were pulling water in a tin bucket out of an underground cistern, which filled with rainwater from the roof. Before the island became a fiefdom of the international super-rich where a whitewashed farmhouse would set you back millions of euros, it was a good place to start a new life on the land. Rents were cheap and most houses in the country came with at least a hectare of terrain. More to the point, there was still a hard core of country people living around us whose knowledge could be drawn on, like water from a deep well. At our first pig-slaughter a gang of neighbours showed up and, quickly realising we were pig-ignorant, took charge of events while we looked and learned. A butcher from the village dealt with the pig-sticking and the subsequent deconstruction of the animal. Maria from the post office came up to demonstrate the unedifying but crucially important task of cleaning the entrails, then reappeared next day to share her recipe for a local sausage rich in pimentón.


We made a little bread, a little rough red wine. We made apricot jam and sun-dried figs, and macerated herbs in sweet aniseed liqueur. It was a toe in the water. But it wasn’t enough: what we craved was total immersion.


Saturday was hippy market day, when, at a warren of makeshift stalls, hippies sold their homemade craft items or knick-knacks brought back from trips to the Far East. On a spring day Nacho left for the market just before lunch, returning late in the afternoon with a breathless excitement in his voice as he told me what he’d seen. Among all the ethnic baubles and bangles at the market was a young couple selling fruit and vegetables homegrown on their farm in a secret valley far inland. Nacho had gone back with them when the market ended and was amazed to find a family living almost entirely on what they were able to produce. Tucked in the lee of the lush valley, their place was an idyll, a Shangri-La. There were hens and rabbits, pigs and donkeys. Citrus trees and avocadoes, cherries and plums, salads and broad beans stood in ribbons of bright green, bursting with rude organic health, on terraces racked up the sides of the valley. Our handful of straggly tomato plants seemed sad and embarrassing in comparison.


Over the following years Cathy and John and the life they’d built became our greatest inspiration. What I took away from my friendship with them was that a self-sufficient life was certainly possible, but not without a permanent expenditure of hard physical effort. On this lazybones island I had never seen anyone working so hard. When we visited their farm in the waning summer evenings they were pleased to see us, but talked and drank wine even as they continued to work. Together we schemed and planned, shared ideas, and went on huge Sunday walks to secret blue bays where we’d spend the day feasting and snoozing and skinny-dipping while their young sons played the Jew’s harp, read dog-eared paperbacks or skimmed flat stones on the mirror-calm sea.


They were halcyon days, glowing golden in the memory, and destined like all special times for a brief existence. Within a few years I had outgrown the island, sickened by the venality and greed of its tourist industry, the selling of debauchery on an industrial scale. Our friends had moved away after their back-to-the-land project ran its course. The worst of it was the drought. The rains had failed for two successive winters yet the island still consumed water on an unconscionable scale. Every drop of murky greyish kitchen water went to our little plot of lettuces and tomatoes. Clearly it was time to leave. But where would we go?


The exact location scarcely matters – and perhaps, dear reader, you might understand if I were to be a little cagey about it. In any case you could discover it easily enough if you were minded. The important thing to know is that the place we ended up in was Extremadura, a land-locked Spanish region clinging to the Portuguese border as if it would rather not be dragged any closer, thank you very much, to the big brash cities and the madness of the Mediterranean. Covering an area the size of Switzerland yet with poor transport connections and less than a million inhabitants, Extremadura seems to shirk fame and fortune with a determination bordering on obstinacy.


I had been this way before. A few years previously, on a sizzling day in the middle of August, I took a train from Lisbon into the lonely heart of Portugal’s interior for an interview with pianist Maria João Pires on her ranch near the border. Maria João, a woman whose powerful charisma emanates from a diminutive frame and neat boyish haircut, was and is one of my artistic heroes. She is the kind of character to whom legends attach. Like the decade she spent in the country without a piano, a privation which, it’s said, didn’t stop her learning from memory the complete sonatas of Beethoven, practising them with closed eyes at the kitchen table. Her experience had taught her, she told me when we met in person, that milking a cow by hand was an excellent form of exercise for a pianist’s fingers.


We drove for a day and a night across the peninsula, happy in our prospections, keenly scanning the view for rivers and mountains and deciduous woodlands, finding intrigue and excitement in everything we saw. Following the vague directions of my memory I aimed for the pianist’s farm, remembering its wild expanse of untrammelled countryside, the stretch of river where wild boar came to drink. It was around here somewhere … but every dirt track among stubby olive trees looked the same as the last. Night and heavy rain were falling as we called off the search and crossed the border on a backroad with only a roofless hut, once the customs post, to indicate a change of countries.


Most lives have their course determined not by a single big decision but a long succession of infinitesimal choices made often carelessly or even unconsciously, synapses that flick OFF to ON, forks in the road where you turn left or right with the nonchalance of the sleepwalker. And years might pass before you remember to turn around and look back at where you came from, and you marvel and stroke your chin in puzzlement at the way things have turned out, and you begin the difficult task of working out how on earth you made your way from there to here. The bald truth is that none of it makes a great deal of sense. I never had an ambition, never had a long-term plan, merely a blind urge to slash away at anything that felt like a constraint on my freedom. But/and … self-acceptance involves embracing the contradictions within yourself, gathering up and hugging to your bosom the incoherences and giggling at the farcical, preposterous comedy of it all.


So we followed the series of chances, serendipities, that lay before us like a trail of breadcrumbs. A room above a bar on the outskirts of a village. It had seemed like a good idea: the bar had a warmth of ceiling beams and a fireplace in the corner, three village gentlemen sat quietly nursing their tumblers of wine. The landlord led us up from the bar through dark, chilly corridors, saying as he went ‘we’ll bring up a couple of gas heaters, have the place warmed up in no time’. Guessing or intuiting that two young men wanting to share a room wasn’t just a question of economy, it seemed he was leading us into the outer reaches where we would neither be disturbed, nor disturb. When the man flicked the light switch the room leapt into sight in a glare of artificial fabrics.


I barely slept that night, the crackle of the nylon bedspread, my mind buzzing with novelty and possibilities. Rain pummelled the roof. I wondered at its persistence, murmured ‘listen to that rain’ at Nacho’s sleeping head, drifted off for a while, lulled by the constant thrumming.


During the short days we pottered gently, but looking, listening, feeling with a heightened vigilance. There was a harshness, something forbidding in the grey crags that loomed above the hillsides. But also something soft and familiar and enveloping about the patches of vineyard, the orchards where motley rows of walking-stick cabbages waved their giant leaves. Citrus trees spattered with bright spots of orange and yellow peered timidly from behind a thick, clotted mist. It was odd to see chestnut woods hugger-mugger with olive groves, a fig tree beside a holly bush.


Above the road a big bird of prey rose slowly flapping, like a kite let go with the string hanging. Except that the string was a snake. ‘Like the Aztecs,’ I said. When they were looking to build the sacred city of Tenochtitlan, the sign the Aztecs needed to see was an eagle perched on a prickly pear bush, devouring a snake. Perhaps this was a sign, too, for the site of our new life.


Either way, we came back. More than once. Always it was raining, misty, leafless.


And on one of those subsequent visits it happened: in a few hours the die was cast. An elderly couple with rare, grandiloquent names were happy to find a buyer for their piece of land at the head of the valley just a mile outside of town. Happy to sell, but sad to see it go: for most of their lives they had made wine from the grapes that grew here, serving it at their own rustic tavern in the village. From this land, said Guadalupe, they had fed a whole family. ‘The soil’s so good, you won’t even find a stone to throw at a bird,’ she said.


A mile or two of muddy track led through a chestnut forest that leaned in from both sides, though the woods were scrappy with neglect. Further down the track narrowed, hemmed in by briars, gorse and broom, skidding to a halt at a pathway that wound down through a vineyard towards a tumbledown hut with a clay tiled roof: the home of the family mule. The land sloped down over terraces buttressed by rough stone walls, many of them in poor repair.


Peering into a stone tank I saw black scraps of life that wriggled in the murk. Newts! As a child I remembered catching them in puddles and ponds and carrying them home in jam jars. I sensed a world of nature crowding in upon this small society, and no one around here was talking, at least not yet, about pollution, extinction or habitat loss.


Where the island was all chalky whiteness and a blinding Mediterranean dazzle that left no shadows, no room for shame or shyness, this was grey granite lined with soft green moss, mist drifting through oak forests, a silent landscape slumped in geological time. Unlike the island, where wealth and celebrity were clasped in a clammy embrace, our new place had zero glamour and there was barely a cent to spare. In the streets of the village, people fastened their gaze on us and properly stared. I parsed that look – it was a mixture of surprise and interest and mild disapproval – and I realised two things: where on the island we were but a small part of a glittering social kaleidoscope, here we were exotic birds, unclassifiable, inexplicable.


On the boat to the mainland, the island’s silhouette slipped back into the sea, while we studiously ignored its cries for attention. We stood on the prow, leaning on the railing Titanic-style, smoking a joint, waves of pleasure blotting out ripples of regret, and never looked back until there was nothing left to see.


7 January


Here is my little world. A secluded valley that curves down from the mountain in such a way that the village can be glimpsed from here, but not vice versa. Terraces planted with winter fodder, vetch, lupin, shading into lifeless oak woods. I pull on woolly socks and venture into a whiteout morning, mist clinging to the valley, hanging in the forest cleanings, slithering upwards as the breeze takes it. The scene bespeaks inaction, entropy, energy held in check, the damp mist like a sedative slipping into your veins.


A few hours later at sundown, beside the stream, I smell the onset of frost, like damp metal. In the chilling darkening afternoon we scrabble for acorns, sweeping the dead leaves aside where clumps of them have collected, some already sending out a pinkish sprout.


9 January


Days like big shiny gifts so opulent they’re almost an embarrassment to receive. Blazing winter sun that brushes off the clinging hoarfrost in an instant giving everything a new colour and warmth to the eye. We amble through the valley, olive groves and meadows, bells ringing for the year’s first Mass. The A-shape of the church tower standing out against open country beyond; at the back of it all a fringe of pinkish-white, the snowbound mountains. We lie on the grass among our straggly forlorn-looking olive trees trying to dodge the sun-dazzle. Grazing on the fruit of trees long estranged from the hand of man, as if in some Eden – aromatic little oranges with thin peel, arbutus fruit, persimmons with the taste of dates and thick tannic skins that pucker up your mouth.


Later, at home, we tuck into a big cocido that’s been sitting in the stove since dawn. Chickpeas, onions, leeks, carrots, pork bones and an elderly chicken given us by a neighbour. After four hours’ slow simmering the chickpeas are now buttery tender, the dark chicken meat falls off the bone and a rich clean-tasting stock has formed. The meat to be eaten with an olive-oil mayonnaise whizzed with rocket leaves, giving it an unearthly green colour and bright peppery taste. Pleasures plucked idly off the tree of life.


Knowing what you want is harder than achieving it.


Sometimes you never find the answer even when it lies in the palm of your hand. Perhaps we’d never really asked ourselves the question with such directness and urgency. Our manner of proceeding had always been a matter of intuition, a mutual acceptance that we were either on the right path, or had deviated a little too far from it. Now, as we entered this new chapter in our lives, we began to formulate a series of replies. What we wanted was a placid existence. Breathing good air, drinking good water. Not an easy life necessarily, but a slower-paced one, or rather a life where it would be us, and no one else, that set the rhythm. No mortgage, no HP, no energy bills. Having no debts was crucial, because owing money curtails your freedom. ‘Alimentary sovereignty’, or taking back control over your food supply – that too was close to the heart of it. ‘Clean’ food, not in the prissy Gwyneth Paltrow sense, but food that tastes vibrantly of itself and, importantly, doesn’t need to be paid for. It was the processes, not just the results, that interested us. Everything that could possibly be homemade was worth trying. The learning curves might be steep, but the view from the top would be worth savouring.


Sigmund Freud said it was the patient’s first utterance that often contained the truth of his condition. We arrived on a feast day, winter sunshine jollying up the formalities of stone churches and palaces and chilly disapproving streets. A modest procession went by, the Virgin held high, wobbling slightly amid the flower arrangements as she passed; a crowd of small village women glumly followed, intoning a hymn. Exhilarated by this display of rustic piety we burst in to the nearest bar, a doorway on the square giving way to a gloomy corridor. The barman stared at us with tired, hooded eyes.


We moved into a big house with three floors. Across the square was the church, and to our left, the town hall. It felt to me that we were the posh folk in the big house. But to my hyper-vigilant mind, a greater source of worry was the local attitude to my, our, sexual orientation. The island had never given me a moment’s insecurity about living openly with another man, but here in the sticks it was different. We were literally ‘the only gays in the village’ (or so we thought). I took to rising at first light and prowling the village on my own. Hidden among the maze of alleys was a little square with a spring in a stone basin sunk into the ground. From behind a high wall a lemon tree sagged under the weight of ripe fruit. Everywhere was the underground gurgle of water, the streams swollen in their winter spate.


I longed to sit at the windows of our house and watch the little world of the village go by. But I shrunk from the prurient or curious looks. The great enemy of small communities is boredom, and we were the most interesting thing to have happened here in a while. Stepping out of the front door on to the square was like stepping out on stage: immediately the heads of the old men on the benches, the kids with their bags of Wotsits by the church door, swivelled in our direction.


On the other hand there was a politeness, especially among the older village folk, which surprised and moved me. It seemed to come from an earlier time, and the young didn’t share it. As we became familiar figures I would often find myself stopped by elderly people on street corners enquiring not only after my own health but that of ‘your husband’. Good manners, I learned, were vital. On a cold dark winter morning I approached the bus stop, for some reason a little nervously, to ask the woman waiting huddled in a thick travel coat what time the bus was due. She opened her reply pointedly with a ‘good morning’ tinged with reproof, and I felt a prickle of shame: I had forgotten the most basic of all greetings.


It took me a while to realise something that ought to have been obvious: the importance of good relations with the community in which it has befallen you, or you have actively chosen, to live. In cities, the circle of people you see socially is the result of a ruthless selection process. In small rural communities it’s more a case of making the most of what you’ve got. Which is not to say making friendships is difficult. Or that it can’t happen between the most apparently disparate people, no matter how wide the gulf of class and culture and condition that yawns between them.


Acceptance is as important as discretion. Overlooking foibles or differences (also called tolerance) is thought desirable. Then there are the feuds that last for generations, but many of these have political, not human causes.


I came to realise these country people, few of whom had enjoyed the benefit of a conventionally ‘good education’, nonetheless possessed a huge resource of knowledge, a living, breathing Google of wisdom agricultural, botanical, zoological. If the question was, ‘What can we plant at this time of year?’, the answer would come back unhesitatingly from the guy next to you at the bar or the properly coiffed lady in the queue for the butcher’s: ‘Let me see, now is a good time for broad beans and peas, you can also plant garlic but it might be a bit early, best wait until after the rain.’ Allies and helpers were never in short supply. In a place where the real economy was as tenuous as a spider’s web, the favour, the good deed, the piece of valuable advice, became a form of currency. Whatever the task that needed doing, wall-building, ditch-digging, vine-pruning, there was always someone whose expertise you could tap. If you needed a pig slaughtered, there were several gentlemen known to be handy with the knife. For a small place it was well provided for in other, more humdrum ways. There were cafés, simple restaurants, a medical centre, a school. Though the community consisted of no more than a few hundred souls, you could exist here perfectly well without a car, and many residents did. Self-sufficiency was part of the warp and weft of the place.


Laden with bags one morning, I scrabbled for the door key. Two women came up to me, shyly smiling as if they’d plucked up courage.


‘Been shopping, then?’ said one.


‘That’s right, down to the shops.’ I returned a brief smile, found the key.


‘What did you buy, then?’ enquired the other woman. What followed has caught in my memory: she actually leaned down, pulled towards her the edge of my fabric shopping bag and had a quick rummage inside.


‘All sorts of stuff,’ I spluttered, taken aback, and shouldered my way through the door to home and safety.


Our situation was so rich in potential comedy that even in my agony of shyness I would sometimes smile ruefully to myself. I could practically hear the pitch to TV executives from the would-be director: a gay couple moves into a salt-of-the-earth country village – with hilarious results. Most of the time, however, it was simply troubling. I wanted to ease myself in gently, make acquaintances, find friends, explore the lie of the land – but I’d reckoned without Nacho’s very different way of doing things. He barnstormed the bars of the village, knocking back rum-and-Cokes with the most notorious barflies, and bridling at the possibility of discrimination.


‘We’re a gay couple. I don’t suppose any of you have a problem with that?’ he once announced in a crowded bar. (To which I blushed scarlet, took two steps backward and shrunk into myself.)


One needs to be careful with Idylls. They might come on all soft and innocuous, but they have nasty teeth.


There were rough-and-tumble times that made me miserable, tortured me with insecurity. The doorbell would ring in the early hours – ‘Don’t open it!’ I would hiss – but Nacho would rise from bed to greet a crowd of drinkers turfed out of the night’s last bar and crack open the whisky bottle. While the fiesta raged in the kitchen I would pull the covers over my head, riven with guilt and self-doubt. Integration might have been my goal, but how would I ever relate to this cast of characters, these gurning yokels with their earth-ingrained hands and rotten teeth like onlookers in a scene from a Caravaggio painting?


Sometimes I left the house in the early hours when I could be sure no one was about, and dejectedly walked the damp dawn streets. At those moments I felt sure our big leap into the unknown had been a ghastly mistake; a dead end. Nothing that I was had any meaning here. Alongside these horny-handed sons of toil, people that knew how to do useful things with their hands, being a musician or a writer seemed effete and insubstantial things to be. I wasn’t sure that people around here even understood what the word ‘writer’ meant. Sometimes when it was repeated back to me it sounded as quaint and antiquated as ‘scribe’.


21 January


The land is still in midwinter mode, with no outward sign of imminent change or burgeoning. And yet … of the olive stakes I planted last year and assumed had not survived, one has the tiniest bud of a new leaf on its dry-seeming spur. Scratch the smooth bark with a thumbnail, and greenness peeps out from underneath.


A low point in the year but, paradoxically, also a moment rich in produce. Among the veg are cabbages – savoy, with the dark-green ribbed and curly outer leaves and the tight creamy-green heart; red cabbage the size and shape of a football – leeks, Brussels sprouts, cardoons, parsnips, carrots, celery, escarole lettuce. Fruit too: oranges and lemons. Kiwi, the first crop we have ever produced after a decade-and-a-half of trying. Small, not entirely orthodox fruit, the size and shape of hen’s eggs, but with proper stubbly skins and convincing acid-drop taste. And the strange and lovely persimmon. Its voluptuousness suggests a tropical summer, yet the season begins when the tree’s last leaves have fallen but the fruit remains on the bough, glowing fat and coral red like lanterns.


Colours that resonate in the mind. The creamy ivory white of the billowing smoke furling up from a bonfire of damp brown ferns. Bright orange calendula flowers, their sunny brightness somehow shrugging off the sub-zero temperatures of these January nights. A bunch of them stands on the kitchen table alongside a basket of oranges, and I realised as I placed them there they were of the exact same shade. Coincidence? Almost certainly.


Stung by a painful sense of my own alienation, I retreated into a comforting world of readings and reflections. Somewhere near the top of the slush pile on the floor beside my bed was a book I’d been lent years before but had never got round either to reading or returning, though the title rang an indistinct bell. The cover showed a grizzled bearded man rowing a stub-ended boat on the shiny surface of some lake or river. I assumed this figure to be the author. I liked the cussed, obdurate look of his heavy eyebrows under his wide-brimmed country hat; the turn of his head that seemed to say, ‘Leave me be.’


Cocooned beneath several layers of blanket, I peered inside the cover. The frontispiece, designed by the publishers of its first edition, Ticknor and Fields (Boston), featured a quotation from the text – ‘I do not propose to write an ode to dejection, but to brag as lustily as chanticleer in the morning, standing on his roost, if only to wake my neighbours up’ – and an engraving in black and white showing a small house surrounded by trees, with a pitched roof and a path up to the front door. It struck me that the image of a cabin in the woods with a window and a chimney, tucked away among the towering oaks and the ink-black pines, was a fantasy to which I’d often recurred, a symbol of my psychological need for secrecy and seclusion. And there was another small connection to my own narrative. When I was nine, in the year 1972, my family moved from a grace-and-favour military house into our first piece of owned property, a rambling, faintly decrepit Edwardian house at the edge of a wood looking over fields. My father bought it for twelve thousand pounds and christened it ‘Heathfield’. But the original name of the house was ‘Walden’.


The book’s first paragraph gripped me at once. It is surely one of literature’s great matter-of-fact openers, giving us the bare bones of the story in a couple of sentences: this is what he did, where he did it, and for how long.


‘When I wrote the following pages, or rather the bulk of them, I lived alone, in the woods, a mile from my neighbor, in a house which I had built myself, on the shore of Walden Pond, in Concord, Massachusetts, and earned my living by the labor of my hands only. I lived there two years and two months. At present I am a sojourner in civilized life again.’


It is not easy to write about oneself, though this is what most writers end up doing. Thoreau for his part apologised for talking so much about himself, humorously laying the blame on his inexperience of other people, but contradicted himself by enjoining every writer to provide ‘a simple and sincere account of his own life’.


In retrospect I can see that already in the book’s third sentence Thoreau begins sowing the seeds of doubt, for it appears the experiment was a short-lived one and the man who willed such a change in his life has, even as he documents the change, already returned to his former existence. It is an early suggestion of a theme that, as I would learn, flits behind his story like a ghost behind a curtain: that of authorial trustworthiness. How seriously can we take Thoreau’s pronouncements about the desirability of living in a sincere and simple way, when his own commitment seems at times so curiously feeble?


Henry David Thoreau was born two hundred years ago in Concord, Massachusetts. He is best known in the twenty-first century for an act that must have seemed incomprehensible in his day, but now assumes a capital importance. In July 1845 he left his family house in Concord to live in a one-room hut on the shores of a nearby lake, documenting his experiment in simple living in the book he entitled, simply enough, Walden. In the words of his friend Ralph Waldo Emerson, Thoreau ‘became disgusted with our monotonous civilisation, and went, self-banished, to our Walden woods. There he lives. He built his own hut, cooks his own food, refuses to pay taxes, reads Aeschylus, abjures models, and is a great man.’


As well as being one of history’s great connoisseurs of solitude, he was the prophet of slow, the doyen of downshifting. His rejection of urban society and his fascinated approximation to the natural world has served as a template for environmental movements ever since. The themes that occupied him, from ecology and conservation to the notion of passive resistance to the overweening power of the State, defined (by him) as Civil Disobedience, have never been more relevant in our tumultuous world.


In the dark days of late January a band of freezing air swept down from the north Atlantic over the Iberian peninsula, and weather reports were predicting winter’s first cold snap. Over the next two days and nights, hiding in the penumbra of my bedroom in the village house, I sank deep into Walden, finding that it struck chords with me in many and curious ways. Thoreau’s views often coincided so precisely with my own that I scribbled thick pencil marks in the margin. At the most superficial level Thoreau was the first writer to articulate with clarity what would later be described as the movement ‘back to the land’. Like me he had abandoned (in his case only temporarily) the conventions of his bourgeois upbringing. Like me he resented the prosaic, the pragmatic, the merely functional, as traits of the commercial and industrial forces that have come to dominate our world. I have always believed, though for years it cast me in the role of a shiftless shirker, in the value of idleness as a counterweight to busy-ness – and here was Thoreau backing me up in no uncertain terms. ‘There were times when I could not afford to sacrifice the bloom of the present moment to any work, whether of the head or hands. I love a broad margin to my life. Sometimes … I sat in my sunny doorway from sunrise to till, rapt in a revery … I realized what the Orientals mean by contemplation and the forsaking of works.’


The lightbulb moments came thick and fast. When I read his comments about ‘gross feeders’ and the whole nations he sees in that condition, it made me think of the modern epidemic of obesity (‘their abdomens betray them’). There’s a paragraph where Thoreau discusses the obsession with being permanently informed, and if you chose to read it this way, it could easily serve as a critique of our twenty-first-century addictions to social media and the news cycle. ‘Hardly a man takes a half hour’s nap after dinner, but when he wakes he holds up his head and asks, “What’s the news?” as if the rest of mankind had stood his sentinels … “Pray tell me any thing new that has happened to a man any where on this globe,” – and he reads it over his coffee and rolls, that a man has had his eyes gouged out this morning on the Wachito River …’


But the truly revolutionary, even incendiary nature of Thoreau and the Walden experiment is his rejection of the impulse to consume – or, better, his rejection of the tacit acceptance that we should consume as much as we can afford to and more. Instead of needing to earn in order to consume, he turns the equation on its head: if consumption is reduced to a minimum, the need to earn becomes a much less urgent prerogative. As Robert Richardson suggests in his Henry Thoreau: A Life of the Mind, ‘From the beginning, his experiment at Walden had been an effort to find out just what were his true necessities. Rather than increase production and multiply wants, he sought to simplify his material wants so as to minimize the labor needed to satisfy them.’


His arguments sound obstreperous, yet they resonate deeply with this historical moment. Richardson again: ‘Where [Adam] Smith wanted to see consumption maximised, Thoreau wants it minimised and simplified. Thoreau emphasizes not how much one can consume, but how little. He stresses this theme with production as well. Instead of increasing production, Thoreau planted fewer beans his second year and he closed his economy chapter with a story about the only tree that could be said to be truly tree, the cypress, because it produced nothing and thus was free of the cyclical and tyrannical process of getting and spending.’


We may be an agnostic society, but economic growth is our substitute religion. Economies must grow, otherwise they are deemed to have failed. As individuals we are also expected to grow, but not just in experience and wisdom. A part of our duty as denizens of the capitalist economy is to keep on achieving, and the proof of our achievement is the extent of our accumulation. It is thought desirable to be able to say at any given moment, ‘I have more responsibility and importance than I did five years ago. My salary is higher than it was. My house is bigger, and I have more stuff to fill it with.’ The graph of an ideal Western life shows a kind of parabola, rising steadily to a high plateau (success and wealth) before dipping down gracefully to a low but comfortably upholstered shelf (retirement). These fragments I have shored against my ruin, but my children won’t think twice about taking them all to the dump.


In part, growth must be finite because the earth’s resources are finite, and perpetual growth is based upon the unsustainable use of those resources. Beyond that, I believe that it ought to be enough to achieve a level of modest well-being and maintain it, and this goes for individuals as well as economies. For myself, I like to have enough (or a little more than enough, in case of unforeseen penury and pandemics) and an illusion that things are getting better year by year, but I refuse to provide proof that I have done more, worked more, earned more, been followed more, acquired more ‘friends’ or received more ‘likes’.


In my heart of hearts I always knew these opinions were reasonable enough, even if in my social milieu to denigrate ambition, to spurn the acquisition of money and status, felt like going against the grain. But for years they created in me a debilitating anxiety. Being in the presence of a person who had conventionally ‘succeeded’ made me cringe. I felt, like Henry David Thoreau, that I could ‘tell a pitiful story respecting myself, with a sufficient list of failures, and flow as humbly as the very gutters.’ So, rather than struggle with the fact of my failure, I chose to ignore it. I removed myself from the kind of environment in which continuous accumulation is a duty and success/failure the wheel on which society turns. In this respect, in the years since I discovered it, Walden has been my self-help book; its author my guru and hero. Thoreau didn’t teach me anything, so much as remind me forcefully of the rightness of what I already knew.
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Our land lay on a fold among hills – they could hardly be called mountains, though on maps I’d seen them described as such. A small valley practically hidden between the two granite ridges on either side, the larger of which was a dark looming presence with a long curved back like a crouching animal. The hills were wooded with stands of oak and chestnut and pine with a dark-green diversity of broom, heather, gorse, wild lavender, filling in the gaps. Outcrops of grey granite rock emerged from the scrub in rounded and heaped-up boulders like the one I would habitually scale in order to gaze at the view down the valley.


The land had ‘possibilities’, that estate-agent euphemism, but they were hard to conceive. Essentially we had acquired a clearing in a forest of brambles like something out of a fairy tale; the previous owners had stopped planting a few years before and it had raced towards total decay, the brambles rising in a tide to swallow most of the olive trees, tough little oaks sinking their roots into what had once been arable land. There was plenty of ground water, too much in fact; it bubbled out of the ground and flooded the terraces so that marsh grasses grew in the soggy boggy ground. Before anything further could happen, ditches and drains would be needed to dry out the ground.


Down at the bottom, where the two slopes meet, ran a trickling stream. The terraces nearest the stream, where summer’s heat would be tempered by cool nights even when the surrounding land lay barren and dusty, would be for vegetable growing. Further up we might plant orchards with citrus fruit, peach and apricot and cherry trees, and care for the groves of stubby olives pruned low for easy picking. To the picture forming in my mind I added a big stone house with a storeroom full of garden tools and paella pans and coiled lengths of wire. There would be animals in pens and cages or grazing in the open air. And fields of jade-green rye, rippling on tall, graceful stalks. Surrounding the house, a vineyard of old vines in ancient, twisted, sculptural shapes. Stone, wood, water.


6 February


I love these mornings when you wake to a drip, drip from the eaves and mist clogs the valley. Dressing for the pre-breakfast round, I pull on my big black work boots, clumpy and rigid and hard on the feet, and among my layers of clothing, the khaki overall, a military garment that belonged to my dad, well made, stoutly tailored with metal rivets still functioning and epaulettes on the shoulders. Something small but significant I’ve inherited from him.


I open the sheep pen and the sheep stare at me for a while, as if questioning my motives, then troop out quietly in single file. I stand still with my umbrella, my brain empty of thought, feeling nothing but the damp air, hearing the bells as they pass and the whispering drizzle. Quietude, solitude and passing time … Shepherding, as well as being humanity’s oldest craft, is also an ancient form of mindfulness.


An owl hoots in the woods – a sonorous ‘tu-whit tu-whoo’ so wonderfully old-fashioned, so utterly in keeping with the owl’s traditionally spooky reputation, that it makes me smile.


Many years before our new settlement, before our tentative experiments in homesteading on the island, nearly half a century before any of that, I’d had intimations that a different kind of life might be possible – one that was simpler, saner, healthier than the one laid out for me by my upbringing. On 1 January 1974, in response to soaring petrol prices and chronic inflation, Edward Heath’s government brought in a three-day working week and restricted the use of electricity. As power cuts bit, I remember the fun of squatting around a fire in the chimney to eat road-kill pheasant as the rest of the house lay cold and dark.


Feeding a family was suddenly an expensive business, but there was an interesting new way around the problem: growing your own food. Though interest in healthy eating and vegetarianism was still deemed ‘cranky’, the concept of ‘self-sufficiency’ was increasingly familiar. This was partly thanks to The Good Life, the TV series about a middle-class suburban couple, Tom and Barbara Good, who turn their suburban home into an agricultural venture to the horror of their highly conventional neighbours.


My father had been born in the East End of London, brought up by a single mother, my grandmother, in a draughty house with no bathroom and a single tap in the scullery. Perfectly incarnating the Thatcherite ideal of social mobility, he’d been enabled by the army to make the leap from working class to bourgeoisie, while his own efforts, such as overhauling his East End accent, did the rest. Doubtless he thought agricultural labour was a step backward, as well as downward. At weekends he preferred pottering in his carpentry workshop, or taking his ease in a deckchair, to digging and harvesting.


My mother, on the other hand, had no such qualms. This Good Life business was truly her thing. During the war she and her sister had been evacuated to a Northamptonshire farm, and still associated the agro-sphere with quality of life, clean eating and apple-cheeked rude health. With the help of old photographs showing the tousle-haired, grinning girls, she told us of the good times, and the good eating, to be had at the house of Fred and Nora Goff: the fresh milk, the new-laid eggs, the home-cured bacon.


So she simply rolled up her sleeves and got on with it. Perhaps there was something of the wartime spirit – think of the Land Girls – about the way she shrugged off the deep-rooted middle-class dislike of dirt under the fingernails. First it was vegetables: potatoes, salads, red-flowered runner beans, a small greenhouse with that warm muskiness of tomato plants which is one of the defining smells of my childhood summers. She made green tomato chutney with the ones that failed to ripen and froze industrial quantities of runners. Then she moved on to livestock. Dad whipped up a wooden chicken house and a fenced-in run, Mum bought some rust-brown Marans, and we had our own eggs. Two small pigs followed, and a sheep or two. All in our hectare of rambling semi-suburban Hampshire garden. My siblings and I were confronted for the first time with the basic truth that in order for us to eat meat, a living creature must die. When the van arrived to take our first pigs to the slaughterhouse we lay down in the driveway in front of it, sobbing with genuine angst. After that it was easier. Often we’d be tucking into our Sunday roast while its relatives gambolled just outside the window.


Before long I too had got the bug. I loved the feeling of achievement that making my own things awoke in me, the standing back to say, ‘Look what I’ve done.’ It was a form of creativity, and also of subversion. By making something yourself you were side-stepping a system – ‘The System’ – which depended on other people making things to sell to you. My big hobby, certainly unusual in a child of twelve, was dyeing. First I was tie-dyeing T-shirts in hippy sunbursts using garish Dylon colours and melting wax in a pot over a Calor-gas ring in the garage (this was my batik phase). After that I went in deeper, poring over library books that showed how to make your own natural tints from onion skins and turmeric.


I was a strange child, solitary though industrious, given to melancholy, with a headful of romantic notions. The poetry and stories I wrote in lined school notebooks, often virtual cut-and-pastes from the work of published writers, were pretentious and luridly over-emotional. The music I composed dabbled with graphic notation and aleatory techniques inspired by John Cage, and was probably unperformable. In the school holidays I took the bus into Guildford to buy expensive Deutsche Grammophon LPs of abstruse modern composers. To add to this cocktail, I was also in love with seventies pop culture, idolising glam rock and disco, Abba and Bowie, the sparklier the better. It seemed no one would ever get the measure of what I was up to. I don’t suppose my parents knew quite what to do with the hothouse flower they had unwittingly cultivated. If I’d ever been encouraged in my left-field endeavours I might have taken them further, forged a creative path. As it was, they withered on the vine. (Although I’m still a fiend for Abba and Bowie.) And in any case, things were about to get a lot tougher.
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