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Introduction


MICHÈLE MENDELSSOHN



What makes a home? We know it when we feel it, but it can be difficult to identify. For millennia, philosophers, psychologists, anthropologists and architects have tried to define what makes a home. More recently, life coaches and happiness ‘experts’ have popped up to teach us about feng shui, hygge and the life-changing magic of tidying up. These practices, they assure us, will help us feel happier at home. And they do, to a point. Past that tipping point, today’s domestic self-help can quickly turn into a tyranny of clutter purges, badgering mantras (spark joy!) and impossibly immaculate Instagram homes.


This book is less effortful, and more pleasurable. Though it contains advice on home improvement, this is not a book about smiling self-flagellation. This is a book about making a home (not doing up a house) and about feeling at home no matter where you go and what life throws at you. This is a book about finding your way home, moving home, missing home and coming home.


The advice in these pages has been gleaned from classics both ancient and modern. These reflections span the globe, from Nigeria to America, Vietnam to Germany, via England, Jamaica and India. The selections I’ve chosen won’t turn you into a cleaning god(ess) and won’t rush you off your feet. Instead, they invite you to put your feet up and pause. Put down your packing boxes and your paintbrushes, your burdens and cares. Rest. Recover. Come home to yourself.


‘[G]reet yourself arriving / at your own door,’ Derek Walcott advises in the poem ‘Love After Love’. Arrive at that door as though for the first time. What do you notice about it? What does the door look like? When you knock, what happens? Perhaps someone opens the door, or maybe not. Maybe it remains shut because there’s nobody home and you check under the doormat for the spare housekey but it’s not there and you have to climb over the garden wall and let yourself in through a half-open window at the back. That happened to me, once, when my dad came to visit and unintentionally locked me out. That’s right, he locked me out of my own home. The man flew back from Frankfurt to Montreal with my housekey in his pocket, in fact. After I had broken into my own home (which was frighteningly easy), I surveyed the modest contents of my tiny studio. All the things I cherished were there, or so it seemed. The contents of two regulation airline suitcases had been arrayed as best a nineteen-year-old student could. I was inordinately proud of this glorified cubbyhole, paid for with my own money: it was my first home since leaving my parents’. Moving in, there’d been the exhilarating rush of independence, followed by the quiet satisfaction of operating reasonably well in a foreign country and the thrill of almost fluent conversations with a handsome neighbour. But as I stood in the centre of those 250 square feet I was suddenly gripped by an unbearable homesickness. Now, as I looked around the room, surveying my minimal crockery, makeshift furniture and postcard wall art, it all seemed sad and unsatisfactory. This isn’t a home, I thought, it’s just a box full of belongings. Whatever comfort I’d once felt here evaporated in an instant. In its place, there was a murky gloom akin to what the Portuguese call saudade and the Welsh call hiraeth, a longing for a place that is no longer, or a state that you can’t go back to.


Then I noticed there was a note on the table. ‘Thanks for the visit, Goose,’ Dad had scrawled, calling me by my childhood nickname. ‘Have a nice week. Thanks for the hospitality and fun. I’m going now (8:35 a.m.) and you can’t stop me. I’ll be sure to write every day. I love you. Dad.’ Of course, I hadn’t tried to stop him and he didn’t write every day. Those are just two of Dad’s quirky turns of phrase, two ancient inside jokes that are part of our shorthand for love. I have carried his note with me, tucked inside my wallet, every day since. It’s a piece of portable property to me, a home away from home, a key to a precious universe that I can visit at will.


In some senses, home is a noplace. It’s a state of mind. It’s a great nowhere that we carry inside ourselves. We can experience its cosiness, belonging and security in many contexts. Having a secure roof over your head and a solid floor beneath your feet helps, of course, but these are insufficient ingredients to make a home. Love is the recipe’s essential component, as Harriet Beecher Stowe points out in her chapter.


After all, a house is not always a home. Awful things happen and they will keep happening. Life can be brutal. The extracts collected in this anthology don’t shy away from major difficulties – Charlotte Brontë makes Jane Eyre homeless; E. T. W. Hoffmann’s protagonist loses the use of his legs and is confined to his apartment; Vietnamese Communist inspectors expropriate Kim Thúy’s family; Kofoworola Aina Moore feels homesick during her first weeks in college in England because she is the only Black African woman student there. Each of these chapters reveals a secret to weathering the storm and withstanding the vulnerability, confusion, heartbreak and terror these situations bring with them.


These chapters also chronicle mundane home-related occurrences: a genteel English family moves house and is preoccupied with finding tradesmen, matching paint and fitting carpets in The Diary of a Nobody. Christina Rossetti misses her mother. Mark Twain mocks interior decoration. Jack London sees things from the point of view of a beloved dog. In an extract from the novel North and South, Elizabeth Gaskell’s heroine makes friends in her new neighbourhood. Franklin Burroughs’s daughters grow up and his dog dies so he sells his American farmhouse. He assumes it will be a wrench but discovers it’s a relief. “‘I notice now’, he explains in the chapter included here, ‘that when we speak of it at all, which is seldom, we dwell on its quirks and discomforts, putting it all in a slightly comic perspective, like some youthful misadventure . . . I have gone from thinking that some part of me would always remain in that place as it was to thinking that some part of me—possibly the most important part—never lived there at all.’ Being at home, it turns out, is not necessarily about houses.


One of the secrets revealed by the authors collected here is about being at home with yourself. By listening to trees, Hermann Hesse discovers a piece of wisdom for the ages: ‘Home is neither here nor there. Home is within you’. Although we spend lots of time looking outward for that sense of security, Hesse reminds us we’re likelier to find it inside ourselves. Kenneth Grahame, in The Wind in the Willows, describes a similar homing instinct as ‘that small enquiring something which all animals carry inside them’. The most precious piece of home is undoubtedly the one you carry inside you. It accompanies you everywhere you are. Though you may lose sight of it, you are never without it. It is always there, patiently waiting for you. Rooted in that sense, you can remain grounded no matter where your itchy feet roam and your wanderlust takes you. You can be at home wherever you go.








WHAT MAKES A HOME?
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JOHN HOWARD PAYNE
1791–1852



The expression ‘Home! Sweet Home!’ originated in Clari; Or, the Maid of Milan, an 1823 melodrama by John Howard Payne. After the humble Clari is seduced by a duke, she discovers that marriage is not on the cards. From inside the palace, she sings longingly for the native village she left behind and finds sanctuary in the comforting rhymes of ‘Home! Sweet Home!’. The tune dwells on simple pleasures while unfolding the many meanings home can have: it can be a specific place to go, full of modest and familiar comforts, but for Clari it is also a no place, a state of mind. This message immediately resonated with international audiences at a time of forced migrations, mass immigration and urbanization. Adelina Patti sang it at the White House for the Lincolns. The song found its way into L. Frank Baum’s The Wizard of Oz and popular culture. Payne started life as a boy actor in New York City, moved to Europe, wrote successful plays for the London stage and finished his days as American consul to Tunis. He described himself as ‘naturalized to vagabondage’, yet this song made him so beloved that American admirers campaigned to have his remains returned to the United States. ‘Home! Sweet Home!’ was sung by a choir as Payne’s earthly remains were interred in Washington DC.


‘Home! Sweet Home!’


Mid pleasures and palaces though we may roam


Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like home


A charm from the skies seems to hallow us there


Which seek thro’ the world, is ne’er met elsewhere


Home! Home!


Sweet, sweet home!


There’s no place like home


There’s no place like home!


An exile from home splendor dazzles in vain


Oh give me my lowly thatched cottage again


The birds singing gaily that came at my call


And gave me the peace of mind dearer than all


Home, home, sweet, sweet home


There’s no place like home, there’s no place like home!
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HARRIET BEECHER STOWE
1811–1896



Harriet Beecher Stowe’s writings made her one of the nineteenth century’s greatest architects of the sentimental home. Her bestselling novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin spurred the abolitionist cause through its melodramatic rendition of plantation life. Educated, influential and financially successful, during the Civil War she persuaded the editor of The Atlantic to make her a regular contributor on household topics. She rightly perceived that ‘the public mind’ was then ‘troubled, unsettled, burdened with the real. . . . Home is the thing we must strike for now.’ As a result, parlours and firesides were brightened by her columns, which aimed to soothe and amuse in equal measure. Published under the pseudonym Christopher Crowfield, in this column she observes that homemaking is an art at which men and women should both be skilled. Surprisingly for the time, Stowe elevates domestic drudgery to the realm of sanctity and gives all genders equal opportunity for sainthood. She cautions against houses that are ‘too fine’ and comically evokes the pinch of formal rooms in which children are forbidden to play and Mrs. Smilax serves stiff dinners.


from ‘What is a Home, and How to Keep it’


I have shown that a dwelling, rented or owned by a man, in which his own wife keeps house, is not always, or of course, a home. What is it, then, that makes a home? All men and women have the indefinite knowledge of what they want and long for when that word is spoken. “Home!” sighs the disconsolate bachelor, tired of boarding-house fare and buttonless shirts. “Home!” says the wanderer in foreign lands, and thinks of mother’s love, of wife and sister and child. Nay, the word has in it a higher meaning, hallowed by religion; and when the Christian would express the highest of his hopes for a better life, he speaks of his home beyond the grave. The word home has in it the elements of love, rest, permanency, and liberty; but besides these it has in it the idea of an education by which all that is purest within us is developed into nobler forms, fit for a higher life. The little child by the home-fireside was taken on the Master’s knee when he would explain to his disciples the mysteries of the kingdom.


Of so great dignity and worth is this holy and sacred thing, that the power to create a HOME ought to be ranked above all creative faculties. The sculptor who brings out the breathing statue from cold marble, the painter who warms the canvas into a deathless glow of beauty, the architect who built cathedrals and hung the world-like dome of St. Peter’s in mid-air, is not to be compared, in sanctity and worthiness, to the humblest artist, who, out of the poor materials afforded by this shifting, changing, selfish world, creates the secure Eden of a home.


A true home should be called the noblest work of art possible to human creatures, inasmuch as it is the very image chosen to represent the last and highest rest of the soul, the consummation of man’s blessedness.


Not without reason does the oldest Christian church require of those entering on marriage the most solemn review of all the past life, the confession and repentance of every sin of thought, word, and deed, and the reception of the holy sacrament; for thus the man and woman who approach the august duty of creating a home are reminded of the sanctity and beauty of what they undertake.


In this art of home-making I have set down in my mind certain first principles, like the axioms of Euclid, and the first is,—


No home is possible without love.


All business marriages and marriages of convenience, all mere culinary marriages and marriages of mere animal passion, make the creation of a true home impossible in the outset. Love is the jewelled foundation of this New Jerusalem descending from God out of heaven, and takes as many bright forms as the amethyst, topaz, and sapphire of that mysterious vision. In this range of creative art all things are possible to him that loveth, but without love nothing is possible.


[...]


My next axiom is,—


There can be no true home without liberty.


The very idea of home is of a retreat where we shall be free to act out personal and individual tastes and peculiarities, as we cannot do before the wide world. We are to have our meals at what hour we will, served in what style suits us. Our hours of going and coming are to be as we please. Our favorite haunts are to be here or there, our pictures and books so disposed as seems to us good, and our whole arrangements the expression, so far as our means can compass it, of our own personal ideas of what is pleasant and desirable in life. This element of liberty, if we think of it, is the chief charm of home. “Here I can do as I please,” is the thought with which the tempest-tossed earth-pilgrim blesses himself or herself, turning inward from the crowded ways of the world. This thought blesses the man of business, as he turns from his day’s care, and crosses the sacred threshold. It is as restful to him as the slippers and gown and easy-chair by the fireside. Everybody understands him here. Everybody is well content that he should take his ease in his own way. Such is the case in the ideal home. That such is not always the case in the real home comes often from the mistakes in the house-furnishing. Much house-furnishing is too fine for liberty.


[...]


There is no freedom in a house where things are too expensive and choice to be freely handled and easily replaced. Life becomes a series of petty embarrassments and restrictions, something is always going wrong, and the man finds his fireside oppressive,—the various articles of his parlor and table seem like so many temper-traps and spring-guns, menacing explosion and disaster.


There may be, indeed, the most perfect home-feeling, the utmost coseyness and restfulness, in apartments crusted with gilding, carpeted with velvet, and upholstered with satin. I have seen such, where the home-like look and air of free use was as genuine as in a Western log-cabin; but this was in a range of princely income that made all these things as easy to be obtained or replaced as the most ordinary of our domestic furniture. But so long as articles must be shrouded from use, or used with fear and trembling, because their cost is above the general level of our means, we had better be without them, even though the most lucky of accidents may put their possession in our power.


But it is not merely by the effort to maintain too much elegance that the sense of home-liberty is banished from a house. It is sometimes expelled in another way, with all painstaking and conscientious strictness, by the worthiest and best of human beings, the blessed followers of Saint Martha. [...] But was there ever a thing of thy spotless and unsullied belongings which a boy might use? How I trembled to touch thy scoured tins, that hung in appalling brightness! with what awe I asked for a basket to pick strawberries! and where in the house could I find a place to eat a piece of gingerbread? How like a ruffian, a Tartar, a pirate, I always felt, when I entered thy domains! and how, from day to day, I wondered at the immeasurable depths of depravity which were always leading me to upset something, or break or tear or derange something, in thy exquisitely kept premises! Somehow, the impression was burned with overpowering force into my mind, that houses and furniture, scrubbed floors, white curtains, bright tins and brasses were the great, awful, permanent facts of existence,—and that men and women, and particularly children, were the meddlesome intruders upon this divine order, every trace of whose intermeddling must be scrubbed out and obliterated in the quickest way possible. It seemed evident to me that houses would be far more perfect, if nobody lived in them at all; but that, as men had really and absurdly taken to living in them, they must live as little as possible. My only idea of a house was a place full of traps and pitfalls for boys, a deadly temptation to sins which beset one every moment; and when I read about a sailor’s free life on the ocean, I felt an untold longing to go forth and be free in like manner.


[...]


[I]t is essential that the family-parlors be not too fine for the family to sit in,—too fine for the ordinary accidents, haps and mishaps, of reasonably well-trained children. The elegance of the parlor where papa and mamma sit and receive their friends should wear an inviting, not a hostile and bristling, aspect to little people. Its beauty and its order gradually form in the little mind a love of beauty and order, and the insensible carefulness of regard.


Nothing is worse for a child than to shut him up in a room which he understands is his, because he is disorderly,—where he is expected, of course, to maintain and keep disorder. We have sometimes pitied the poor little victims who show their faces longingly at the doors of elegant parlors, and are forthwith collared by the domestic police and consigned to some attic-apartment, called a play-room, where chaos continually reigns. It is a mistake to suppose, because children derange a well-furnished apartment, that they like confusion. Order and beauty are always pleasant to them as to grown people, and disorder and defacement are painful; but they know neither how to create the one nor to prevent the other,—their little lives are a series of experiments, often making disorder by aiming at some new form of order. Yet, for all this, I am not one of those who feel that in a family everything should bend to the sway of these little people. They are the worst of tyrants in such houses,—still, where children are, though the fact must not appear to them, nothing must be done without a wise thought of them.


Here, as in all high art, the old motto is in force, “Ars est celare artem.” Children who are taught too plainly by every anxious look and word of their parents, by every family arrangement, by the impressment of every chance guest into the service, that their parents consider their education as the one important matter in creation, are apt to grow up fantastical, artificial, and hopelessly self-conscious. The stars cannot stop in their courses, even for our personal improvement, and the sooner children learn this, the better. The great art is to organize a home which shall move on with a strong, wide, generous movement, where the little people shall act themselves out as freely and impulsively as can consist with the comfort of the whole, and where the anxious watching and planning for them shall be kept as secret from them as possible.


[...]


Many families of small fortunes [...] have not the steadiness to share their daily average living with a friend, a traveller, or guest, just as the Arab shares his tent and the Indian his bowl of succotash. They cannot have company, they say. Why? Because it is such a fuss to get out the best things, and then to put them back again. But why get out the best things? Why not give your friend, what he would like a thousand times better, a bit of your average home-life, a seat at any time at your board, a seat at your fire? If he sees that there is a handle off your teacup, and that there is a crack across one of your plates, he only thinks, with a sigh of relief, “Well, mine aren’t the only things that meet with accidents,” and he feels nearer to you ever after; he will let you come to his table and see the cracks in his teacups, and you will condole with each other on the transient nature of earthly possessions. If it becomes apparent in these entirely undressed rehearsals that your children are sometimes disorderly, and that your cook sometimes overdoes the meat, and that your second girl sometimes is awkward in waiting, or has forgotten a table propriety, your friend only feels, “Ah, well, other people have trials as well as I,” and he thinks, if you come to see him, he shall feel easy with you.


[...]


A man who has any heart in him values a genuine, little bit of home more than anything else you can give him. He can get French cooking at a restaurant; he can buy expensive wines at first-class hotels, if he wants them; but the traveller, though ever so rich and ever so well-served at home, is, after all, nothing but a man as you are, and he is craving something that doesn’t seem like an hotel,—some bit of real, genuine heart-life. Perhaps he would like better than anything to show you the last photograph of his wife, or to read to you the great, round-hand letter of his ten-year-old which he has got to-day. He is ready to cry when he thinks of it. In this mood he goes to see you, hoping for something like home, and you first receive him in a parlor opened only on state occasions, and that has been circumstantially and exactly furnished, as the upholsterer assures you, as every other parlor of the kind in the city is furnished. You treat him to a dinner got up for the occasion, with hired waiters,—a dinner which it has taken Mrs. Smilax a week to prepare for, and will take her a week to recover from,—for which the baby has been snubbed and turned off, to his loud indignation, and your young four-year-old sent to his aunts. Your traveller eats your dinner, and finds it inferior, as a work of art, to other dinners,—a poor imitation. He goes away and criticises; you hear of it, and resolve never to invite a foreigner again. But if you had given him a little of your heart, a little home-warmth and feeling,—if you had shown him your baby, and let him romp with your four-year-old, and eat a genuine dinner with you,—would he have been false to that? Not so likely. He wanted something real and human,—you gave him a bad dress-rehearsal, and dress-rehearsals always provoke criticism.
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CHARLOTTE BRONTË
1816–1855



Born and bred on the Yorkshire moors, Charlotte Brontë escaped from her bleak early life by creating imaginary worlds. Her brutal school experience informed Jane Eyre’s depiction of the Lowood orphanage which Jane flees. Brontë also fictionalized her experiences as a teacher and governess. She published the novel under the pseudonym Currer Bell in 1847 and it has since been read by millions. Although her sensational gothic romance is possibly the most-read novel in English, the moving passage included here is often overlooked. In this extract, we meet Jane as an orphaned nineteen-year-old runaway. She has fled Thornfield Hall, where she worked as a governess, upon discovering that Rochester, her employer-turned-fiancé, is a bigamist whose Jamaican wife lives imprisoned in the house’s attic. On the run, Jane sleeps rough, begs and roams the moors until, near death, a light from afar guides her to the Rivers’ family doorstep. This portrait of compassionate hospitality towards a stranger exemplifies the view that nothing is worth having if it isn’t shared. Charity may begin at home, but it needn’t end there.


from Jane Eyre



The recollection of about three days and nights succeeding this is very dim in my mind. I can recall some sensations felt in that interval; but few thoughts framed, and no actions performed. I knew I was in a small room and in a narrow bed. To that bed I seemed to have grown; I lay on it motionless as a stone; and to have torn me from it would have been almost to kill me. I took no note of the lapse of time – of the change from morning to noon, from noon to evening. I observed when anyone entered or left the apartment: I could even tell who they were; I could understand what was said when the speaker stood near to me; but I could not answer; to open my lips or move my limbs was equally impossible. Hannah, the servant, was my most frequent visitor. Her coming disturbed me. I had a feeling that she wished me away: that she did not understand me or my circumstances; that she was prejudiced against me. Diana and Mary appeared in the chamber once or twice a day. They would whisper sentences of this sort at my bedside – ‘It is very well we took her in.’


‘Yes; she would certainly have been found dead at the door in the morning had she been left out all night. I wonder what she has gone through?’


‘Strange hardships, I imagine – poor, emaciated, pallid wanderer?’


‘She is not an uneducated person, I should think, by her manner of speaking; her accent was quite pure; and the clothes she took off, though splashed and wet, were little worn and fine.’


‘She has a peculiar face; fleshless and haggard as it is, I rather like it; and when in good health and animated, I can fancy her physiognomy would be agreeable.’


Never once in their dialogues did I hear a syllable of regret at the hospitality they had extended to me, or of suspicion of, or aversion to, myself. I was comforted.


Mr St John came but once: he looked at me, and said my state of lethargy was the result of reaction from excessive and protracted fatigue. He pronounced it needless to send for a doctor: nature, he was sure, would manage best, left to herself. He said every nerve had been overstrained in some way, and the whole system must sleep torpid a while. There was no disease. He imagined my recovery would be rapid enough when once commenced. These opinions he delivered in a few words, in a quiet, low voice; and added, after a pause, in the tone of a man little accustomed to expansive comment, ‘Rather an unusual physiognomy; certainly, not indicative of vulgarity or degradation.’
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