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Introduction

IN SEPTEMBER 2015, I was unemployed, heartbroken and living alone in my dead grandad’s caravan, wondering what the meaning of life was.

It’s fair to say it wasn’t what I thought I’d be doing shortly before turning twenty-four years old.

By this age I’d envisaged that I’d be starting some high-flying job, earnings lots of money and enjoying the start of adulthood. Yet, having graduated from university with little to show for the experience apart from a piece of paper and mountains of debt, I was lost. Completely and utterly lost.

People say that your university years are ‘the best of your life’, so why had it all seemed so underwhelming? And what did that mean for my future? If that was the high point, what was to follow?

My grandad had died during the third year of my studies and, after graduating, I used the money he left me to travel the world. I was fortunate enough to see the Taj Mahal, the Great Wall of China and the Great Barrier Reef, yet I’d hoped to discover myself, and instead I returned home even less sure of who I was, or what I wanted.

I applied for countless jobs, without hearing back from the vast majority of employers, before eventually enrolling on a graduate scheme in hotel management. I lasted all of six months before I quit, realising that I didn’t enjoy being blackmailed with negative Tripadvisor reviews by tired guests.

I decided that the solution to all my problems would, of course, be to cavalierly fly to Australia to visit a girl I’d met – and fallen hopelessly for – during my travels. I’d grown up watching Neighbours every day, and I held a vague notion that life would be happier Down Under. Maybe that was where I was meant to be. The dream didn’t last very long. In fact, I hadn’t even left the tarmac at Heathrow before the fantasy was smashed into smithereens: shortly before I boarded the flight she messaged to tell me she was seeing someone else.

I can tell you that twenty-fours is a long time to sit on a plane trying to process bad news. And two weeks alone in Melbourne is even longer when you’re heartbroken and you’re riding around on the Puffing Billy steam train, alongside happy families and loving couples, realising that you blew all your money on this trip and you have nothing to return to.

Growing up I’d been told I could do anything, that I could achieve whatever I wanted, yet here I was failing at everything. Unemployed, unhappy and unsure of my next steps, I moved into the empty holiday caravan in Dorset. I planned to write a novel, or at least that’s what I told everyone. In reality, I didn’t even have a plot idea.

A few years earlier, after blacking out playing football, I’d been diagnosed with a cardiac arrhythmia. The statistics and stories of sudden arrhythmic death syndrome had made me realise how short life can be. As life-affirming as having a curative operation was, it also exacerbated my fear that I needed to make the most of my time on the planet. However, as I scrolled through Instagram to see the burgeoning success my friends were enjoying, I was sat alone watching daytime TV. Notably, Ramsay Street no longer looked as shiny.

Even in the Dorset caravan park – virtually empty after the summer’s holidaymakers had packed up and gone home – everywhere I looked were reminders of my shortcomings. I turned on the football, and far from being boyhood heroes, the players were now the same age or younger than me. I listened, on repeat, to the one record left in the caravan: Van Morrison’s Moondance. One of my all-time favourites. Until I realised that Van Morrison was only twenty-four years old when he released it… and this was his third album.

What did I have to show for my twenty-four years on the planet? I hadn’t played in the Premier League or written one of the greatest albums of all time. In fact, far from crafting my own novel, the only writing I was doing was sending ever-despairing messages to my Australian crush, who by this point had, quite rightly, blocked me on every form of social media. As the Van Morrison record continued to spin, and I stared out at the crashing waves beating against the Jurassic Coast, I wondered what I was going to do.

Where was I going to find happiness, or purpose, or meaning? What was the point to all of this?

I was questioning everything.

And like any millennial, I turned to Google for the answers.

If you ask Google ‘What is the meaning of life?’, you are greeted with approximately 9,790,000,000 results.

And so, in-between my hectic daily schedule of watching This Morning and Loose Women, I trawled through essays, newspaper articles, countless YouTube videos, various dictionary definitions and numerous references to the number 42, before I discovered an intriguing project carried out during the 1930s.

Will Durant (1885–1981) was a prolific writer, historian and philosopher, noteworthy for his 1926 book The Story of Philosophy, in which he profiled several prominent Western philosophers and their ideas. Shortly after the book’s publication, the US was struck by the Great Depression and soon Durant began to receive correspondence asking him about life’s meaning. This escalated in 1930 when he was approached by a stranger who told Durant that he was planning on killing himself unless the philosopher could give him a reason not to. Durant offered many reasons, but the stranger seemed unmoved and left. Durant never found out what happened to the man, and the encounter haunted him.

The following year he decided to write to one hundred luminaries across the arts, politics, sciences and religion, asking them about life’s meaning and also to relate how they each found meaning, purpose and fulfilment in their own lives. He instructed each to ‘write briefly if you must, write at length and at leisure if you possibly can…’

While a considerable number asked to be excused, responses came back from Ivy League presidents, Nobel Prize winners, psychologists, novelists, professors, poets, scientists, artists and athletes. His findings were collated in the book On the Meaning of Life, published in 1932.

As I hastily downloaded the Kindle version and flicked through the letters – from famous thinkers like Gandhi, Bertrand Russell and Sinclair Lewis – I was intrigued by each of their responses.

And then the idea came to me.

Whether it was simply a way to procrastinate from writing my own novel – for which I was still to think up a plot – or because I had far too much time on my hands, I decided that I should recreate Durant’s experiment and seek my own answers.

Surely someone would have the answer to help me.

I decided immediately that I was going to handwrite each letter. I thought that the personal touch would help the letters stand out, and the fact that I didn’t have a printer in the caravan clarified my choice. However, I couldn’t simply write letters to the great and the good on just any paper. And certainly not using the old, faded scrap paper that sat in the caravan, which was indented with historic Scrabble score tallies.

I opened my laptop to peruse the Paperchase website, and before I knew it I’d added reams of 90gsm parchment paper, complete with matching envelopes, to my online basket. I was stunned when I saw the total price wasn’t far short of the cost of my flight back from Melbourne. With precious few funds left in my bank account, I had to sign up to their membership scheme and pretend it was my birthday solely to gain a discount.

I’d also decided that it would be polite to include stamped self-addressed envelopes for the replies, which meant I not only needed double the number of envelopes, but also twice the quantity of stamps. I must admit I hadn’t realised quite how much stamps cost. And certainly not how much it costs to send letters abroad. I even had to bid on dozens of American stamps from eBay so I could stick them onto the return envelopes being sent to the States. Before I knew it, the compact caravan had turned into a Royal Mail sorting office.

Undoubtedly, the definition of a ‘luminary’ has altered enormously from 1931, when Durant’s list was mostly full of academics and educators. I wanted my list to be as broad as possible, and I was keen to ensure more diversity considering that, of all the responses published in Durant’s book, only three were from women. While it would be impossible to encompass all walks of life, I attempted to contact a cross-section of people, from different backgrounds, countries, gender, sexuality, races and religions – aware, of course, that the final results would be reliant on those who replied.

The list was also highly dependent on who I could find a postal address for. I scoured websites searching for contact details, and spent hours carefully writing the letters, neatly folding them, and sealing them inside the envelopes. I lugged the ones needing a foreign stamp to the post office in the nearest town centre, a thirty-minute walk away, and tried not to look too embarrassed as the gentleman behind the counter curiously browsed the addresses, no doubt wondering why I was writing to US presidents. I licked the stamps, dropped all of the letters into the postbox, and then I waited…

We can now communicate instantaneously with people from across the world, via phone, message or even video-call, yet there is still something peculiarly exciting – magical, even – about receiving a letter in the post. When my sister and I were younger, we’d have a competition every school summer holiday to see who could get the most celebrity autographs sent to us. I’d write to footballers and she’d write to the cast of Only Fools and Horses (somewhat bizarrely, she was an eleven year old obsessed with the 1980s sitcom). By the end of the summer I’d have a ring-binder full of (often pre-printed) signatures. I still remember the excitement at the sound of the letterbox clattering, as we’d rush from the back garden, race through the hall, barging each other out of the way, to be the first to get our hands on the letters. The postman had been elevated to Father Christmas-like status. I experienced the same palpable excitement as I sat waiting for the responses to my letters now, but this time the postman wasn’t as forthcoming. The letterbox didn’t clatter. Days, and then weeks, passed with no responses. Nothing. Absolutely nothing.

I began to worry that I’d blown the little money I had on stamps and stationery. What was I thinking? I’d spent hours searching for addresses, handwriting letters and trekking across fields to post them. What if nobody responded? My mind started to flash through all the scenarios. Were the addresses correct? What if they’d all been lost? Had I been stupid posting them all together? Maybe the postbox wasn’t functioning any more? Surely at least one person would respond eventually?

And, eventually, they did. Finally a single letter, enclosed in my self-addressed envelope, arrived. This was it. The glorious moment I’d been waiting for. I looked down at my own handwriting, wondering who it was from. What wise words did they have for me? Eager and ecstatic, I tore open the luxurious envelope, and frantically read the contents of the typed letter. The word ‘unfortunately’ jumped out as if it was written in a font ten times larger than the other words.

It was a rejection. I’d had enough of them already this year.

My heart continued to sink as I received a spate of letters returned to sender – address unknown. I started to calculate how much each letter cost me in time and money, just to receive the letter back unopened. Without any explanation, a few signed photographs tumbled through the letterbox. It wasn’t what I’d asked for, but at least I thought I could flog them and recoup the postage costs, if nothing else.

It took another couple of weeks until I received the first positive response, if ‘positive’ is the correct term.

Professor Lord Robert Winston – esteemed scientist and IVF pioneer – had been one of the first names on my list. Who better to ask about life’s meaning than the man who has spent his career helping bring life into the world?

I knew all the waiting had been worthwhile as soon as I saw his name on the headed paper.

I read and reread his paragraph, skipping to the stand-out remarks.

‘I really do not understand what you mean by the “meaning of life”… To my mind, life is a four-letter word… I don’t think that there is such a meaning… I have no idea whether that is the meaning of life.’

Now, picture me sitting alone in this empty caravan, experiencing an existential crisis. I can’t exactly say it was the reassuring, life-affirming answer I had naively hoped to receive. I had been looking for a reason for my existence, something to explain where and how I should find purpose and happiness, and now I was being told by one of the country’s leading scientists that he hasn’t got a clue why we’re here either. If he didn’t have an answer, then how was I meant to know?

After this, rather excitingly, letters started to drop through my letterbox more regularly.

Professor Lord Winston wasn’t the only one to express this sentiment, but others gave a variety of responses, whether they found their meaning in religion, spirituality or in family and friends. Many of the replies surprised me, especially from those who had experienced trauma in their lives and had learned to appreciate life more than those of us who can sometimes take it for granted.

Just as Durant had done, I was also keen to write to someone who had spent their life behind bars, and so I was most intrigued to hear back from the notorious prisoner Charles Salvador aka Charles Bronson, who declared that despite spending four and a half decades in prison he’d found himself and enjoyed his life. If he could ‘find himself’ in prison, I could surely ‘find myself’ in a caravan.

During the three months I spent living in the holiday park, walking the cliffs and trying to figure out my life, the responses greatly inspired me. Maybe as Dame Hilary Mantel alluded to in her answer, meaning had emerged for me through the practice of the quest. While I wasn’t sure of my own answer, I felt rejuvenated and motivated. I thought back to my global travels and, having been on walking tours in every city I’d visited, I was inspired to set up my own walking tour company in my home city of Bristol, meeting new people every day. I also finally – albeit slowly – got on with writing the novel that I’d told everyone I was going to write. And the heartbreak and worried feelings began to disappear.

For the next few years, I kept the project going on the back-burner, sending out letters when I encountered someone interesting or discovered their story. During this time, though, searching for life’s meaning seemed to fade from my priorities; I was too busy to contemplate philosophical matters. Then suddenly the world paused, and we all had time to stop and think. It was during Covid-19 that I dug out the folder full of correspondence. As I reread the responses – still awed that people had taken the time to reply to my odd little letter – I realised how many conversations I’d had in the intervening years with friends who had felt the same way as I had done: lost and confused, trying to find their place and direction in the world. I realised that what started as a personal project could have wider interest. I decided that these letters, which had been gathering dust under my bed, deserved to be shared. I vowed to finish the project that I started.

As I write this introduction, it’s nearly nine years since I posted the first letter, and I’m currently sat in the same caravan where the project started. Albeit, this time I’m just here for a week’s holiday with my girlfriend. A lot has happened in the intervening time. I’m now older than virtually the entire England football team. Neighbours was cancelled and, thankfully, resurrected. I’ve travelled widely, and lived – at least temporarily – in Paris, New York, Vienna and Florence, but I’ve never been back to Australia. I’ve learned how to make choux buns, gnocchi and schnitzel, but I’ve forgotten absolutely everything I studied at university. I wrote that novel – its plot about a man suffering a quarter-life crisis – and remarkably it was published in over a dozen languages. I’ve fallen in love. I’ve seen Van Morrison perform live, twice. And I spent seven years maintaining the lie that my birthday was in September to the shop assistants in Paperchase, until the business went into administration and I felt enormous guilt that my deception had somehow single-handedly caused their downfall.

In those years, less has changed inside the caravan – there’s still the battered Rummikub box, the clock which runs slow, the chipped china. Unfortunately, though, underneath the rust has grown, and by the time this book is in the shops, the caravan will have been removed from the site. For perhaps one last time here, I play the Van Morrison record: its tracks ‘Caravan’, ‘Brand New Day’ and ‘Everyone’ a soundtrack to this epoch, and I allow myself a moment to look back.

My worries, my heartbreak, my fear of failure now seem wildly melodramatic – especially in comparison to what some of my incredible contributors have experienced. I cringe at some of my actions, and I laugh at my naivety. I pause to think about my grandad, and my first real experience of death and grief. I feel sad that while I’ve been able to question so many incredible people, I can’t ask Pap for his thoughts, or ask him any more questions about his own life – about the photos we found after his death of him standing by the Pyramids when he served in Egypt. Something he never mentioned once.

But curiously, I remember those strange few months in the caravan not as traumatic, but as nostalgic and life-changing. The hurt, the sense of loss and the soul-searching – all a necessary form of growth, a part of puberty – have been replaced in my memory as a time when I enjoyed the small things, the peace and quiet, the countryside walks, the music, the letter-writing.

After all this time, I’m not sure I still have my own definitive answer, and maybe I never will. Perhaps, as others suggest on the following pages, it’s an answer which changes with age.

But I’ve realised it’s good to do crazy things, even if they don’t work out how you thought they would. Life is funny like that. So get on that plane and fly across the world to see someone. Move into a caravan. Or write to your musical hero Yusuf/Cat Stevens and ask him what the meaning of life is, for this project certainly brought me meaning, purpose and happiness.

I sincerely hope you can take something from these letters just as I did. What follows are the responses presented in their original form. From philosophers to politicians, pop-stars to playwrights and presidents to prisoners. Some were handwritten, some were typed, some were emailed. Some were scrawled on pieces of scrap paper. Some on parchment. Some are pithy one-liners. Some are lengthy memoirs. Some are poignant. Some simply amusing.

And once you’ve finished reading this book, please do send me your own thoughts and stories. I’d love to hear your opinion.

Write briefly if you must; write at length and at leisure if you possibly can…

James Bailey

www.JamesBaileyWrites.com






The Letter


In 1931, philosopher Will Durant wrote to 100 luminaries in the arts, politics, religion and sciences, challenging them to respond not only to the fundamental question of life’s meaning but also to relate how they each found meaning, purpose and fulfilment in their own lives.

I am currently replicating Durant’s study, and I’d be most appreciative if you could tell me what you think the meaning of life is, and how you find meaning, purpose and fulfilment in your own life?

As Durant originally instructed, ‘Write briefly if you must; write at length and at leisure if you possibly can.’

Thank you very much for your time.

Yours sincerely,

James Bailey
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Dame JANE GOODALL

DAME JANE GOODALL is a conservationist, anthropologist, the world’s foremost expert on chimpanzees and a UN Messenger of Peace. Since she first visited Gombe Stream National Park, Tanzania, in 1960, she has spent over sixty years studying the social and family interactions of wild chimpanzees. In 1977, Goodall established the Jane Goodall Institute (JGI), to support the Gombe research and scale up the protection of chimpanzees in their habitats. In 2018 she was nominated as one of the greatest figures of the twentieth century on the BBC show Icons. In 2022, Mattel Inc. unveiled a new Barbie doll in her likeness, which the toymaker says is made from recycled plastic, as part of its Inspiring Women Series.
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WHAT IS THE MEANING OF life? Only the Creator can answer. What is the meaning of my life? Perhaps that is for others to judge, when I am no longer living it, when they can see how my little moment of eternity had meaning in the whole big picture – if indeed it did. But when it comes to how I find meaning, purpose and fulfilment in my own life that is something I can answer.

My maternal grandfather was a Congregational minister – sadly he died before I was born, but I heard a great deal about him. I was five years old when World War II broke out. My father joined the army. His brother, in the air force, was shot down and killed. My mother took me and my sister to live in Bournemouth, England, with her mother, two unmarried sisters – and her brother, a surgeon who diverted all his energy to those wounded in the blitz of London, came home exhausted every other weekend. (That same house is home today, shared with my sister and her family.) I constantly heard of friends and relatives being killed and the horror of war gradually grew. But the real nightmare for me came with the release of photos of the victims of the Holocaust. For the first time I wrestled with the existence of evil. How could a loving God allow such horrors as war, torture and mass killing to happen? Did God exist? I continued thinking about this, and when I was about fourteen years old I had come to the conclusion that, perhaps, life on earth, starting with a single celled organism and culminating with the complex plants and animals we know today, is simply an experiment. If so humans, I thought, were a mistake, along with leeches, mosquitoes, tsetse flies and the like. We had huge potential – I thought of the saints, the great architecture and literature, art and music, medicine, technology and so on. But we were so destructive.

Today when we look at the impact of humans on the planet we are appalled at how we are harming the environment: think of overpopulation, abject poverty, unsustainable lifestyles, loss of biodiversity and now climate change.

The behaviour study of Gombe National Park chimpanzees that I began in 1960 shows that they are more like us than any other living creature. There are striking similarities between them and us in the structure of our DNA, immune system, blood and anatomy of the brain. And, as well, chimpanzees are highly intelligent, use and make tools, show similarities in the postures and gestures of non-verbal communication, and have a long childhood during which the cultural behaviours of their community are passed from one generation to the next, emphasising the importance of learning by observation. Chimpanzees wage a sort of primitive warfare and can be brutally aggressive. Like us they may kill each other. And like us they show love, compassion, true altruism, and experience emotions, similar to or the same as ours, such as happiness, sadness, anger, depression and grief. And they have a sense of humour. (We now know that many other animals also show highly developed social and intellectual behaviour.) But only we humans have developed the power of spoken language. So we can teach about things not present, plan for the distant future, discuss ideas and articulate abstract ideals. It is this, I believe, that has played a major role in the explosive development of our intellect.

I discovered in 1984 that chimpanzees were decreasing in number across their range in Africa as forests were destroyed, as the bushmeat trade grew (the commercial hunting of wild animals for food), as mothers were shot to capture their infants for sale as pets, for zoos, circuses and medical research, and as humans penetrated deeper into the forests thus exposing chimpanzees to human diseases, all of which they can catch. After learning this I knew I had to try to do something to help them and that I must leave the forest that I loved.

(1) I visited several range countries to see the situation regarding the chimpanzees for myself – something I think is important. I saw the effect of logging, I saw chimpanzee infants for sale in the markets, kept as pets only to be shut in tiny cages or attached to chains when they got older, unmanageable, potentially dangerous. I saw them in terrible zoos. The Jane Goodall Institute (JGI) was able to create sanctuaries where these orphans could be cared for. (2) At the same time I learned about the plight of so many people living in and around chimpanzee habitat – the desperate poverty, lack of education and health facilities and growing populations – and I knew I had to try to do something to help them. And (3) I managed to visit some medical research facilities using chimpanzees – in the USA, Austria and the Netherlands (some of the worst experiences in my life to see our closest relatives in 5’ X 5’ X 7’ high cages surrounded by metal bars, undergoing painful experiments). (4) I also visited a number of zoos in the US and Europe, noting the often cramped quarters, inappropriate groupings and lack of enrichment (to counteract boredom). Once I knew about these four dire situations I metaphorically rolled up my sleeves and planned what could be done.

When I began my research in Gombe in 1960 the national park was part of the great forest belt stretching across Africa. When I flew over the area in the mid-1980s I was shocked to see the national park was a little island of forest surrounded by bare hills. More people living there than the land could support, too poor to buy food elsewhere, struggling to survive. They were cutting down trees to make land for growing more food or to make money from charcoal or timber. That’s when it hit me that unless we could find ways for these people to make a living without destroying their environment we couldn’t save chimps, forests, or anything else. So in 1994 JGI initiated Tacare, a very holistic programme that included restoring fertility to over-used farmland (without chemicals!), water management, scholarships to give girls a chance for secondary education, microfinance opportunities and family planning information. Villagers learned to monitor the health of their village forest reserves using smart phones. Gradually they came to understand that protecting the environment was not just for wildlife but for their own future. They became our partners in conservation. That programme has been truly successful: what started in the twelve villages around Gombe is now in 104 villages through most of the chimps’ range in Tanzania, and also operates in six other African countries where we work with chimpanzees. If you fly over Gombe today there are no more bare hills – the trees are growing back along with biodiversity.

JGI has the largest sanctuary for chimpanzees orphaned by the bushmeat trade and ex pets in Africa, in the Republic of Congo and a smaller one in South Africa. We actually started two more, in Uganda and Kenya, but they are now operated by others, which is lucky as they are very costly to maintain.

I began working to improve the conditions of captive chimps with a programme called ChimpanZoo, which emphasized the importance of alleviating boredom by introducing all sorts of enrichment activities – including artificial termite mounds with narrow tunnels through which the chimpanzees pushed straws to fish for mustard, which they love. It also gave students a chance to observe and record chimpanzee behaviour. Enrichment activities were also introduced into the terrible medical research labs, which helped a little during the many years when JGI and other organizations worked to bring this research to an end. In fact this did not happen in America until it was found that none of the experiments being done in America eight years ago were either beneficial or even potentially beneficial to human health. All but a very few, believed to be too old to move, are now living out their lives in sanctuaries. Chimpanzees had already moved to sanctuaries in the Netherlands and Austria where I had also visited two large laboratories.

After getting my Ph.D. (in animal behaviour) I began travelling around the world raising awareness about the true nature of animals and the importance of conserving the natural world. And on all continents I met – and still meet – people, including young people, who seemed to have lost all hope. They understand the problems but feel helpless and do nothing. I met high school and university students who were depressed, angry, mostly apathetic. Why? ‘Because,’ they told me, ‘our future has been compromised and there is nothing we can do about it.’ We have compromised their future – but there IS something they – all of us – can do about it. In 1991, I started Roots & Shoots, a programme to give young people hope through action. Each group chooses three projects: to help people, to help animals, to help the environment. Then they roll up their sleeves and take action. Today there are thousands of groups in seventy countries, with members from kindergarten through university and more and more adults taking part.

The most important message of R&S – and for all of us – is that each one of us matters and has a role to play, each one of us makes some impact on the planet – every day. Think about the cumulative effect if millions, billions of people thought about the consequence of their choices as to what they bought. Did its production harm the environment? Did it involve cruelty to animals as in the unspeakably cruel factory farms? Is it cheap because of unfair wages or slave labour? If so, don’t buy it. And this can lead to consumer pressure and create change in business practices.

Let me return to the questions I was asked. I found meaning in my life by living among and writing and talking about chimpanzees, and purpose when I went on the road to try to persuade people to help make this a better world for animals and people. It is very meaningful to me when people tell me they now understand why it is wrong to use chimpanzees or elephants in a circus, why they should avoid factory farmed meat, food that has been industrially produced (especially GM foods), and all the rest. It is meaningful when people who joined R&S as children tell me how it changed their attitude towards animals, the environment – and the future. When people in China tell me that of course they care about the environment and animals – they were in the R&S movement in primary school. And when everywhere I go there are young people with shining eyes wanting to tell me what they have been doing to make this a better world. And the many adults who tell me, after my lectures or after reading some of my books, that they now have some hope for the future, and will do their bit.
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