
    
      


    

  
    
      
[image: image]

    

  
    
      THE
John Michell

READER

      “In this interesting collection, full of memorable details, John
Michell commits many charming acts of political heresy against
the received wisdoms of contemporary life, advocating by example
where freedom still resides.”

      RICHARD HEATH, AUTHOR OF SACRED NUMBER AND THE LORDS OF TIME

      “Joscelyn Godwin has shown exceptional empathy with Michell’s
worldview in his judicious arrangement of the writings.”

      PATRICK HARPUR, AUTHOR OF THE SECRET TRADITION OF THE SOUL 
AND THE PHILOSOPHERS’ SECRET FIRE

      “Refreshingly original, yet genuinely grounded in tradition. John
Michell is wise, mischievous, and amusing. He has expanded the
frontiers of British sanity and enriches the lives of those who know
him and his works.”

      RUPERT SHELDRAKE, AUTHOR OF MORPHIC RESONANCE

      “Forget trepanning, John Michell opened my third eye years ago.
His revelations and the mysteries he touches upon are in my head
forever—life would be dead dull and probably impossible without
this extra and true dimension.”

      CANDIDA LYCETT GREEN, COAUTHOR OF THE GARDEN AT HIGHGROVE
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      The Geometer No. 2.

      
        Tempera painting of John Michell by Maxwell Armfield, ca. 1972.
      

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      A Prophetic Vision

      By Joscelyn Godwin

      In the dying years of the second millennium one of the few things that gave pleasure to this expatriate Englishman, when he let his mind’s eye wander to what was left of his native land, was the thought that in an upper room somewhere in Notting Hill sat John Michell, writing another book, painting geometric figures, sharing a midnight feast with his visitors, or turning out another feuilleton for The Oldie.

      It is not too much to say that John Michell was a prophet. Prophets do not foretell the future so much as warn what may come to pass if events continue on their present course. Nowadays this is so blindingly obvious that we hardly need prophets to tell it to us. But there is a rarer prophetic gift, which is the seeing of forms in what Plato called the “World of Ideas”—not the imaginary ideas of men and women, but the divine or daemonic ideas after which the material world is formed. Ezekiel saw the Chariot of the Most High; John the Divine saw the New Jerusalem; Mohammed in his night-journey passed through the planetary spheres and met the other prophets of his lineage. Such visions may be warnings too, but they also inspire confidence in the meaning and goodness of the cosmos; they enable us to imagine Paradise here and now and to adjust our lives in harmony with it.

      Since his publication of the New Jerusalem canon in 1971, a prophetic vision of the latter kind was the foundation of all of John Michell’s writings, and his efforts were bent on bringing about its new descent as a source of joy, sanity, and sacred order in the world. These little essays were like the foam thrown off by the great wave of creative energy set in motion by this discovery, which Michell characterised, in all humility, as a revelation.

      John Michell’s other role was that of a guardian of tradition and its defender against the “new men” who mistrust everything ancient, beautiful, or suspect of elitism. These tinpot emperors come in for a sound chastisement in these pages, and it is not sheer malice to enjoy hearing someone shout that they are stark naked. The tradition that Michell defended has always been elitist, but not in the sense of favoring birth, money, or even brains. Instead, it fostered the quality, in every sphere, of being truly and comfortably what one is. In this sense, those who live by cultivating the land or by the careful work of their hands are more deserving of respect than media stars (even royal ones) or socialites. Moreover, Michell had a particular empathy for those at the bottom of the ladder who might have found their place in a more traditional social order but whom present-day conditions have made outsiders. He liked those who maintained their dignity and refused to compromise their own nature: tramps, canal folk, and “New Age travellers,” or the West Africans and Asians of his London district.

      In such an age gentle mockery is a better weapon than fulminating rants against the wrongness of things. Michell was gentle, though he knew where to stick the pin for maximum effect. He was a humorist—the kind who did not try to be funny, but simply was so because he saw things from angles that were unexpected and sometimes forbidden. Americans obviously value British humor for this last quality, living as they do under a rule of euphemism that would never, for example, call a magazine for senior citizens The Oldie.

      Among the “forbidden” categories are those censored not out of moralism or sensitivity but because they are beyond the understanding, hence beneath the notice, of the experts. One example is calling into question William Shakespeare’s authorship of the plays ascribed to him, to which Michell dedicated his longest book, Who Wrote Shakespeare? Alas, a plan for an exhibition on the subject in Stratford-upon-Avon proved unequal to the vested interests of the tourist industry. Long before that, Michell was a thorn in the side of the prehistoric archaeologists because he asked the wrong sort of questions and produced the wrong sort of evidence, while getting people much more excited about prehistoric remains than the experts ever could. If he was right, and there was a worldwide culture of high mathematical and technical achievement in the Stone Age, history books will have to be rewritten. But to give these experts their due, the trend of revision in prehistory has turned in Michell’s favor, and the seeds planted in the popular mind by his early books flowered as the enthusiasts of the 1960s became the professors of the 1990s.

      Moving from the past to the present, Michell was also an authority on things beyond the pale of respectability, “New Age travellers” of the intellectual world like flying saucers, crop circles, and weird phenomena that defy rational explanation. In his case, being an authority did not imply having the clue or the key to these, nor even believing that an explanation of them was possible. Such an admission is truly aggravating to the expert mind but no surprise to those who share Michell’s esteem for America’s great philosopher Charles Fort, who was content to say Lo! and unleash a flood of “damned” and inconvenient facts. The book Phenomena, written together with Robert Rickard and celebrating a long collaboration on the Fortean Times, collects instances of Teleportation, Stigmata, Fairies, Spontaneous Human Combustion, Falls of Liquids, and Mysterious Oozings, and so on, but without theories or explanations. This is of course the stuff of tabloids and urban legends, but when a serious and educated mind grapples with the evidence, the metaphysical consequences are quite momentous.

      For all that he was a Platonist and a traditionalist, deeply enamored of a past that mirrored the divine order, Michell was also a radical of a typically English stamp. He belonged with William Blake, William Cobbett, William Morris, Henry W. Massingham, and those other defenders of Albion against its betrayers. Albion stands for the soul of Britain, which, like every race and nation, has its own potential perfection that enables it to sing its own melody in the chorus of humanity. It is no solution to the present cacophony to try to make them all mouth the same tune, whether composed in Washington or Brussels. But since the Reformation—so goes the story—the giant Albion has been in bondage and decay. His sickness is too old and too deep to be curable by mere conservatism or political action; only a radical, even a surgical cure will serve, one that people can support from the depth of their souls, not their pocketbooks.

      One of John Michell’s radical enterprises, the “Anti-Metrication Board,” had a lasting effect on both sides of the Atlantic. He and his friends aroused popular sentiment through mockery of the bureaucrats and Eurocrats of the Metrication Board, and through events made for the media like the “Foot-Ball.” One suspects that there was also some plain speaking in high places, with the result that Britain still measures in feet and miles, and weighed in pounds until 2002, when the new men made this a punishable offense; while in the United States, no one even tries to push metrication any further. But why should this matter? Why save the foot and refuse to “give an inch”? Michell’s answer was that the English foot is the sole survivor of that universal system of ancient measures derived from the dimensions of the earth itself. As a prophet might warn, to wilfully give this up, after having surrendered so much else that roots us in the earth and in the past, can only herald further deracination and angst. And of course it is the old rival across the English Channel who first tried to foist on us the “atheistic, inaccurately measured metre.”

      Michell’s many books and innumerable articles may seem to go off in all directions, but their unifying threads are evident enough if one can think like an artist, not an academic hemmed in by disciplinary boundaries. Consider the following chain of connections. A traditionalist’s love of ancient remains led Michell to the toe of Cornwall to visit its stone circles and holy wells. In the process he ran across the work of the nineteenth-century Cornish artist John Blight, who recorded these old monuments in a book which he dedicated to the then Prince of Wales and Duke of Cornwall (later Edward VII). Likewise, Michell opened his book The Old Stones of Land’s End with a dedicatory poem to Prince Charles, who was just then emerging as a defender of traditional values. Michell then wrote a life of Blight, A Short Life at the Land’s End, which tells the story of the artist’s early promise, his exploitation by wilier men, and his descent into madness. (Michell would later develop the genre in Eccentric Lives and Peculiar Notions.) Stone circles of course suggest Stonehenge, a key item in the quest for the lost canon that began in The View over Atlantis (revised as The New View over Atlantis) and continued through City of Revelation (revised as The Dimensions of Paradise), and Ancient Metrology. The suppression of the traditional summer solstice celebration at Stonehenge called forth one of Michell’s “Radical Traditionalist Papers,” Stonehenge, Its History, Meaning, Festival, Unlawful Management, Police Riot ’85 & Future Prospects, a stirring anti-establishment tract; while Megalithomania chronicled the lovers and haters of megaliths in the past, and A Little History of Astro-Archaeology theories of their cosmic connections.

      Not far from Stonehenge is Glastonbury, another piece of the canonical jigsaw, which produced the prophetic New Light on the Ancient Mysteries of Glastonbury. An aura of openness to ancient British mysteries had hung around the place since the turn of the twentieth century, and Michell’s The View over Atlantis, his “Art and Imagination” book The Earth Spirit: Its Ways, Shrines and Mysteries, and his guidebook The Traveler’s Key to Sacred England had helped to revive it in recent times. Beginning in the 1980s, the same region of Southwest England was also the centre for the phenomenon of the crop circles, which soon developed into designs of extraordinary ingenuity and beauty. Michell helped to found a journal devoted to the phenomenon, The Cerealogist, which was so wittily written and wisely edited that I, and others, always read it from cover to cover the day it arrived. Meanwhile I recall that Michell’s very first book, The Flying Saucer Vision, associated the UFOs with ancient sites and straight lines across the landscape, and that UFO phenomena accompanied some of the crop circles. The straight lines would reappear as the famous “ley lines” first publicised in The View over Atlantis, which thousands of happy hikers in the 1970s traced on Ordnance Survey maps: the same people, or at least the same types, who would later be found measuring crop circles and arguing in the pubs of Glastonbury. Michell went on from the study of leys to wider-ranging alignments across the British Isles and beyond, which he realised were part of an ancient scheme of surveying the land, dividing it, and placing its sacred centres. In a flash of inspiration he associated this with the twelve “perpetual choirs” that are said to have sung in Glastonbury and other abbeys, giving rise to the book written with Christian Rhone, Twelve-Tribe Nations and the Science of Enchanting the Landscape, and shortly after to At the Center of the World: Polar Symbolism Discovered in Celtic, Norse and Other Ritualized Landscapes.

      When it is known that Michell also painted and wrote verses, the word “dilettante” comes to mind; but here, too, his creativity was part and parcel of the single vision that I am trying to capture. Far from being “self-expression” in modernist mode, Michell’s recent paintings were highly disciplined geometrical illuminations based on Platonic mathematics and other archetypal forms; a prototype appeared on the cover of The Dimensions of Paradise, illustrating a version of the New Jerusalem diagram with its twelve colored gemstones. Euphonics: A Poet’s Dictionary of Sounds is a book of verses and essays on the audible qualities of the letters of the alphabet, illustrated by the cartoonist Merrily Harpur. Disguised as highbrow frivolity, its basis is equally Platonic: the idea that the names of things embody something of their inmost quality. A line of association strikes off here to Simulacra: Faces and Figures in Nature, in which Michell presented photographs of animal, vegetable, and mineral things that look like something else. It seems almost childish, but back in the Renaissance, when the doctrine of signatures was understood, it stood to reason that like will be marked with like. These books are both Platonic and Fortean because they remind us that the world is full of wondrous coincidences that we miss if, in our rationality, we think it insignificant that some rocks have faces or that the letter B resembles a bum, boobs, and balls.

      A similarly eccentric thread unites Michell’s more polemical activities. To those who can see only two sides to every issue, some of his shifts are incomprehensible and have lost him friends. In 1977 he issued a Radical Traditionalist Paper in support of the defendant in the Gay News trial, the first and last trial for blasphemy in modern Britain. The magazine had published a poem spoken by Jesus’s supposed lover and mentioning “that great cock.” Michell gleefully demonstrated that To Represent Our Savior as “that great cock” Is Not Blasphemy but Eternal and Christian Orthodoxy: a treatment fully within the tradition of the “phallic school” of symbolism, from the eighteenth-century antiquarian Payne Knight to the Rosicrucian pretender Hargrave Jennings (though the homosexual community failed to appreciate the gesture). Yet when Salman Rushdie became the victim of the Iranian fatwa for blasphemy in his Satanic Verses, Michell wrote another Rad-Trad Paper, Rushdie’s Insult, which must have been the only anti-Rushdie broadside fired by a non-Muslim. Michell later withdrew the paper, but I mention it because the intention behind it is more timely than ever: “The object of the pamphlet,” Michell wrote in his withdrawal, “was to combat the flood of anti-Islamic passions and propaganda unleashed in Europe and America by Rushdie’s apologists.” The most vocal of these apologists were the leading lights of the British literary establishment, complacent modernists to a man and hence natural targets of Michell’s scorn. A third potential scandal never broke: it was the “little red book” entitled The Hip-Pocket Hitler, in which Michell gathered, after the current fashion of books of aphorisms by Mao, Ghaddafi, and other dictators, all the quotes and quips of Adolf Hitler’s table-talk that sound most witty, sensible, and pleasantly provocative. Without knowing the identity of their speaker, the kind of person who enjoys Michell’s writing would agree with almost all of them. Then awkward questions arise: Are they less wise and witty because of who said them? Was Hitler, in some part of his character, one of us? What appears as the naughtiness of a grown-up schoolboy turns out to be a contribution to higher education, as all of Michell’s work is, with the intention of making us more thoughtful, less confident in the experts, and less receptive to political agendas sugar-coated in moralism.

      That received myths and unsubtle beliefs can do real harm to mind and soul is one reason for Michell’s diatribe against Darwinism. American readers should keep in mind that Christian fundamentalism is of no significance whatever in Britain: all that was done away with long ago, and the United Kingdom, like most of Europe, is virtually post-Christian territory. Consequently Darwinism does not have the same iconic value as it does in America, as a bastion against biblical literalism and “creation science.” Darwinism, as Michell saw it, is the pseudo-religion of the new men, sanctified by the Hawkings and Dawkinses: a religion that never questions the shaky theory that man is descended from lemurs through a mindless and godless process. To be a Darwinist—and Charles Darwin, to give him credit, was not one of them—cuts one off from any possibility of sharing in Michell’s prophetic vision; but then so do bibliolatry and fundamentalism. As always, Michell’s solutions lie off-centre, neither to the Left nor the Right, but in the third dimension: the Above.

      Saddened by the spectacle of what the clinging to religious differences has done to two once sacred nations, Michell turned his attention to those perennially running sores, Ireland and Israel. With a boldness of vision that is shocking to those who prefer either to take sides or to put it all out of their minds, he proposed a new order for both lands, in the paper The Concordance of High Monarchists of Ireland: The Pattern of the Future and the book The Temple at Jerusalem: A Revelation. He showed that the ancient divisions of Ireland and of the city of Jerusalem were laid out according to the sacred canon of measures and harmony that once held every island and nation in a blessed enchantment. Michell surely believed that with God all things are possible and that the enchantment could descend again, but only under a spiritual authority imposed from above, personified in the traditional institution of sacred kingship. The less sanguine reader can take these proposals in the spirit of Plato’s Republic: as ideas that cannot manifest on earth so long as the human material remains what it is, but which can serve as a guiding light to men of good will. Moreover, as the last gathering of these Oldie essays shows, there is always the possibility for the individual to create a present Paradise and to attune his own microcosm, at least, with the greater harmony.

      In selecting these 108 essays from ten years of contributions to The Oldie, I have jumbled them chronologically but united them thematically. John Michell was not responsible for this arrangement, nor for the fact that Americans will have never heard of some of the events and people to whom they allude. This is, after all, journalism. But a public that can enjoy thirty-year-old British sitcoms with their incomprehensible allusions and Anglicisms should have no trouble appreciating it.

      JOSCELYN GODWIN, musicologist and historian of ideas, teaches at Colgate University. He was born in Kelmscott, Oxfordshire, England, and has written widely on the Western esoteric tradition. He is the translator of the 1499 architectural-erotic novel Hypnerotomachia Poliphili. Godwin’s books include Harmonies of Heaven and Earth, Music and the Occult, Arktos: The Polar Myth, The Theosophical Enlightenment, The Pagan Dream of the Renaissance, The Real Rule of Four, Athanasius Kircher’s Theatre of the World, and Atlantis and the Cycles of Time. He lives in Hamilton, New York.

    

  
    
      
         

         

        Part I

        
          [image: image]
        

        
          The Good Old Days
        

      

    

  
    
      1

      Why are We So Short of time?

      December 1995

      Time goes quicker as you get older. When you are a child, an empty hour with nothing interesting to do in it is torture and a wasted day is a tragedy, but when you are old you can nod through a day and hardly notice that it has gone. An old chap said to me that he felt he had only just got out of his weekly bath when it was time for the next one.

      The reason for that, I suppose, is that in childhood each moment brings a new experience, so your day stretches out as a long chain of sensations, whereas by the time you are old everything is so familiar that life slips by like a dream. It is one of nature’s mercies that we are given a long-drawn-out youth and a short, painless old age.

      I suspect, however, that these days there is more to it than that. Everyone now complains about not having enough time, and the general impression is that time itself has speeded up, and there are not as many minutes in the hour as there used to be.

      Reading about the life of Mr. Gladstone I was struck by how much more he was able to do than anyone could possibly manage today. As Prime Minister he not only ran the entire British Empire and controlled affairs throughout much of Europe, but he was a prodigious reader and a leading classical scholar, writing learned volumes on Homer and publishing translations from Latin, Greek, German, and Italian. The list of his works in the British Library catalogue runs to no less than thirty pages.

      He made constant speeches, elegantly phrased and lasting for up to five hours, and at the same time he was active in charities and religious movements, writing long letters to friends, going for long walks, looking after his family, and attending social functions, while still having time in the evenings to redeem fallen women. All this was done without a telephone or typewriter, and of course there were no computers then, without which people nowadays cannot even run a little sweetshop.

      Then there was Sir Walter Scott. I have just started reading his novels, beginning, since I am interested in the Shetland Islands, with The Pirate, and already my outlook on life has been completely changed. In the sixty-one years of his life he wrote more than sixty books, including a nine-volume Life of Napoleon containing as many words as five of his long, elaborate novels put together.

      No one has the time to read, let alone write, all that today. And it was not in his eyes the most important part of his career. He wished to be seen as a Scottish laird and performed all the duties and functions of that rank, building himself a baronial mansion, administering local justice, aiding his dependents, and receiving all kinds of visitors.

      Parties of unexpected sightseers distracted him throughout the day, and he was constantly travelling in search of ancient lore, as an official inspector of lighthouses or as companion to foreign dignitaries. He wrote mostly before breakfast, leaving the rest of the day for other business, including a publishing enterprise, which incurred such enormous debts that he had to spend the rest of his life working to stave off creditors.

      What has happened to time? Why is there now so little of it compared to the amount there used to be?

      I have not the space to go properly into those questions, but a brief answer is that it is because of all those delusive instruments that are supposed to save time—computers, Internets, and so on. I shall never let one of those demonic things into my house, and I advise readers who have them to throw them out, together with the television set. That way you will have time for family life and leisure enough to read the entrancing novels of Sir Walter Scott.
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      Fireside Wisdom

      January 1992

      Pondering, as I often do, the question of how and when the world went mad, I recently made an important breakthrough. It was to do with the displacement of the hearth or fireplace.

      The oldest and most satisfactory form of dwelling is the “primitive hut.” Made simply of sticks, stones, mud, or whatever is to hand, it has a circular wall and a conical thatched roof with an opening at the top to let out smoke from the central fire. Its inhabitants sit round a square hearthstone where the fire warms a cooking pot suspended from a chain.

      Anthropologists have found that this practical arrangement is everywhere seen as a cosmological scheme. Within the circumference of the wall, representing a limited universe, the hearthstone is the body of the earth, with four corners and four directions, and it is the seat of Hestia the (h)earth goddess, whose energies are concentrated in the central fire. The chain is the world-pole, the link between heaven and earth and the means of intercourse with gods and spirits. Conversation is directed into the fire while dreams and images are drawn out of it. It is too smoky to read or look at pictures. Eyes and minds are concentrated upon the focal point. In that situation, sitting in friendly company around a fire on which a pot is simmering, one is likely to feel “centred” and at ease.

      We still speak of sitting “around” a fire, even though the modern fireplace is on one side of a rectangular room and we actually sit in front of it. With this new arrangement the influence of the old cosmological imagery became inactive and minds became less centred. Now even the wall-fire has been abolished from many homes, and the main focus is provided by the electric cooker or flickering television set.

      Thus the traditional cosmology is no longer represented by its domestic symbols and a new, secular, restless, uncentred worldview has taken its place.

      Focus, meaning a centre which receives and emits rays of light, is the Latin name for the central fireplace. The fire not only warms but, as a symbol, illuminates the corresponding images of a centre to each of our own beings and of a world-centre, which is divine, eternal, and unchanging.

      For calming the mind and restoring it to its proper order there is no substitute for a centrally placed hearth. There is much comfort in our modern domestic machinery—gramophone, television, central heating—but with these accessories we are not exactly focussed. We are distracted, torn from the realities of dreams and imaginings centred upon our own hearths and minds, and aimlessly drifting in a sea of alien fantasies.

      Modern house-builders have given us high levels of convenience and hygiene while ignoring the psychological necessity of a focus; and through the absence of a cosmologically significant centre our minds have become unbalanced. It is ironic that so many places are called art centres, culture centres, and so on, when they have no centre at all but slop around on erratic tides of fashion and faddery.

      They should put a pole up the middle, light a fire at its base, make that a symbol of eternal beauty and truth, and concentrate the minds of their inmates upon it, thus uplifting the standard of their artworks.

      Now I know how the world went mad. We knocked the centre out of it, and ever since we have been fumbling around looking for it, mistaking our own or other people’s obsessions for the real thing.
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      The Deserted Village

      February 1997

      The all-time popular favourite among English poems is The Deserted Village, first published in 1770. That is just my opinion and readers will have their own ideas, but I am on firmer ground in claiming that Oliver Goldsmith’s poem has had more influence than any other. It tells of the idyllic country life that he remembered from his Irish childhood and later beheld in the villages of England. From the pious parson and the all-knowing schoolmaster to the wise elders in the pub and the young, independent cottagers, everyone was simple, happy, and honestly employed. They lived well on their native products, by their own skills and culture, with no surplus wealth for needless luxuries. Goldsmith insisted that he actually saw this idyll, this recently lost Golden Age, and that it was just as his poem described it. He was equally firm in identifying the cause of its sudden destruction—through the new wealth engendered by trade, industry, and capitalism.

      The Deserted Village was William Cobbett’s favourite poem. A generation after Goldsmith, he too remembered the perfection of old England under the peasant economy, and fought a life-long rearguard battle on behalf of its remnants. That memory seems to have a life of its own. People have always been telling their children how beautiful and peaceful the countryside was in their youth and how hideous it has become since, and the children have handed down the same story. In pursuit of that memory, idealists through the last two centuries have started back-to-the-land movements, setting up craft colonies, garden cities, or hippy communities in defiance of the economic forces that overwhelmed “sweet Auburn.” Yet those forces are still in the ascendancy, even more firmly than before. Has it all been just a dream? Is the idea of a quite recent Golden Age no more than a nostalgic illusion that deepens as one gets older? Or was Goldsmith right in asserting that there was such an age, and now it has gone?

      Obviously the rural economy has changed in our time. In the East Anglian village of my youth there were tradesmen and craftsmen. Now there is a post-office, stores, and precious little else. The local accent is no longer dominant in the pub, and the people you see there are more likely to be in advertising or film-making than flint-knappers* or tillers of the soil. The place has been completely taken over. New money from outside has destroyed the old values and driven out the younger villagers, just as Goldsmith saw happening in his time.

      There is something odd about this. How can the village, described in Goldsmith’s poem as utterly ruined, have survived up to the present, while providing to each generation an image of first a paradise and then a desolation? No doubt today’s children will grow up with an ideal memory of my spoilt village, and will tell their children how lovely it used to be. It is now indeed better preserved, more trim and orderly than in the old days, and many of the new people are lively and interesting, practicing arts and crafts and following the guidance of Country Living. To those who have eyes to see, meaning children, it is a very plausible image of paradise. In that, I am sure, lies a very important secret. Poets and seers have often observed that paradise on earth is the essential reality, but we have lost the habit of living in it. By an effort of will we can train ourselves to regain that reality. It is a gradual process but rewarding from the very first moment one decides to try it. The village is not such a desert after all. Its economics have changed, radically, but its people are the same in spirit as the good-hearted, independent-minded English folk who enjoyed the pleasures of sweet Auburn.

      *[craftsmen who shape flint into tools. —Ed.]
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      Fear and loathing of the Greens

      May 2001

      An article in the Times caught my eye. It was by Oliver Walston, who described himself as an East Anglian barely baron. In the bit that attracted me he was harking back to the olden days, “when the fields of Britain were filled with happy, smiling farmworkers who laughed, sang, and drank draft cider as they brought in yet another bumper harvest.” I suppose he meant draught cider, drawn from the cask rather than from a draft on someone’s bank. But, pedantry aside, I was pleased by his description. It reminded me of De Valera’s beautiful historic speech at the foundation of the Irish Republic, where he looked forward to

      A land whose countryside would be bright with cosy homesteads, whose fields and villages would be joyous with the sounds of industry, with the romping of sturdy children, the contests of athletic youths, the laughter of comely maidens; whose firesides would be the forums for the wisdom of serene old age. It would, in a word, be the home of a people living the life that God desires that men should live.

      Glowing with these sentiments, I went on with Walston’s article but, oh dear, he did not mean it like that at all. He was being sarcastic. And the target of his coarse wit was the Greens. These people, he said, react to every modern farming disaster with an “organic orgasm.” They want to do away with chemicals and fertilisers, and demand healthy, natural-tasting food, produced locally. “The Greens,” said Walston, “are religious fanatics who would like to ‘turn back the clock to a golden age.’” His own conclusion was that traditional farming is obsolete in modern Europe. The remaining “peasants” should become salaried park-keepers, allowing “the large hard-nosed commercial producers” free range over the rest of the country.

      The context of the article was this year’s outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease and the doubts that it raised about the viability of modern commercial agriculture. To stifle these doubts many similar articles were commissioned. Another I saw was by The Telegraph’s Matt Ridley, the North Country landowner who is well known for his infallibly wrongheaded opinions. He denied that modern practices were in any way to blame for the disease and reaffirmed his support for centralised, chemical, high-tech agri-business. It is, he declared, the only option. There is no turning back.

      The more I read of this stuff the more convinced I became that there is an option and a turning back, and the sooner we take them the better. There was a nasty, menacing tone in some of those articles, Walston’s in particular, that jarred upon my liberal susceptibilities. His attack on the Greens was so intemperate and vulgar that I am surprised the Times published it. What is so wrong about wanting fresh food and a human-scale economy? Instead of selling beef to America and importing it back via Timbuktu, why should we not do things simply, producing our own kindly reared animals and delicious garden vegetables, while preserving the traditional amenities of rural life? These are practical options, which it seems harmless to consider. But to the barely barons, the chemical magnates, and all those involved in the commercial takeover of the world agriculture, these ideas are heretical, even wicked. That is why our man was so vicious about the organic movement and the Greens. They threaten to bust his racket.

      Walston and his fellows are playing a dangerous game and staking our whole future upon it. They are taking on Nature, and that is a war that no one can ever win, for it is also a war against human nature and against God. If they go on like this there will be an almighty crash, after which reality will gradually reassert itself. By reality I mean that ideal existence, which, even when it is not apparent, remains constant in our dreams and romances. There is no picture of it, but it is far more like De Valera’s vision than Oliver Walston’s.
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