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Warm praise for
HIDDEN BEAUTY OF THE COMMONPLACE

In Philip Pegler’s skillful and tender account, Clare Cameron is revealed as a bright shining star of truth. Her life story is as interesting as any good novel, and Philip’s comments –including his own spiritual story –reveal Clare at the heart of what it means to be human. Without flinching from the grit and grime and even horror of certain aspects of life, she recognizes all life is by definition divine. This is truly a soul-nourishing book.

Gangaji, spiritual teacher and author of The Diamond in Your Pocket

On one level, Philip Pegler’s book Hidden Beauty of the Commonplace, charts with great sensitivity and insight the life of his close friend and mentor, Clare Cameron, a remarkable woman –both a mystic and a poet, born at the dawn of the 20th century –placing her in the context of a tradition of poets and seers from William Wordsworth to Richard Jefferies, Edward Thomas and, more recently, Kathleen Raine. However it is much more than that. Throughout the book, Philip Pegler weaves his own deep interest in and understanding of the perennial philosophy that lies behind all the world’s great spiritual and religious traditions, giving the book a depth and richness that percolates into the reader’s mind just as the title of the book implies –a gentle and penetrating distillation of natural wisdom.

Rupert Spira, spiritual teacher and author of The Transparency of Things

Mystic and poet Clare Cameron lived a life of inner peace, spiritual beauty and joyous love for the natural world. In today’s frantic society, many cannot imagine how to develop such a tranquil outlook and can only daydream wistfully at the prospect. In Hidden Beauty of the Commonplace, author Philip Pegler relates how Cameron’s inner grace was a constant source of strength in an ever-changing world, through her childhood in London’s East End at the close of the 19th century, through the withering blitzkrieg of England during the Second World War, to the 1960s Summer of Love. Clare Cameron’s transcendent wisdom came from an internal resource, nourished by the quiet splendor she found in everyday living. Her poignant words give echo to the knowledge of the Divine that exists in us, through us, and around us, if only we open our eyes to it –just a crack.

Chic and Tabatha Cicero

Chief Adepts, Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn

Authors, The Essential Golden Dawn

The words from this book flow through the reader in a liquid stream of light as author, Philip Pegler’s rendition of Clare Cameron’s compelling work as former editor unravels beautifully. I discovered more and more about Clare that I didn’t know.

This is a powerful and luminous combination of writing that has both inspired and deepened me.

Stephanie Sorrell, former Editor of New Vision, (previously known as Science of Thought Review and author of books including Depression as a Spiritual Journey and Nature as Mirror

This beautifully written book presents the extraordinary life, impressive work, beautiful poetry and unique vision of the celebrated English mystic, Clare Cameron. We owe the gifted author, Philip Pegler a great debt in bringing to our notice the many highly perceptive insights of this great woman seer and thus refreshing the human spirit in all of us, who delve into this precious spiritual treasure.

Alan Jacobs, author and President, Ramana Maharshi Foundation, UK

Brilliant, both in subject and content. Through one life, we are offered the opportunity to meet the one Truth.

Patrick Quanten, author of D.I.Y. Toolkit for Health and founder of Active Health
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An aspiring writer of great sensitivity –
Clare Cameron as a young woman
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Seek the sacred within the ordinary. Seek the remarkable within the commonplace.

Rebbe Nachman of Breslov

Happiness is the great work,

Though every heart must first become A student

To one

Who really knows

About Love.

Hafiz






FOREWORD

A sip of hot tea after a walk in the cold; the last, tender touch of a loved one’s hand. A flurry of tingling sensation surging through the body; a total stranger turning into a long-lost friend overnight. The chirp of a morning bird, waking you to a bright new day of joy and pain and bills to pay; an afternoon breeze, gently caressing your cheek. A word, a glance, a sound, a thought, suddenly piercing through the veil –reminding you of a home you never left.

Seen through the eyes of a child, the eyes of consciousness itself, the eyes of who you truly are, this day is always the first day of your life, a fresh and precious day, a never-to-be-repeated day. You are Adam in the Garden of Eden, and the world has not been named yet –and you are seeing it all in wonder. And furthermore, through the very same eyes, this is also the last day of your life, your last chance to see everything, your last chance to truly meet the ones you love, and make amends. And so it is all so precious, so fragile, and so deeply meaningful, and really there is only one valid response, isn’t there? Gratitude for all of it.

This is the core invitation of Philip Pegler’s beautiful, intimate book, and the invitation of the wonderful Clare Cameron herself –to welcome all of life in. To allow all of life to move within you, to welcome every facet of life’s diamond without exception. To embrace the joy but also the pain, to welcome the bliss but also the fear. To see that every thought, every sensation, every feeling, everything that life could ever throw at us, is simply a wave in life’s great ocean, a child of consciousness, and as such, always has a place in us, even if it doesn’t always seem that way, even if sometimes we lose sight of this grace.

What happens, when the war with life ends? What happens when, no matter what is going on in the circumstances of our lives, we just sit with our present experience, and for a moment, don’t try to fix it? What happens when, for a moment, we just let everything be as it is? What happens when, just for a moment, we welcome the Now as a dear friend? What happens when, just for a moment, we don’t try to resolve or solve anything, we don’t try to fix ourselves or get fixed by others, and we just allow our questions to remain questions? What happens when, finally, we stop trying to transform our uncertainty into certainty, our sadness into joy, our fear into strength, when our doubts are finally given permission to just be doubts, when life is just allowed to be exactly as it is?

Here in this warm embrace –in this place of true meditation without anyone meditating, in this deep silence without a goal, without a controller, or an authority –perhaps we find that we don’t need to find answers, that in fact we don’t need to come to any mental conclusions about life, that really we don’t need to work everything out. Perhaps, finally, we can allow our wondering and our wandering, our trying-to work-it-all-out and trying-to-make-it-all-work, (as well as our seeking and searching and our desperation to find answers), to just be here. Perhaps even our discomfort is a welcome friend, calling us home. Perhaps when we stop trying to escape this moment, we discover its deeper secrets.

Clare Cameron’s simple yet radical message, as told in this book, both through her own words and through the recollections and insights of the author, is simple yet profound –how to be ordinary in an extraordinary way. As she reminds us, the freedom we seek has nothing to do with transcending our humanity, with rejecting it, destroying it, meditating it away, denying it or covering it up. It has nothing to do with becoming some untouchable, all-powerful superhuman with all the answers. No, true freedom has everything to do with a total embrace of that very humanity we’ve been trying so long to repress or escape. It’s a welcoming of all that arrives in our present experience, a welcoming of ourselves in all our vulnerability, doubt, uncertainty and confusion, and at the same time discovering, in the midst of all of that, right at the centre of the mess, right at the very heart of our intimate humanness, the divine love we were always seeking. Clare does not want us to strive to be something we are not, but to…


go beyond that, deeper than that to the total surrender of the whole being just as we are. When at last we manage this, we are content to be ordinary…content to be as nothing. Then, with no attach- ments, we can pass anywhere and accept all that comes. We still have our cares, responsibilities, difficulties, but Something or Someone carries them for us –and in this knowledge is a deep peace that never leaves us.



Yes, here is the wonderful paradox of spiritual awakening –the paradox of being fully human, and yet fully divine, all in the same moment, all in the same breath. True freedom is in fact about becoming more ordinary, not less ordinary, however strange that may sound at first. It is being both fully open and vulnerable to life, and yet being fully protected by a love with no name. Yes –the fear, the sadness, the frustration –you discover that none of it can touch you anymore. And yet, and yet, you still experience all of it, you still feel it all, perhaps even more intensely than ever before! For now you are unable to block any of it out, unable to turn away, unable to pretend it’s not there. Who would turn away, and from what? This is life in its fullness, no holds barred.

Often, when faced with insurmountable hardships, with seemingly irresolvable situations, with intense physical pain, with our own deaths or the deaths of loved ones, we cry out in despair, ‘Why is this happening to me? What does it all mean? Where has love gone? Where is freedom? Where is enlight-enment? Where is the grace I have always sought?’.

But life is ever dependable. Its reply is always the same, even if we strain to hear it sometimes: ‘Dear friend, can’t you see that the love you have sought has been here all along? It was not something you were going to find one day. It was here, every day. It was each and every day. It was every breath you ever took. It was every sensation that surged through your body. It was every thought. It was every moment of doubt. It was every look on every stranger’s face. It was there in the despair and in the bliss and even in the panic. It was all the questions you asked and your hopes of an answer. It was everyone you ever met. It was mother, it was father, it was husband, it was wife, it was your imperfect relationship with them. It was doing your best. It was loving imperfectly. It was you, perfect in your imperfections. The answer was always you.’

Yes, dear reader, there is no need to look for what was never absent. Your deepest longing has already been fulfilled, in this moment –and you were the last to know. Everything you have ever longed for is already here, right now –which, of course, is the last place you’d ever look. Yes –this, this is the grace. Every breath. Each sensation. Every sound. That which has already been allowed in. That which cannot be blocked out. Even pain, even boredom, even despair, all those unwanted and unloved waves of human experience, all those unmet children of consciousness, are finally allowed to flood into the space where ‘you’ are not, and have never been. All of life’s orphaned children find a home in you. You are the home for the homeless. That is how vast you are.

So what is left but simple gratitude? Gratitude for the fact that anything has ever happened at all. Gratitude for all that is given. And if nothing ever happens again, and if tomorrow never comes, know this –you have been here to witness the miracle of life. You have known it. Tasted it. Felt it. Seen it. The reflection of a waning moon in a car window. The taste of cool water. The feel and fragrance of fresh cotton. The silent depths of meditation. The fierce intensity of fear. Your grandmother’s ashes. It has been enough. Oh, it has been more than enough! Yes, if it is grace and gratitude and deep silence we are after, we need look no further than the present moment –this very ordinary moment in all its richness and hidden beauty. As the author of this inspiring book so eloquently reminds us:


Ultimately spiritual understanding is not about learning something new, but about letting go of all assumptions and discovering how to look at things again with fresh and innocent eyes…



Jeff Foster

Author of: The Deepest Acceptance
www.lifewithoutacentre.com






PREFACE

There cannot be a nobler endeavour than the quest for Truth, but the profound spiritual understanding we seek is not a lofty attainment remote from us. Rather, it is an immediate insight, fully available in our own direct experience and we simply need to learn how to stop and look deeply with the eyes of love to recognise that it is so. This book celebrates the quiet radiance of such love to be seen all about us –yet so often overlooked. With care and clarity, these reflections encourage everyone to notice and honour the ordinary unselfish courage and beauty to be found buried deep within each and every person, as well as hidden in the commonplace events of daily life –behind the stress and clamour of our frenetic and troubled world.

At a time of austerity and profound concern for freedom and human rights, here is a study emphasising the sanctity of existence and the silent background of being. Enduring peace awaits our discovery in the midst of our difficulties; it is this simple but potent realisation that entirely changes our world-view and offers genuine hope for the future of humanity.

The book is based upon the life of Clare Cameron, a gifted English mystic and nature poet at the peak of her creative powers during the exuberant decade of the 1960s. Her uplifting writings acted like a mirror, clearly reflecting the ceaseless turbulence of current affairs as she foresaw with keen acuity the approaching wave of economic uncertainty, revolutionary discontent and terrorism that has swept the Middle East and many other parts of the globe in recent years.

Clare took a bold stand at the crossroads of all the great spiritual traditions, speaking out for Buddhism and Christianity in particular. In her capacity as Editor of various spiritual journals, she consistently articulated a sane and balanced philosophy of non-violence while championing the causes of inter-faith dialogue or the environment –and it is striking to notice how effective she was in breaking down cultural barriers at a time when the urgent need for religious tolerance and reconciliation was only just beginning to be recognised. Through her sensitive poems, eloquent essays and lively personal correspondence, Clare continually challenges her readers with a fundamental question that is as vital and relevant now as it was in her own day:

‘What is the true meaning of freedom?’

Philip Pegler

July 2012
www.hiddenbeautyof life.com
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INTRODUCTION


Oh there is so much given to us
from our own deep Centre,
if we will seek to abide there,
despite the activity of ordinary daily life.



Clare Cameron

This book is a heartfelt tribute to the late nature mystic and writer Clare Cameron. Clare may no longer be with us in body (she passed away in 1983) but Philip liberates her writings from the past and brings them squarely into the present where they belong. It is a great service he performs by bringing Clare’s writings once more into the public arena. This is because they speak to us –to you and to me –who have so often become immersed in the technological machinations of the Twenty first century. Clare was freer than we are from these things, so in a sense she had more concentrated time to devote to the serious business of thinking and writing. And yet…her writings are those of the true mystic in the sense that what is expressed is outside of time and therefore eternally relevant.

Philip writes about the strong connecting link with his friend, Clare, and with what he terms her ‘sane and balanced spiritual philosophy of life.’ This philosophy was of heaven but it was decidedly anchored to earth. In terms of modern teachers, like Eckhart Tolle, Clare was dipping into the all-pervading Now, describing it as ‘the oneness of everything’. She clearly enjoyed communing with insects, flowers and trees and the ‘pregnant silence that falls between friends when another Presence is sensed.’ It seems to me that she and Philip shared in that Presence.

It is philosophy –the love of wisdom –that ushers true freedom into our lives because it liberates us from appearances and introduces us to the true essence behind and within each living thing. In this book the author explores the meaning of freedom. He writes, ‘We are free by our nature. This is the spiritual knowledge, regarding our real identity as essential being, that is truly liberating.’ It was to this, he suggests, that Clare devoted her life. This freedom, unencumbered by the baggage of personality and background, is there for us all. But then…Philip is able to take this essential timelessness of message and combine it with the intimate details of Clare’s life. We begin to see the influence of people and events upon her and, inevitably, upon her writing. One feels deeply the tremendous admiration of student for teacher, yet it is not a glib, circumstantial portrayal of the life of a soul, but a deep, rich multi-layered one. The author was privileged to have come very close to the life of someone who so loved the Truth –the Truth that sets us free. It is heartening and, at the same time sobering, to realise the tremendous influence (the word means ‘to flow into’) one human being can have on another. Most often this is when people share something because then there is a vehicle for mutual exchange. Philip and Clare certainly shared, and indeed somehow still share, a special bond.

This book demonstrates the importance of right relationship and bears witness to Clare’s ideas that ‘souls are drawn together for all sorts of reasons, but chiefly to be of greater service to the world.’ Clearly, both student and mentor were drawn together to convey something of the Truth to each other and to the wider world. I feel sure that as you turn the pages of this book you will find this to be the case. Reading this book is not so much a consuming of facts, but gives the reader cause to ponder, to reflect and to learn.

Philip takes us through all the seasons of Clare’s life sensitively combing it for all the nuances and things that could so easily be missed. It is not a simple black and white ‘telling’ of a life in linear form but rather it is a labour of love, providing a 360 degree view in full Technicolor. This is because it necessarily surveys Clare’s immensely rich inner life as well as her outer existence.

Philip asks important questions. Questions which in the tumult of our time, with its false principles of materialism, obscurantism and competition, are imperative for the progress of the individual and for humanity as a whole. To combat such maladies we have a crying need for visionaries, spiritual guides and exemplars to lead us into the matchless beauty of the inner world. Clare is one such visionary and she herself is in a great line of shining souls ~ those who open their eyes to Beauty Itself, the Mother of beautiful things. And we too are in that great and illumined throng to the degree that we learn to open our eyes to the beauty in and around us. Through her writings this sensitive mystic shows us how to unlock the door into the inner world of Beauty and to live from that Vision. We so need inspiring figures like Clare to help us to nourish and restore our own vision. Action is said to follow thought, so building up our vision is important.

In this book Philip shares his response to the terrorist attacks in New York and London and his emergence as something of a peace activist. He believes that the immense courage exhibited by the survivors of such atrocities is a sign of the deep well of spirit within, which may be revealed to people at moments of immense suffering. He also underlines the fact that each one of us has the opportunity to become a peacemaker. We do this first by putting our own houses in order and addressing our own warring elements. From that inner peace springs peace in the world because what is achieved on the inner planes reverberates outwards.

In this work Philip shows us a rare love –a love of pupil for teacher, of friend for friend, of mystic for mystic. Such a love is potent and worthy of emulation because it nourishes our growth and helps us to become the shining souls that we are.

Elizabeth Medler,

Editor, New Vision (formerly Science of Thought Review)

www.thehamblintrust.org.uk






INVOCATION

Dear sweet presences

Who love to the uttermost,

Those about me clothed in flesh

And others clothed in Light

Attend my prayer.

To those in shadow

Of life’s delusions

And suffering inflicted on others,

Where tentacles reach out to bind –

Come, be there.

Bring swords of Light.

Stir the dark waters

And free the cleansing streams.

We too need purification,

And darkness share.

Sweet presences,

Our eyes are clouded.

Shine your Light through them!

And at the appointed time

Instruct us to bear

The swords of Light

In the service of Love.

And where there was corruption

There shall be lilies

Stainless and fair

Because you were with us

There.      C.C.






Part 1
A SHADOW FORESEEN
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Philip and Wendy with Clare on their wedding day.






Chapter 1
THIS SILENT SPEECH OF LOVE

What is it that I hear in the hush of the night, through the owl’s cry, far beyond the roar of the aeroplane overhead, the traffic on the distant road? What is it speaking to me, calling to me?

What is it that I feel beneath my feet when they touch the dew of the grass in the early morning that meets my flesh with cool caress, and awakens remembrance of music, fragrance and rite long ago –when all things, as all movement were known to be one?

Who is it looking towards me through your eyes when words cease between us and an ancient yet timeless communication begins again, that takes up the thread of truth again where we left off, or forgot, or were sundered long ago? Whence the origin of this silent speech –and what is it saying?

These were the words of poignant invocation that opened an anthology by Clare Cameron, the sensitive, mystical poet, whose reflections form the substance of the book you have just opened. They moved me deeply when I first read them many years ago and they touch my heart with their lyrical gentleness still –just as they always did. The anthology is long out-of-print, but I know more about it than anyone else, because as a young man I had conceived and compiled it out of an ardent admiration for Clare’s work.

The book, published in 1980, was entitled Mystic of Nature and it is an inspiring collection of essays by a remarkable writer, who was at the peak of her creative powers during the colourful but challenging decades of the 1960s and 1970s. Just as now, that time was a period of great social and political upheaval –a kind of crucible of change when our contemporary world with its high expectations and dangerous pace was beginning to take shape.

We are living in especially critical times yet again and nobody is immune from the challenging impacts of sweeping change in an era being rendered increasingly bleak and uncertain by austerity and danger. It is this fact that gives the present study of Clare’s life and spiritual teachings such immediacy and special relevance now –and invests it with enduring value. Because what the world needs above all in its continual travail is not judgement or condemnation but genuine compassion and understanding. It is only words of conviction flowing from authentic wisdom that have real power of transformation –the capacity to clarify confusion and ease the great suffering to be seen all about us. And the writings of this sensitive and unassuming nature poet have this radiant quality in overflowing abundance.

Of a deeply mystical temperament, Clare may be regarded as having had in addition the gift of prophetic vision. No stranger to periods of instability and warfare during her long life, she foresaw with remarkable acuity in her later years the present era of great unrest, which has culminated in such a dangerous clash of cultures between East and West as we are currently experiencing. Firstly there was the brutal Islamic jihad leading up to the merciless and unprecedented attack on the New York Trade Centre; then came the long drawn-out wars of attrition in Iraq and Afghanistan, followed by the turbulent Arab Spring of 2011, which has released the pent-up fury of aggression mixed with hope of freedom. Clare Cameron had clearly foreseen these grim events long before they came to pass. As far as she was concerned, the writing for humanity was plainly on the wall in all manner of respects, and she issued a series of sober warnings in the spiritual magazine she edited, together with sound advice about how best to cope in the difficult days and years ahead. It is certainly bad news, but strangely one does not feel totally discouraged because of Clare’s resolute and uplifting tone. Her words instil great hope and awaken a strong determination for one to help as best one can. It is a rousing call to arms –but not of the usual sort, for patience and non-violence are always the chosen ways forward for warriors of peace.

Using dramatic imagery, Clare Cameron writes of the battlefield and the armour of light as well as the day of reckoning as she refers to the strong tide of catastrophic events such as we are witnessing in our own era:

It is coming in with increasing rapidity, sweeping away all the debris on our shores, all our former concepts, ideas, beliefs, attachments and, if only we can understand the promise it holds, the habits perhaps of a lifetime.

We are being cleansed and purified as never before, that we may be more worthy channels for what lies ahead for us in service to others. And those of us who have the knowledge will be needed to help others understand when the waters go over their heads in days to come. We shall reach out hands to those who could so easily drown under the waves of fear, anxiety, depression, despair. Even we ourselves at the present time can sink into inertia, indifference and a feeling of helplessness –or ride the waves with courage and hope.

For there is no doubt that just as the whole world is changing, now that the old order of things is breaking down to release the beginnings of the new, so we ourselves are changing. We are obliged to recognise it.

There is no more security in any aspect of life, no more security in the familiar and comfortable –either physically, mentally, emotionally or in the kind of spirituality that has served us in the past. Under this tide of higher vibrations and cosmic energies, the ground is going under our feet. There are new shores ahead, but only this tide can carry us to them.

I never ceased to be amazed how Clare calmly made sense of the most troubling of world events in this incisive and matter-of-fact way. I sought glad refuge in the warmth of her unruffled serenity, for she was like the loving grandmother I never had –and she has been a cherished spiritual teacher for me too. When I compiled her anthology all those years ago on behalf of the publisher for whom I then worked, my life had already become deeply entwined with hers. But I did not realise then how potent and far-reaching her influence upon me would prove to be.

I had first encountered her writings eight years earlier in 1972, far away in India where I had journeyed in search of truth. I had discovered copies of the slight spiritual magazine she edited tucked away in the small library of the hermitage where I was staying. Entitled Science of Thought Review, I was intrigued to discover it was issued every month from an address on the south coast of England just a few miles away from where my father lived, deep in the countryside of the South Downs.

I wrote to Clare and lost no time in meeting up with her upon my return home to England. By the time I left India, despite earnest efforts to find peace of mind on my intense spiritual quest, I had lost my bearings and felt adrift –not knowing which way to proceed after my long sojourn far away in a totally unfamiliar culture, which had blown away all my conventional assumptions.

Clare evidently sensed my vulnerability and soon took me under her wing. In the years that followed, she supported and nurtured me in all sorts of kind and unobtrusive ways –offering me patient guidance before finding me in due course an editorial job with her own publisher. So that was how Mystic of Nature saw light of day and how this new book of mine found tranquil words borrowed from that earlier volume to begin these opening pages.

Hidden Beauty of the Commonplace is a continuation of the work I had already begun; the contents of both books are drawn from the same source as I continue to excavate the rich literary legacy of my old friend and mentor. As just one staunch admirer of hers among many, I nevertheless feel this task has been bestowed upon me as a privilege in an unspoken way, in order that I should make these valuable writings available once again to a fresh readership.

Clare left this troubled world thirty years ago, but it is my conviction that these wholesome and uplifting teachings are remarkably prescient for our own day; they deserve to be preserved and should not be allowed to fade into obscurity. The evocative writings you will encounter here have been gathered from her poems, essays and books, which spanned a long lifetime and were originally penned by her with care and clarity in language of rare, lyrical quality. Her reflections speak of the sacred nature of life and frequently point to the great value and significance of ordinary things; they never cease to reflect her unquenchable belief in the essential goodness of humanity, as well as the dignity and courage of the human spirit.

Little did I realise as I struggled to find balance and order in my personal life in the difficult years following Clare’s passing in 1983, just how profound and precious were the teachings awaiting my careful exploration. Only now as I have found my own voice as a mature writer do I feel finally ready to impart this universal wisdom, which forms the basis of the perennial philosophy behind all the great religions of the world.

*

A significant turning-point in my understanding of Clare’s teachings occurred following the second of the two devastating terrorist attacks in New York and London on 11 September 2001 and 7 July 2005 respectively –two days of horror that changed the face of the world and ushered in an era of unprecedented turbulence that has come to be known as ‘the global war on terror’. Amidst my deep consternation and sense of great helplessness in the face of such terrible atrocities, I suddenly remembered the essential advice of my wise and unassuming teacher of former years. Her words penetrated my anxious mind like an arrow of certainty and released all my concern as if it had never existed.

Unexpectedly in those crucial moments, the recollection of Clare’s simple philosophy of life gave me a glimpse of a wholesome new attitude, in the light of which it is possible to view the great sufferings of the world in a much more creative way –with genuine concern but with tranquillity too, so as not to be overwhelmed and rendered incapable of calm and effective action. The key to a deeper understanding of how better to face traumatic world events with equanimity is provided by the dawning realisation that we are never separate from the world we inhabit –so never again need we feel totally cut off and alienated from the whole of Life, of which we are an integral part. It is my firm intention as I begin these reflections on Clare’s life, to share this liberating perspective of the essential unity of all created things as a tribute to her courageous pioneering spirit. Her example is a bright beacon of hope –and a saving grace in a sea of troubles.

Shortly before publication of the anthology Mystic of Nature in May 1980, Clare had attended my wedding at a church behind London’s Albert Hall, named after Queen Victoria’s consort. The simple but dignified service was conducted by Martin Israel, a remarkable medical doctor, Anglican priest and prolific writer, who was a friend and admirer of hers and who shared her mystical vision of the essential oneness of life.

Knowing this, a few months before my wedding celebration, I had asked this wise priest to write the foreword to Clare’s new book. He kindly obliged with the following insightful thoughts, which now also provide a most fitting close to these introductory words to Hidden Beauty of the Commonplace. Martin Israel wrote of how the presence of God is known to the mystic in whatever situation he or she finds themselves. He then added with the authority of his own long experience as highly-regarded spiritual guide these reassuring words of his own:

But nature in all its splendour cannot contain the glory of God, nor can the commonplace events of what is dismissed as ordinary life. It is in this environment that Clare Cameron brings us closest to the divine essence –her writings bring a balm to the soul and refresh those who are weary and depressed.

It is quite true. Clare’s words do have an amazing healing quality; they are gentle, but firm and sure –it is as if they enfold one in a delicate fragrance of mercy and love. She certainly had her fair share of human failings, but still perhaps she may be regarded as a contemporary saint, for in her down-to-earth, practical wisdom, she embodied the hidden beauty of the commonplace about which she loved to speak.

A central issue this book seeks to address is the question of what is the true meaning of sainthood, for sanctity and spiritual freedom are not necessarily what we have become accustomed to believe they are. It is my belief that the natural state of enlightened consciousness is not far away on some distant shore or lofty pinnacle of attainment, but is altogether more ordinary and accessible. These thoughtful reflections suggest that inner freedom is always within reach as it is here and now and everyone’s birthright –yet all too often it is overlooked with the seemingly inevitable but needless loss of personal peace and happiness. It was Clare Cameron’s firm conviction that everyone is a saint in the making –an expression of the hidden splendour –and throughout her long and dedicated life she never wearied of offering this loving message to anyone who cared to listen.






Chapter 2
ROUGH AND TENDER DAYS

Day was ugly and hard. Day for everybody meant work and a constant battle with the distasteful –with sweeping and cleaning and washing and looking after babies, in a coarse apron, with sleeves rolled up till after tea-time –for almost everybody.

Day meant serviceable, ugly clothes, stiff serges and heavy boots, hard words and few smiles, and bullying little boys who shouted horrid shameful things, as they chased a frightened little girl –and ran away laughing. It meant a tenderness that was roughened because there was so little time, gentleness that was no longer recognizable in its homely garb of expediency.

Mostly these things, except on those rare occasions when life broke like a grey curtain and one saw all the golden, shimmering splendour behind…

This was the stark reality of things in London’s East End, at the close of the Nineteenth century and at the dawning of the Edwardian era, when Clare Cameron was a child. Home for the frightened little English girl, who later became such an exceptional Nature poet, was a small, terraced house, amidst rows of similarly plain dwellings in a gloomy, grey environment where the stunted branches of trees aspired in vain to the blue sky beyond the city clouds.

In the little house, which Clare describes in the charming and evocative autobiography of her youth, there was no electricity, only gas. There was no bathroom and just an outside toilet. There was no processed food and no refrigerators and as a result, she came to believe, people were healthier and the food tasted better.

It was a simple but satisfying life despite the hardship –and folk knew no other. Life was very different from the complexities and uncertainties of the present day, so fraught with stress and strain. At that time, Clare later wrote, neighbourliness was strong and there was genuine and kind concern for others. Concrete tower blocks dwarfing the little streets were unknown. Children played in street or garden –and women often sat at their front doors, greeting the passers by.

Clare Cameron was not her actual name, but an elegant pen name for this ordinary little girl born in 1896 and christened Winifred Clara Wells. Her father, to whom she always felt close, was a blacksmith by trade and worked in the London Docks, while her rather strict mother had been a dressmaker in her youth and thought nothing of long hours at home working in the flickering lamplight.

Her parents were an honest and caring couple, but they still had a struggle to provide the daily bread and maintain a secure home-life for their two children –Clare and her younger brother, Cliff. For her part, she was an intently sensitive and intelligent child, eager to learn with a deep, inborn awareness of beauty, which gave her as much pain as joy. From an early age she loved to write and compose verse and her first short story was published in a children’s magazine when she was just thirteen.

As Clare grew up, she devoured all the books she could find and became more and more convinced that it was in the worlds of Nature, art and literature that she really wanted to be immersed for the rest of her life. Before long, her ardent dream began to become reality and she found her first job in the office of a London newspaper, The Daily News on Fleet Street. It did not last long, but one thing led to another and eventually she landed a better job with a grand firm of publishers in salubrious offices. It was definitely a step up and Clare was overjoyed, but after a while this better life changed even more dramatically –for living downstairs was the talented young writer, who was to become her husband. This was Thomas Burke, ten years Clare’s senior, who had just found fame and controversy over his exotic depiction of the Chinese community in London in a book of sparkling short stories entitled Limehouse Nights.

Burke makes his appearance in Clare’s youthful autobiography Rustle of Spring, published in 1927, following their marriage nine years earlier, in which he is described by her not as a writer but as a rather reserved and erudite artist. He had asked her out to dinner in the Chinese quarter of Soho –and romance soon blossomed.

She liked Tommy for his eyes and quiet, modest manner –the well-modulated voice and shabby clothes that made that first evening out with him easier for her in her shyness. Their subsequent life together was exciting and meaningful as she mingled in a new literary world of colour and creativity. Burke was a good friend of comedian Charlie Chaplin, who once described Clare upon meeting her as ‘a very young lady of great charm, who makes you feel instantly her artistic capabilities –even in ordinary conversation.’

In the same year that she married, Clare’s first book of poetry had been published and it was warmly praised by the critics. Over the next sixty years or so, a steady stream of poems and prose was to flow from her pen. It was a vast output that constitutes a rich literary legacy and a highly original spiritual teaching. Her early autobiographical writings reflect her own soaring literary aspirations along with the determined wish to leave behind the mediocrity to which her lowly origins might have consigned her.

She had always longed to escape from the mean and suffocating confines of city life in her grimy surroundings to find freedom in the fresh air and wide-open spaces of the countryside. Now she was in the public eye as the wife of an acclaimed author, her own writing began to be in demand in the newspapers and periodicals of her day –and the greater freedom, which she had visualised in her childhood dreams, became fact.

In the year 1930, Green Fields of England, (her second book describing her footpath travels in the English countryside) appeared to considerable acclaim as she was compared to Richard Jefferies and Edward Thomas, fine Nature poets of earlier generations, whose gentle sensitivity mirrored her own. Later Clare was to correspond with Helen Thomas, Edward’s widow and their momentary connection is a significant indication of how akin Clare felt to the keen sensibilities of this gifted poet, who lost his life in the trenches of the Western Front towards the close of the First World War.

Apart from through her poetry, Clare was beginning to make a name for herself in the 1930s as a bold and outspoken writer on women’s rights, emphasising feminine individuality and recognition of women’s true needs of mind and spirit in addition to the comeliness of physical form usually praised then to the exclusion of other aspects of their nature.

It was during this period that Clare began to delve into books on Christian mysticism and Eastern religion, as well as into alternative methods of healing. She became interested in Buddhism and became friends with the imaginative and headstrong young Alan Watts, who had been given the task of editing Buddhism in England, the journal which later became The Middle Way. During the short time that Clare associated with Alan Watts, she became very fond of him. He was a remarkable and precocious young Englishman, who at the age of just nineteen, wrote a brief but articulate study of Zen Buddhism entitled The Spirit of Zen, before leaving to live in America where he eventually became an influential teacher of Eastern philosophy and dynamic role-model for the Hippie generation of the 1960s.

It is hardly surprising that the pair got on so well, for despite a considerable difference in age, they had a great deal in common in their sense of spirited rebellion against conformity. Clare’s writings shimmer with the same profound and galvanizing lucidity that marks out the work of Alan Watts and ensures his continuing relevance and popularity.

*

After Watts left abruptly for the States in 1938, following his marriage to a young American girl, Clare assumed the role of magazine editor for the English Buddhist Society at short notice. She soon became indispensable, writing graphically about the difficult wartime years that were soon to follow in vivid editorials published at the time. The heavy burden of keeping the magazine going under the intense bombardment of the London Blitz during the autumn of 1940 fell almost entirely on her slender shoulders, but the full untold horror of the hardship she had to endure with her fellow citizens only emerges in her dramatic personal correspondence with a close friend from America, which makes compelling reading and testifies to her remarkable fortitude.

Her correspondent was a gifted young Jewish writer, who in a similar way to Alan Watts, later became renowned for pioneering work in his chosen field of spirituality. His name was Israel Regardie and in 1928, as a young man of just twenty one, he had been invited to France to become secretary to the notorious occultist, Aleister Crowley, before taking up a similar post four years later with Clare’s husband. Regardie worked for Thomas Burke for two years from 1932 and it was in Clare and Tommy’s home that he wrote the first of many important books on the Kabbalah, an esoteric Jewish theosophical system, which forms the foundation of occult magic. Amidst considerable controversy, Regardie later became deeply involved in expounding and clarifying the teachings of the influential esoteric society, known as The Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn and he is now regarded as one of the more important occultists of modern times being admired for his integrity and skill as a writer about the magical arts.

Following his return to America, Clare told her young friend in no uncertain terms of the pity and desolation of war, as she wrote her dramatic letters to him amidst the thundering guns and falling shrapnel –while the nightly tornado raged in the sky above the darkened capital, its blackout lit up by fierce explosions and burning buildings.

‘We escape daily by a few feet for bombs continue to fall all round us,’ she told Regardie in a calm, matter-of-fact way, and later made light of the hardship and chided him for his continuing concern. It was true, she told him, that life was like living under a steam-roller, but Londoners were tough in their quiet bravery and talk of courage puzzled them as they resolutely carried on as usual with daily life despite everything –while their unconquerable sense-of-humour helped immensely!

‘Take more than this to break us!’ pluckily she had concluded that first terse note in the midst of the onslaught.

This fascinating sequence of nearly fifty letters from a married woman of independent mind to the gifted Russian emigrant of Jewish origins was not confined to wartime. It continued for over forty years until Clare died. The letters to survive, virtually all from Clare, are candid, full and warm, containing encouragement and profound spiritual advice; occasionally they are tender and poignant, hinting at a physical intimacy they had almost certainly briefly enjoyed together outside her difficult marriage. That was ten years before the Second World War and soon after they met while Regardie still worked for her husband. Clare shared her own pursuits with the younger man as they became walking companions in the English countryside where she loved to roam –and even slept out under the stars together in haystacks along the way.

‘Wouldn’t it be wonderful if you could be sent to the old country?’ she asks Regardie wistfully in January, 1942, shortly after the intense bombing blitz had eased. ‘O my dear Francis, how lovely it would be to have a yarn with you again –or say, a walk together through the buttercup fields that we used to know –a long walk of dreaming days and meditative nights, to say all there is to say since last we met!’

Francis was the name she always preferred to use when addressing her friend. The fact that Regardie willingly adopted it at her suggestion, because it reminded them both of St. Francis of Assisi, would result in an acrimonious rift between himself and Crowley, following an unkind joke which the magician made about its use and Regardie’s ensuing fury. This irrevocable break with his former employer, who was also less than charitable concerning the young occultist’s considerable written accomplishments and anonymously circulated a scurrilous letter about him, would always remain a matter of great sadness to Regardie.

Yet Clare could not often allow herself to think of any of these things –there was simply too much donkey work and no time to think at leisure or for any of the graces of life. In the meantime, there were far more pressing realities for her to attend to as the Buddhist Society struggled to survive in the midst of the exigencies of war. Fortunately she was not entirely without support in her dedicated work from other quarters, since there was another staunch friend Clare could turn to –and he was society founder Christmas Humphreys, who in his open-minded zeal for spreading Eastern religious ideas, shared her convictions.
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