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  I wouldn’t normally be drawn to books about finding yourself but Jennifer Kavanagh’s Journey Home is touching and inspiring in a way that brings to mind Thoreau’s Walden When I was a publisher at Faber, I used to negotiate contracts with all kinds of literary agents. One of the most civilised and sympathetic, was Jennifer Kavanagh…I never did much business with Jennifer and wasn’t surprised to hear in the 1990s that she had sold up, turned her back on the book world and taken to the road, embarking on a year or more of nomadic wandering. A familiar tale, you might think, of someone setting out to find herself in middle age by taking a year off. The dream of leaving is a powerful one, and a surprisingly large number of people turn to it. What’s unusual about Jennifer’s story is its resolution.

  To cut a long story short, Jennifer Kavanagh has just published Journey Home with O-Books…In this inspirational memoir, Kavanagh describes how, through joining the Quakers, she has discovered that:

  “Home is not just four walls or the country we were born in. It is not a locked door, an investment, a legal address, or a nation with rigid borders. Home is where the heart is: a yearning for a precious past, a dream of something that has never been, or a present reality. Home is in relationship … The qualities of home are reflected in the circle (O), an ancient symbol for safety, equality, inclusiveness and eternity. But we will never be at home unless we are at home to ourselves.”

  Some people will read this and think “new-age claptrap”, but they would be wrong. Journey Home, which reached me just before the turn of the year, is a remarkably honest, unpretentious, clear-eyed account of a courageous woman getting rid of her worldly goods, and a lot of emotional baggage, and finding a new and exhilarating freedom.

  There are chapters about old age, death, displacement and homelessness: the whole is knitted together by the author’s voyage of self-discovery. In the process of telling her story, Kavanagh also describes the lives of people she has encountered on her wanderings.

  This, I cannot stress too strongly, isn’t my usual kind of reading, but I was touched by it, and as I began to think about its message – a timely one for the season of good resolutions and fresh starts – my thoughts turned to its antecedents. Kavanagh is writing in the tradition that starts with that American classic Walden by Henry David Thoreau.

  The inspiration for Thoreau was much more political and contemporary, and was more fully a protest against aspects of the evolving American republic, but the Quaker side of Kavanagh’s book touches Thoreau's ideas at several illuminating points.

  …As the publishing season of 2010 gets under way, it's a nice reminder that inspiration, like comment, is free – and can be liberating.

  Robert McCrum, the Guardian.

  There was a time when travelling throughout the world that I felt acute loneliness. I could hardly wait to return to familiar territory. Gradually that feeling diminished and vanished completely after I had spent almost five years in captivity. During my four years of solitary confinement I had to come to terms with my inner life in a new way. Today, I feel at home in virtually any part of the world for I carry ‘home’ within. There is a great deal of truth in the statement that homelessness is a state of mind although that is not the whole truth of course. It is utterly miserable, and frightening to be without shelter and vulnerable to the world. As Jennifer Kavanagh points out in this book the concept of home means so much more than having an adequate place to live. It is, as she says, ’Where we all want to be’. This book is important reading for anyone who would seek to explore the concept further. It would form an ideal basis for discussion groups or those who are seeking to establish support for the homeless. It does not pretend to contain all the answers but it certainly stimulates thought around a subject which so many of us take for granted.

  Terry Waite CBE

  Home - in the heart, in the head, a physical space that shifts and moves with emotions, a locale, a dream, a site of conflict and cruelty and also intimacy and safety, homelands, exile - all this and more are explored in this tender and moving book which makes you wonder what home really is or ever was.

  Yasmin Alibhai-Brown, Columnist and author of

  Settler's Cookbook a memoir

  This is a book that opens the heart. Tender, thought-provoking, compassionate, and insightful, it leads us on a circular journey from understanding what we need and mean by home, through experiences of homelessness and forced displacement, to a true coming home to the self and the divine.

  Marian McNaughton, Chair of Trustees of the

  Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust

  Home - the longing for it, the loss of it, the need for it - is one of the defining images in a modern world of travel, globalisation and uncertainty. In exploring the many meanings and interpretations of the word, Jennifer Kavanagh has produced a memorable and important book.

  Caroline Moorehead, author of Human Cargo

  If ‘home’ is a theatre of soul, then that which is front-stage in one life, may simply be waiting back-stage or in the wings of another. Jennifer Kavanagh is a good narrator, she takes us to the heart of what matters in so many lives, and I am at home in the audience, listening with so many others, and saying to myself: Oh Yes! Oh Yes! This is the way it is, and, surely together in some way we can help each other to feel more at home in the world.

  Lindsay Halton, Architect and author of The Secret of Home

  This book drew me in. It's like a wonderful soup: lots of finely, delicately chopped nutritious ingredients, each retaining their own tang and individuality, yet creating a whole that draws you on to take another mouthful - and another. I marvelled at how, again and again, Jennifer takes us with so few and deft words into someone's life and story.

  Douglas Board, Founder of Maslow's Attic Ltd and chair of trustees,

  Refugee Council

  This thought-provoking book is an exploration of the meaning of “home”. Instinctively we may feel that we know what the word means – surely it’s just where we live. But Kavanagh forces us to realise that “home” can mean many things, not just a physical building, but also a country or an idea of nationhood, or many other things depending on circumstance. She explores all of those meanings and interpretations here, and perhaps most importantly what it means to be homeless, what it feels like to have nowhere to go for either physical or emotional shelter and safety. Covering a wide-range of human predicaments, from dysfunctional families to migration, from exile to forced displacement, the book helps us to consider not only what home actually is, but the importance of ensuring that everyone has one. Told primarily through anecdotes, often first-hand, about the people she has met while researching her subject, the facts and figures, although often disturbing, are easy to absorb, and the style is very accessible for such a serious work… Her message remains fundamental to all humanity – that we must help each other to feel more at home in our fractured world. This is an important book and should be required reading for anyone working with the homeless and dispossessed. A good choice for book groups too – although I can imagine meetings going on for rather longer than usual, as not only are there so many themes to discuss, but many readers will have their own personal experiences to contribute.

  Personal **** Group ***** NewBooks magazine

  An unusual and original exploration of the meaning of home… In our uprooted era, the idea of home is especially poignant, and we have to start by being at home to ourselves with a sense of belonging. Many themes are explored and corresponding experiences evoked in the course of the journey. The relationship between house and home, the experience of homelessness, of being on the move, the importance of safety and community, of boundaries as well as belonging; the sacredness of home and the sense of coming home. The author sums things up by saying that home is where we all want to be. The book is as much a voyage of discovery for the reader as it was for the author, but she does not see it as a static concept, but rather as a balance between security and freedom, between belonging and longing. This seems to me to be correct, and it is well worth taking the journey through this book towards a better understanding of the concept.

  David Lorimer, Scientific and Medical Network Review

  There are some people – very few, I think – who are both the centre of gravity wherever they happen to be, and who radiate a sense of calm and positivity: Jennifer Kavanagh is such a person. Whether this aura is a product of the many important community projects with which she has been involved or vice versa, I don’t know. That she is writing about the importance of home is entirely appropriate, however. It is a topic of great importance, whose complexity and subtlety necessitate similar attributes in the questing author – these, she has. Also, Kavanagh, an attentive listener, has experienced very different sorts of home, has worked among homeless people, and has helped eastenders, both new and established, to a better standard of living: she has a range of reference others may lack. Her book … and the talks and musical gigs relating to it, are created by someone who not only knows her stuff, but has processed the information with sympathy for its sources and without the slightest condescension. I urge you to catch Kavanagh if you can.

  N. Quentin Woolf blog The Arts Show, Xstream East radio

  Editor’s recommendation: [FOUR STARS] What does home mean to you? Jennifer Kavanagh explores the different meanings of home through the experiences of the many varied people she has met, from refugees to travellers. A philosophical work that looks at how our perceptions of home change from person to person, this is a well-written, thoughtful work that inspires deep musing. It is not heavy reading though and even though there are many challenging and sad stories within these pages, there is always a hopeful and optimistic counter-balance which reminds you of the human capacity for survival and compassion in the most trying of circumstances.

  Kindred Spirit Magazine

  When I went to Jennifer Kavanagh’s launch of this book at the Quaker Centre I wasn’t sure what to expect. Home – how would I define it? Is it the flat above the Meeting house? Is it a place in the US where I used to live? Is it wherever I am with my family? I wasn’t surprised that Jennifer had looked at many sides of the question. She had worked with me in Quaker Homeless Action with the street homeless; she had worked with Quaker Social Action with émigrés far from their native lands, struggling to live in our country. But, she surprised me with the depth to which she had gone in exploring the variations on the word and then examining the reverse of the situation. With chapters on our bricks and mortar, our community, our borders and belonging, and our planetary home the book comes full circle… Jennifer says: ‘In looking at the subject of home, we need to explore not just what it means for us as individuals, but also in the context of our communities, of our nations, and of our species. We need to consider not only what our outer houses mean, but those within.’ For me this led me to realise that if I am not happy in my own skin, I am not happy anywhere. Taking this idea further, outside bricks and mortar might shelter me physically but my soul needs a home as well. Looking at the reverse of what I would consider my home to be – with my husband, near my children – would be out on my own with no fixed abode. Many people live in this way, whether they are street homeless or refugees fleeing from something so scary that they need to leave their own place of safety. Jennifer says: ‘Home is not static. Home is the balance between security and freedom; of belonging and longing. Home is both an end and a beginning.’

  Trish Carn, the Friend
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  This book comes from my own experience and that of the dozens of people I have asked without warning or preparation: “What is home to you?” To all who gave of themselves with such honesty and depth, thank you. Many names have been changed.

  All references in the text refer to the editions of books listed in Further Reading. Where there is more than one book by an author, the date of the publication is given.
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  Introduction

  When I began to write this book, the credit crunch was a mere gleam in the eye of a malevolent gnome.

  A period of financial crisis, when much that we have held certain has been turned upside down, is a better time than most to challenge ingrained assumptions: not least in the context of “home”. Our preoccupation with privacy and security; community as an exclusive group of like-minded individuals; the inviolability of borders and nationhood; the superiority of the human race. The notion that some groups of people are somehow different, lesser, “other”. Or that home is synonymous with four walls, investment, status and identity.

  We have the opportunity not only to look squarely at how things are, but also to dare to dream of how they might be.

  In looking at the subject of home, we need to explore not just what it means for us as individuals, but also in the context of our communities, of our nations, and of our species. We need to consider not only what our outer houses mean, but those within.

  The shape of this book is circular. We begin with our material home: bricks and mortar as shelter, all the accretions that Western society has added – and what it means to live without one. We then move outwards to consider home as relationship: with family, neighbourhood, local community, and what it looks like at different times of our lives. The circle widens to include home as identity, nationality, belonging to our country; and looks at migration, both voluntary and enforced. The possibility of relationship in humanity, community without borders. “The sacred home” of us all is the earth, together with other created beings. We consider our place on the planet and our responsibility to other life-forms. We then turn full circle to consider the only true home: we will never be “at home” in any place, unless we are at home to ourselves, comfortable in our own skins. Coming home to self, and how we might achieve it; the spiritual dimension for those of faith.

  The circle (O) is itself an ancient symbol, central to many traditions of the world, and represents many of the qualities of “home”. As a closed shape it is all embracing, associated with protection, providing safety for all within. Carl Jung considered its protective, nurturing quality to be part of the mother archetype. With no part greater than another, it also represents democracy and is the preferred shape for an assembly of equals. With no beginning or end, the circle represents eternity. For Native Americans, the shape of the circle represents the circle of life itself. According to Black Elk, a holy man of the Oglala Lakota Sioux:

  
    Everything the Power of the World does is done in a circle. The sky is round, and I have heard that the Earth is round like a ball, and so are the stars. The wind in its greatest powers whirls. Birds make their nests in circles, for theirs is the same religion as ours. The sun comes forth and goes down again in a circle. The moon does the same, and both are round. Even the seasons form a great circle in their changing, and always come back again to where they were. The life of man is a circle from childhood to childhood, and so it is in everything where power moves.

  

  The circle represents oneness and unity, completeness and wholeness, all of the parts of our being: the cosmos, the cycle of seasons, and of our lives on earth. Time, tides, and breath.

  In each section we will include the “broken circles”: those who are without home, whether a shelter, a nurturing environment, a country of the heart, or a sense of home in themselves. We will also consider the unconsidered other residents of our planet.

  Home is a central and emotionally laden concept. Sometimes it is a present reality. Sometimes it is a yearning for a childhood experience, real or idealised; sometimes it is a dream of something that has never been. In children’s games it is the place of safety where nothing can touch you; on a computer, it is the personalised place to which you can return. In dream interpretation, a house is often seen as a symbol of the self, and is a key to how we regard ourselves.

  Home is where we all want to be.
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  Bricks and mortar

  As for a Shelter, I will not deny that this is now a necessity of life, though there are instances of men having done without it for long periods in colder countries than this… But probably man did not live long upon the earth without discovering the convenience which there is in a house… We may imagine a time when, in the infancy of the human race, some enterprising mortal crept into a hollow in a rock for shelter… From the cave we have advanced to roofs of palm leaves, of bark and boughs, of linen woven and stretched, of grass and straw, of boards and shingles, of stone and tiles. At last we know not what it is to live in the open air, and our lives are domestic in more senses than we think.

  Thoreau, 17

  In the spring of 1845 Henry Thoreau built with his own hands a cabin in the woods and on the shore of Walden Pond, outside Concord, Massachusetts, USA. He lived there alone, a mile from any neighbour, and earned his living by the labour of his hands. He wrote:

  
    I have thus a tight shingled and plastered house, ten feet wide and fifteen long, and eight-feet posts, with a garret and a closet, a large window on each side, two trap doors, one door at the end, and a crick fireplace opposite…

    I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived. I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and Spartan-like as to put to rout all that was not life… to drive life into a corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms (ibid., 31, 59).

  

  Anton and Gwyneth have created a way of life that Thoreau would have recognised. In the woods in hills in Eastern Cape, South Africa, they have built a wooden house and several cabins, a pottery for Anton, and for Gwyneth, a singer who runs an opera company: a little opera house. They have done the work themselves: a pottery wood-burning stove, the plumbing, the long-drop lavatories. Students come to learn singing or pottery; goods are for sale. There are fruit trees, vegetables and herbs: it’s a self-sufficient lifestyle with inhabitants deeply involved in the local black and white community.

  Human beings have always sought shelter – from inclement weather, wild animals and from hostile human beings. In the twenty-first century, shelter ranges from something not that different from what our ancestors knew to housing on a scale they would have found unimaginable.

  As a small child I remember feeling that houses were only for shelter, that it was much more natural to be outside, in the open air. Much to the consternation of my mother, I escaped from the house whenever I could.

  Four-year-old Titus, when asked about home recently, spoke more of his garden. Only when he was tired did he want to go inside. Three-year-old Jamie, when asked about home said, “Walls”. Basic.

  Built for shelter, houses have taken on an extraordinary array of properties and roles.

  Let us look at what home is not.

  The word has been so abused, so muddled, that we have almost been persuaded that home is synonymous with a house. Magazines such as Ideal Home, Homes and Gardens, Real Home; advertisers – “Home Broadband for a Happy Home” – estate agents and furniture salesmen, try to imbue bricks and mortar with all the qualities of warmth, security, love and familiarity that we associate with “home”.

  The blurring of the distinction is not helpful. When used accurately, the subtlety of difference is important. “Home-made”, “home-baked” have connotations of wholesomeness, a whiff of family nurture; “house-proud” is only about cleanliness, care for the material condition of a building. And “house-bound” – no one would substitute the word “home” for a state of feeling imprisoned.

  Nor is home just an address.

  “Where do you live?” is a mainstay of introductory conversation. But my being alive is not conditional on a place. In French they have vivre and habiter; in German leben and wohnen. In English, an immensely rich language, we have suppressed the distinction between being alive on the one hand and dwelling/abiding/residing on the other. Current usage has only the verb to live, as if being alive depended on being contained within four walls. Only in Scotland where they use the word “to stay”, does a distinction remain.

  But this merging of meaning has more than a linguistic significance. Increasingly, an address is used to define identity. Access to credit, a bank account, and to any number of public services, such as public libraries and bus passes, depend on it. Think how many times you have been asked for your address, indeed all the addresses of the past three years. Why is it anybody’s business? Why has it become a marker of worth?

  And what does it say about those who cannot provide one? “No fixed abode” has become a phrase of opprobrium. In newspaper reports of court cases, “NFA” immediately casts a suspicious light on the defendant, as if the lack of a fixed address equals fecklessness, if not an automatic admission of guilt.

  I have an address, therefore I am? All the more so if we actually own our residence. Then, we are credit-worthy; we have an asset and can provide collateral. Increasingly, in the West, houses are about money. For those that own them, houses, rather than work, have become our money-makers; over the past fifteen years or so they have accrued monetary value at a rate that is hard to believe. Monopoly money, usually meaningless since, if we sold the house, we would only have to pay a similar amount for another. But, even when the housing market is buoyant, a home is not a milch-cow. When times are hard, perhaps we catch a glimpse of the truth that lies behind all the consumer-babble, the truth that home is actually something completely different.

  So, apart from shelter, what makes a home in material terms?

  Furnishing a first home or a son’s or daughter’s student flat gives one a pretty good idea of the basics needed to live our daily lives. A bed to sleep on, a cooker to cook on, table and chairs to sit at, a coffee table to put things on, a wardrobe and chest of drawers to put our clothes in, a TV to entertain us. Plus crockery, cutlery, pots and pans. And the furnishings – paint or wallpaper, carpet, curtains or blinds. Basic necessities. Except that, seeing how other people live, one can see that many of these are not necessities at all. We can live well with a mat on the floor, cushions not chairs, a rail instead of a wardrobe. I well remember the bookshelves we had as students made out from bits of wood separated by bricks. And in Bangladesh I watched my middle-class hostess squatting on the floor, chopping herbs on a block. The result was a superb, subtle fragrant array of dishes – and not a garlic press or even a kitchen table in sight.

  We forget how recent some seemingly essential constituents of modern living are. Computers, television, electricity. Even in the UK, as late as the 1980s, a woman in a Cornish village said, “I’ve waited all my life to have a flush toilet.” And recently a man, now in his sixties, told me that in the farmer’s cottage where he lived as a child, the only light for the first eleven years of his life was from a candle. When I stayed with a French family in the early 1960s, theirs was one of the few farms locally to have electricity. In many countries, it is still usual to live without any of what we would consider the basic amenities. Four out of ten people in the world have no sanitation – not even a bucket.

  Under the heading “A Gift to be Simple”, the novelist Susan Hill invited readers of her blog to list the things without which they would not like to live – for well-being, not necessity. For necessity she assumes “a roof over my head, food and fresh running water, the means of keeping myself and my clothes and house clean, heating and lighting and appropriate medicines if I am ill”. Among such items as “chocolate” and “spectacles”, suggestions from one reader include “wind and water-tight living space” and from another “somewhere warm and dry and safe to sleep (a bivvi bag, a tarp and a sleeping bag in some woods away from prying eyes would do me); something to keep my stuff dry and secure”. Most agree that they would happily do without most of what they own.

  So, maybe it’s more about conditions than objects. Warmth in a cold climate; security (a door that closes and ideally locks); places that are dry, light, comfortable and, for many of us, reasonably quiet – although there are others who are happy with noise.

  But how much more we have! Our houses have become shrines to material prosperity; as we have become recently and uncomfortably aware, they are our biggest investment; we spend long hours of our lives and much of our income looking after them. Where the house is and how big it is are not only about the practicalities of getting to work, or the number of people we need to house, but about status. There is social pressure to progress to something bigger, better, and in a “more desirable” location. “Location, location, location”, the estate agent’s watchword. And about 300,000 English households now have a second home in England (not to mention overseas).

  Why are the English so obsessed with their houses and gardens? Television schedules are crammed with programmes about finding the house of our dreams, doing up our houses, always with money centre-stage. The increase – or decrease – in the price of housing and the evils of estate agents are everyday topics of conversation. And on bank holidays the DIY super-stores are crammed with home improvers.

  For our investment is not only in the house itself, but in the furnishings and in its contents, which may change according to fashion or as we become more affluent. Not only the condition but the appearance of the building we live in preoccupies a large part of our time. What colour shall we paint the bathroom, what kind of tiles on the floor? The barrage of advertising on billboards, newspapers, magazines, TV and radio seduces us into wanting or “needing” more and more. The number of objects that we “cannot do without” grows all the time. During power cuts a woman in the USA wrote about having to do without her clothes dryer. In desperation, she draped clothes over shrubs and bushes in her garden, and was astonished to find that “it worked”.

  And our obsession is both voyeuristic and competitive. “Keeping up with the Joneses” is an international pastime. We are fascinated by the houses of celebrities, or of people that we know. In the UK the film director, Michael Winner, talks competitively of the £5 million he has spent on his 46-bedroom and seven-bathroom house, a big place for someone who hates entertaining. In California luxury doghouses, based on their owners’ houses, complete with running water, art and furniture, are for sale at £25,000.

  Some very large houses in the States often have several kitchens, because the main one is too far to walk to from some parts of the house. In South Africa, Peter visited his sister’s house, so large that he felt his whole house in England would fit into their bedroom. Seeing some binoculars on the window sill, he said that he wished he had brought his with him for bird-watching.

  “Oh, those aren’t for birds; it’s so Ralph can watch television.” The fixed TV was on a wall so far away that her husband needed binoculars to watch it.

  Security

  “An Englishman’s home is his castle,” and increasingly, not only in England, it’s a fortified one.

  There are few countries in which there is not a large gap between rich and poor, and in many – particularly the USA and UK – the gap is widening. The more unequal the society, the greater the fear of crime. Even in San Jose, the capital of Costa Rica, simple little houses in the suburbs are separated from the street by barred cages. On a hot evening occupants sit in their forecourt inside them like animals in a zoo. In Antigua, Guatemala, my mother’s cousin used to have an armed guard; in Johannesburg, South Africa, a friend checks with the guard before she drives home from work. Her previous car, driven by a friend, was taken away at gunpoint not so long ago, so the fear is not unfounded.

  The more we have, the more fearful and vulnerable we feel ourselves to be, and the more we pay in protection and insurance. And the more we separate ourselves. Walls, locks, bars, alarms, gated residences, razor wire, guards, dogs: all are part of a multi-million business based on property and fear. Even going to the bathroom at night can be hazardous. Twenty years ago, I remember staying in my uncle’s bungalow in Geneva. Rooms radiated off a central hallway and, at night, the hallway was taken up by two large Doberman dogs that growled at any approach. The twenty-first-century equivalent was related to me by Peter who recently stayed in a house where the lasers in the bedroom, hall and bathroom had to be turned off for his nocturnal visits to the loo. “But don’t on any account”, said his hostess, “go into the kitchen.” Some security systems are so sophisticated that when a property is left vacant, photos of possible intruders are automatically sent electronically to absent owners. A phone call to the security firm will send an armed response team who will shoot to kill. In South Africa, Peter says, the profits made from the security business are beginning to outweigh the wish to combat crime.

  In its most extreme form security, and separation, are exemplified by gated estates, with controlled check-point entrances for pedestrians and cars, and characterised by a closed perimeter of walls and fences. For larger estates, it may not be necessary for residents to leave the area for most day-to-day activities. Tony, on returning to his native South Africa, found to his dismay that the entire village he grew up in had been gated. Shops were on the outside but the population of over a thousand people, complete with school, cemetery and church were enclosed. Locked up.

  In the USA, where 11% of all new housing developments even in the mid-90s fell into this category, such estates are often called gated “communities” but a residential development based on possessiveness and the view that the world is a dangerous place, and closed off from the neighbouring area, calls into question the meaning of the word “community”. Sharing and hospitality imply an open door.

  High levels of security in cities such as Johannesburg where violent crime is a daily reality may be realistic; in Britain, said Mike, it’s ridiculous. Living in the small town of Marlow on Thames, he mentioned a park across the river that had been gated for its residents. There had been some attempt to gate the group of houses in which he lives, but residents resisted it. They have no wish to be separated from their neighbours, imprisoned in a gilded cage.

  The search for a perfect home

  Often, when travelling from one place to another, passing villages and towns on the way, I wonder what makes someone live in a particular house. With all the houses in the world, why that one? Why live in that particular place?

  In fact, choices may not be so numerous. Considerations may have to include being near work, near the family, what’s available, what’s big or small enough, near shops, what one can afford. Compromises have to be made – a busy road, the wrong side of the village, a pokey kitchen. For those on the waiting list for a council flat, most will take what they can get.

  House-hunting can be a stressful business. A friend who lost her house during a previous financial crisis remembers house-hunting for a small place that they could now afford. Three times a week she travelled around by bus, “seeing all those roofs, and thinking ‘there must be something for us to live in’”. Having lived in a fine big house, she realised that “something for us to live in” is what matters: a shelter, a place of safety with our families.

  House ownership

  For many years house ownership in the West has been the most stable source of financial security. Except at times of financial crisis, houses have steadily been gaining in value, and governments have pressed for ever-increasing house ownership. To obtain a foot on the property ladder, people, couples, families invest their savings and often mortgage themselves to the hilt.

  This is an interesting time to be writing about houses. The ramifications of the credit crunch have undermined our sense of financial security. We do not know if our pensions, our jobs, our houses, will be safe. But house ownership has never guaranteed wealth or financial security. Even before the current crisis, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation found that “half of all people living in poverty in Britain today are home-owners”. In the UK and the US, companies have vied to lend often unrepayable amounts, with, as we know, catastrophic results. In the 1990s and the early years of this century, mortgage companies in the UK were offering to lend four or five times the buyers’ joint incomes, sometimes up to 125% of the price of the property. When house prices fell, as in the early 1990s and in 2008, the availability of mortgages shrank so that even first-time buyers could not benefit from the lower prices. Existing owners are threatened by negative equity and, as interest rates and other housing costs rise, are increasingly unable to repay their loans. For those on the edge, even small increases threaten their ability to pay their bills. Unemployment goes up; the possibility of homelessness looms. In the UK repossessions in 2009 are expected to rise to 75,000; in the USA, the number of repossessions have doubled in a year. More than a million Americans have lost their houses in what has been called the worst housing crisis since the Great Depression.

  As Mark Steel writes in the Independent:

  
    Somehow this massive investment which for most people is not their shelter, but represents their life savings, security and everything, revolved around a huge gamble.

  

  Henry Thoreau wrote along the same lines 150 years earlier:

  
    When the farmer has got his house, he may not be the richer but the poorer for it, and it be the house that has got him (21).

  

  In the UK advertisements for mortgages now carry with them a health warning, like that on cigarettes: “Your home may be repossessed if you fail to keep up payments on your mortgage.”

  Ownership can give security, both financially and emotionally. It can also be a millstone, and not just in material terms. One of the men I interviewed talked of a different dimension: “It’s a trap to be wary of, the aspect of ownership. The spirit in which you live will be affected by your home. You can be trapped or enabled.” One woman told me: “I had huge moral dilemmas about buying my first house when I divorced – ‘property is theft’, and all that. But I had to provide the kids with a home.”

  I spoke to two young men buying their first places to live. Olly rented for a while – it was an experimental, exploratory time, he says – but he has now bought his first flat. He felt it was time; it was a mark of being “grown up”. Yes, he says, there is freedom in not owning somewhere, and he realises that he is lessening his own autonomy, but there is a different kind of freedom in having a say in your own life. He was bored with being dependent on others’ good will.

  Guy, in his thirties, moved out to the South of France about four years ago. Tired of being poor in London, he took the opportunity of an opening in his company to work in Nice. In so doing, he saved about £500 per month in fares and rent. He is now buying his first flat – something he could not afford to do in London. And, increasingly young people are moving out of London, or the UK, because they cannot afford to make homes for themselves here. Even in rural surroundings, the new generation increasingly cannot afford housing, and are leaving. The Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust reported in 2008 that so few could afford housing that in some areas there was a danger that a whole generation would be lost. The report of the analysts, Hometrack, says that 28% of young people in work in the UK are unable to buy even their cheapest local properties.

  It is no better in the States. According to Harvard’s state of the nation’s housing report, 2008,

  
    Nowhere in America does a full-time minimum-wage job cover the cost of a modest two-bedroom rental at 30 percent of income. In the least affordable areas of the country, the income necessary to afford the fair market rent on a modest apartment, working 40 hours a week for 50 weeks a year – is now five times the current federal minimum wage.

  

  A glimmer of hope appeared in the UK with the introduction of part-ownership which allows people to buy part of a house with the government or local council owning the rest. If they become wealthier, they can buy more of the property until they buy it all. It allows people who could not afford a full mortgage to get on the property ladder. But, inevitably, restrictions about income form gaps into which many families fall.
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“A remarkably honest, unpretentious, clear-eyed account of a courageous
woman getting rid of her worldly goods, and a lot of emotional baggage,
and finding a new and exhilarating freedom. There are chapters about
old age, death, displacement and homelessness: the whole is knitted
together by the author’s voyage of self-discovery.”

Robert McCrum, the Guardian
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