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‘The happiest man is he who learns from nature the lesson of worship.’

Ralph Waldo Emerson

‘When we recognise the virtues, the talent, the beauty of Mother Earth, something is born in us, some kind of connection; love is born.’

Thich Nhat Hanh




Introduction
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In late 2023, my young family and I boarded a plane and flew south-east from Ireland, making our way across the globe from Dublin to Sydney, Australia. It was a journey of more than twenty-four hours, and we were spent and tired when we got there. We had come to Australia to introduce our son Ted to his wider Antipodean family.

It was a homecoming of sorts, too, because my wife and I had met in Australia over a decade before and had fallen in love there. We stayed with my wife’s sister, a lawyer, and her businessman husband on the north shore of Sydney, in an affluent suburb made up of other businesspeople. Lawyers were in no short supply in that place.

I was working on a new book and taking meetings on projects while I was in town. One evening I borrowed my brother-in-law’s office to have a Zoom meeting.

His office was calm and neat, white and pristine. His house had just been remodelled, and the place, the office, was inviting. I liked it a great deal. But during the wait for my Zoom call to start, I couldn’t help noticing the books on my brother-in-law’s shelves. There were business books from all over the world, books on negotiation, books on self-help, books on management and a few on cycling, which he has a great passion for.

I looked hard at the books. They were all interesting, of that I was sure, but I noticed a gap. Perhaps it was an observation unique to me, but I saw these books were all from the urban world. They were books that spoke of high-rise towers and office blocks, books about suburbs and banking. As I looked more, I realized that there was a missing part of this equation. The works had all come from cities, and though I know the world, our world, is now an urban one, we were once all country people, rural people.

My thoughts were interrupted by my meeting, and the call did not come to much, but the idea born of my brother-in-law’s bookshelf was more important. Where were the lessons from the land? Where was the thinking of country people? Country people, farming people, are some of the finest and most successful entrepreneurs I have met. With raw materials and domesticated animals and crops, they manage to make a living by turning light and time into money. (What do I mean by light and time? I’ll get back to that.)

The farmers I have met all around the world, from fruit pickers in California to lamb producers in outback Australia, were all individual thinkers. It was their unique way of looking at the world that had allowed them to succeed. Some had third-level degrees; some were high school dropouts. But they all had an ability. They thought differently. They had the wisdom of a farmer.

I was born on a family farm in the Irish midlands. I grew up on a beef, and later beef-and-sheep, holding that expanded as I aged. The survival of Birchview, our family farm, is down to my parents’ business acumen and vision. They have built a good business. They think like farmers. They have the wisdom of the land in their DNA and in their souls. Both are important things, I think. We need the soul as well as the business to think differently.

As the Anthropocene age (the period of human influence on the climate and environment leading to our present problems of climate disaster and species loss) continues and the warning signs of Mother Earth make us feel our presence upon this earth, now’s the time to have wisdom from the rural world. The farming stock that I am from has survived for generations in unison with the Earth, never seeking to take too much, just enough to keep going. There is real wisdom in that, a learning that the ever-growing urban world has cast aside. To think differently, sometimes we need to go back to where it all began. Farming and rural life are about as basic as they get. It’s a 10,000-year-old culture, one that helped form our collective global civilization. Maybe as this epoch ages and grows, we need to look less to the boardroom and more to the fields and cathedrals of nature. If we can look to these quiet cathedrals, we can learn so much. A horse is a beautiful animal, but it’s only when we work with horses that we learn their true grace, their true intelligence. So, too, a field is like this. At its outset it is a green patch of earth – it’s only when we work with it that we see it is made up of so much more. There is the time it took to clear it, the intelligence it took to grow something from it and the wisdom it can give us if we can learn its ways.

If we can slow down and look to the rural world, we can perhaps find the real insights that we have been missing in our urban world.

I am a place-straddler, a being of two worlds. I lived in cities, big global cities, for over a decade and then returned to country living. After another decade back on the land, now is perhaps the time for me to take stock of what I have learned. I have gained wisdom and insight, and it came through animals and fields and muck and wellington boots. At a time when farmers across the world are fighting for their survival and way of life, it is important to listen to these custodians of the land. They have much to teach us.

I want to share their insights and my own with you, and maybe you can carry a piece of the farm with you no matter where you go. You might not be a farmer but you can have the mindset of one, the wisdom of one, even in the biggest concrete jungles of them all. Perhaps it’s in these places that that mindset shift is needed most.
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I asked my brother-in-law about the books in his office. He said some were helpful, and some were wishy-washy, airy-fairy. I hope this is not the latter; I hope it is a helpful book and, in many ways, a hopeful book. I think it is a story of when the earth speaks and we, perhaps for the first time in a long while, listen. She has much to teach us.

This book is a short work. It is designed so that you can read it quickly and take its twelve thoughts to heart.

But while the work may be short, the learnings are the product of the earth.

This is a work that comes from the earth. I am a farmer and a writer. At first, I did not think those two professions could mix. Now, I see that we need far more voices from the land; we need more farmer-writers like Wendell Berry or Masanobu Fukuoka. We need a school of thought, and I’ve come up with my own: the land philosophy.

The land philosophy is a way of looking at the world as the first farmers did – I have merely put a name to this way of seeing and being. The land philosophy is older than the great systems of thought – older than the Greeks or Abrahamic religions – because farming was the first true profession, and with it came a way to be in the world. We could all do with learning from this wisdom in our modern world, where we are divorced from nature, separated from the source of our food and in a need of a spiritual rebirth.

The land philosophy took me ten years to develop, but it has a 10,000-year-old philosophical basis that I have encountered throughout the world, from the knowledge base of the pre-Columbian Americas to Aboriginal Australian farmers. I’ve formed these teachings from both my travels and my journalistic investigations.

At its heart, the land philosophy is a call to slow down in our world and consider the 10,000 years of thought that farmers have brought to their land and livestock since the invention of agriculture. If we think in a 10,000-year cycle we can see that many of our problems – be they climate change or personal obstacles – have answers that are hidden in the earthly work of the first profession.

This is a school of thought where every learning has come from doing, through trial and error. It is a philosophy of being one with nature and then, in turn, allowing us to be one with ourselves.

The land philosophy is old but it has new relevance in the era of the internet, in the era of mega cities, with its message that we can do things another way, encouraging us to rethink our place in the world. We can find a peace once more and develop a mindset more in tune with the slow pace of nature.

The wisdom of the farmer is for all of us to hold because, after all, we were all farmers once, and maybe now more than ever we need to be reminded about tending the fields of life.

Through this book I will unpack the twelve core teachings of the land philosophy. We will gain an understanding of the following thoughts:

1.   Slowing down our lives

2.   Connect with the earth

3.   Get up early

4.   Take time to savour joy

5.   Be as stoic as a farmer

6.   The past is closer than we think

7.   Be as brave as a cowboy

8.   Be prepared to help others

9.   Invest in your workplace

10. Be healthy

11. We all need wilderness

12. Eat vividly

It has taken me ten years to come to this way of thinking, but it has been a good decade, a journey, at times, only over a few hundred acres, and yet, in ways, it has been one that has brought me around the world.

The ten years have gone by quickly. Even the year since I first had the idea for this book in Australia has moved past me at a pace.

In that time, I have seen a newborn son learn to walk and the beginnings of his language. I have also seen creation in full, from grass meadows maturing on the farm to our lambs and calves being born and brought to market for sale.

Now that I come to write this day, the date exactly of my return to the farm ten years ago (an event that I did not plan but a happy coincidence), I see that my job is only beginning – but in other ways I have been writing this book already for years. How? you might ask. I had to slow down myself first, so that I could hear the earth speak.

The world moves fast, but ten years ago, I chose a different path. I had lived that fast life and found it to be a system which chewed people up and spat them out. I had given my labours not to the earth, as all my forebears had done, but rather to technology, in the form of my life as a journalist in the early twenty-first century.

I sat behind computers and cameras and microphones, and after a decade, I had achieved some measure of success, but it had come at a cost – that of my own health.

In coming back to the land, I slowly began to develop my philosophy. I did not have the words for it then, nor a name for it. I was fossicking about in an old landscape, that of home, but in many ways it was a new setting, as I had left this land so young. In that time of return I was also delving deep into the self for the words, for the thoughts that would emerge.

When I think of my son’s burgeoning language, his speech, I realize these are big moments. When I see my son developing his faculty for words, I feel that his language needs to be one of the earth, one that speaks of a rooting. He must have, like myself, a language of a sacra solo (sacred ground). In thinking of the words to come, one naturally thinks of the world to come. One must think of the future. To him, I will teach the land philosophy too. We often read books about the farm. He takes a great delight in these stories, as do I. In those children’s books, the farmer has pride of place – he or she is a valued member of society. We need to remind our adult selves that that is so.




CHAPTER 1
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Slowing Down Our Lives – The Land Philosophy



If we are to survive the Anthropocene, and that is the great question of our times, the answer is I think in the earth.

We must go back to the source, to the Pachamama, and claim a new understanding of the world. What is the Pachamama? you may ask. She is the earth mother of the Andean people of South America, a fertility goddess to her worshippers, but I think in this present tumult she can be a mother to us all.

The answer to our age is not some divine revelation nor some technological breakthrough. The answer is where it always has been: in the soil, in the animals, in the food we produce in a sustainable way. The answer is in the farm.

But something happened to that message along the way. Over the last 10,000 years we lost a part of ourselves. We left the fields and took to the cities, and while there was much growth and goodness in that move, we also lost a connection, a tangible link to the seasons, to the cycle of nature and time. It was the beginning of the loss of the patience we must have with the natural world, the patience that comes with the quiet tending of a vegetable garden. In our mad and busy world, we are now beginning to pay the price for that decision.

What was lost by a great deal of us was a wisdom. In order to gain that back, we have to slow down.

If we are to survive these dark times, our best hope lies not in space, nor outer planetary colonization, but in returning to the old ways. In short, it requires discovering the land philosophy – the 10,000-year school of experience I will relay in this work. If we do that, we can have a wisdom that will allow us to prosper and, if we do everything right, to survive.
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Growth is the key to life, but growth comes in different forms. We can grow our bank account but not necessarily grow as a person. We can tend a beast, as I do on the farm, and find that, after a year or two, we have produced an animal fit for sale or for breeding.

Growth, I think too, has to have a spiritual core. If we were to think about growing our inner lives like our bank accounts, we’d all be a lot happier, but life doesn’t work like that, or at least the dominant economic system we live in doesn’t allow us the time to delve into that way of thinking.

To slow down is to appreciate the speed of growth. To slow down is one of the great challenges of our time. If we are to embrace the land philosophy of the farmer, we must know that slowing down is key to this future.

Time, as I once heard, is a bully; we have a perverse relationship with it in the early twenty-first century. When
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