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PENGUIN BOOKS

KITH

‘Kith could have been written by no one but Jay Griffiths. It is ablaze with her love of the physical world and her passionate moral sense that goodness and a true relation with nature are intimately connected. She has the same visionary understanding of childhood that we find in Blake and Wordsworth, and John Clare would have read her with delight. Her work isn’t just good – it’s necessary’ Philip Pullman

‘An impassioned, visionary plea to restore to our children the spirit of adventure, freedom and closeness to nature that is their birthright. We must hear it and act on it before it is too late’ Iain McGilchrist

‘An impassioned and well-researched plea for the spirit of adventure to be instilled in the young’ Sun-Herald (Sydney)

‘Jay Griffiths writes with such richness and mischief about the one thing that could truly save the world: its children’ KT Tunstall

‘A beautiful combination of expansive tenderness and fierce intolerance of pettiness. Kith is a call to live life intensely and authentically, vividly, and with grace, humour and passion. Griffiths has politicized awe and wonder and play’ Niall Griffiths

‘With a quotable quote on every page Griffiths invites the reader to tune into her wavelength and embark upon the high seas of the strong emotions associated with childhood memory. Her personal experience of indigenous cultures, and of the wilderness, is skilfully blended with her extensive reading across the spectrum of the humanities and the social sciences. Throughout the pages of this text, the need to re-connect with nature is presented with illuminating precision’ Social Artist

‘Packed with stories, histories, poetry and passion’ Big Issue

‘Jay Griffiths is one of our most poetic and passionate critics of the ways of civilization; provocative, illuminating and shamelessly romantic’ Theodore Zeldin







Dedication

In glad gratitude for sharing your childhoods with me and giving me the cherished roles of aunt and godmother, this book is dedicated with love to David, Timothy, Euan, Laurel, Elsa, Ned, Erica, Emily and Tanushka.


The faerie beam upon you,

The stars to glister on you;

A moon of light

In the noon of night …

And the luckier lot betide you









KITH

Praise for Jay Griffiths

Wild: An Elemental Journey

‘Wild is like nothing else I’ve ever read: thrilling, troubling, frightening, exhilarating. Jay Griffiths’ courage and energy are formidable, but so is her sheer intelligence and literary flair. This is a truly necessary book, and we are all lucky that the subject found a writer worthy of it’ Philip Pullman

‘Wild is part travelogue, part call to arms and wholly original … it is probably poetry that comes closest to defining this undefinable and untameable work. A vital, unique and uncategorizable celebration of the spirit of life wherever it is found, Wild is a profound and extraordinary piece of work’ Observer

‘Wild is an astonishing piece of writing, truly medicinal, beautiful, passionate and raw’ Ed O’Brien, Radiohead

‘Jay Griffiths’ works are original, inspiring and dare you to search beyond the accepted norm’ Nikolai Fraiture, The Strokes

‘It is the intellectual immersion that really distinguishes her book; her use of etymology to reach into the core of a cultural vision is unsurpassed. The result is a paean, a threnody, a work of great sadness and great joy’ Independent

‘Wild is a breathtaking book, in its range and in its shameless passion: it reads like an entirely new genre’ Don Paterson

‘It’s as though, arm in arm, James Joyce and Dylan Thomas went out to find the deep meaning of wilderness’ Bruce Elder, Sydney Morning Herald

‘Incandescent, kaleidoscopic, exhilarating, Wild is sensuous, cocky, magnificent, liberating, explosive and exciting. With Joycean word-play, meticulous scholarship, ironic wit, crafted cadences, Wild is a profoundly important contribution, a raging oratorio’ Richard Mabey, The Times

‘Passionate, rigorous and utterly honest, Griffiths’ remarkable book is written in a style as wild and exciting as its subject’ Robert Macfarlane

‘There is no getting away from the book’s brilliance’ Anthony Sattin, Sunday Times

‘Wild is a song of delight, and a cry of warning, poetic, erudite and insistent. A restless, unstintingly generous performance, it carries the mark of true intellectual and spiritual passion’ Jonathan Gibbs, Independent on Sunday

‘A major book by a major writer’ Bill McKibben

‘An utter wonder of a book, vulnerable, ferocious and elegiac, luminously awake, politically astute, Wild is the expression of a uniquely capacious intelligence’ David Abram

‘A strange, utterly compelling book, Wild is easily the best, most rewarding travel book that I have read in the last decade’ Mark Cocker, Guardian

‘Insightful, effervescent and lavishly written. She shrouds her amazingly strenuous physical journey with a rich literary penumbra. The book has a profusion of historical allusions and a fertile bibliography; the vivid, excited writing draws haunting, lovely connections among multiple cultures, landscapes and ideas’ Ruth Padel, Washington Post

‘She operates shamanically, making a series of remarkable journeys through cultures, conflicts and language, and she returns with the wisdom of profoundly lived experience. Wild is radical in the original, etymological sense. It goes to the root of the problem and it sings its way there’ Time Out Book of the Week

‘Remarkable, impassioned, exhilarating, high-risk stuff, thrumming with unbridled erotic charge, a geographical and emotional journey of extraordinary range’ Jeremy Seal, Sunday Telegraph

‘A disobedient book, breathtakingly honest, rich and textured, challenging and poetic’ Jules Pretty, The Times Higher Educational Supplement

‘With a dazzling gift and fascination for language, this is a hungry, brave, all-consuming book, jumping with life’ Adam Nicolson, Spectator

‘If bravery itself could write, it would write like she does’ John Berger

Pip Pip: A Sideways Look at Time

‘An exercise indeed in Dharma, poetry and philosophy’ Gary Snyder

‘This is smart, edgy work, from an original and exciting mind. Jay Griffiths’ voice is a light beam in the fog of twenty-first-century debate’ Barry Lopez

‘A fascinating, highly original meditation on time’ Fritjof Capra

‘A thoughtful, original and intuitive account of how we perceive time which offers many alternative chronological considerations … amusing and erudite, fascinating and spirited. Bravo!’ Peter Reading, The Times Literary Supplement

‘A wonderful, delightfully humorous polemic against everything that’s wrong with the way we deal with time today’ Independent, Books of the Year

‘An irresistibly provocative and political analysis of time. Her wittily enthusiastic thesis is that time has too long been used as a tool to power: as a manifesto, it could cause a revolution’ The Times, Books of the Year

‘Griffiths does for time what Robert M. Pirsig did for truth-obsessed philosophy in Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance’ Time Out

A Love Letter from a Stray Moon

‘A stunning allegory about love, art and revolution. She makes every word, every scene, in this passionate narrative count. Its brilliant work’ Barry Lopez

‘Jay Griffiths is a fearless adventurer with words and images. I salute her courage and the splendour of this vision’ Philip Pullman

‘Griffiths’ writing is utterly original’ Northern Rivers Echo

‘Through Griffiths we hear the voice of Frida Kahlo herself, as if she were speaking directly to us. It’s like reading poetry inside a great biographical novel. I absolutely devoured this wonderfully perceptive and sensitive book’ Marie Darrieussecq

‘Rich, honed and intense, a fierce, compelling homage’ The Age, Australia

‘Imagine being held in the open hand of moonlight and carried through a dream into day. This is what it is like to read A Love Letter from a Stray Moon. I am transported and transformed; I feel lucky to have read it and it leaves me in awe’ Lemn Sissay

‘Griffiths has a formidable mind’ Sun-Herald, Australia

‘A rapturous, crazy and gorgeous poem. It is a love song to life, to art and to the human spirit’ Alice Nelson, West Australian








The Riddle

While I was travelling for my last book, Wild, I encountered a deep riddle: a difficult riddle. It stuck in my teeth like a string of celery. I teased at it with my tongue and my fingertips played on it. Like all good riddles, it was tricky but glimpsable and, more than anything, it told me it was worth solving.

Why are so many children in Euro-American cultures unhappy? Why is it that children in many traditional cultures seem happier, fluent in their child-nature? Nature is at the core of the riddle: I began looking for the nature of childhood, whose quintessence is inextricable from nature itself. I was interested in how children belong, needing their kith, their local acre, as they need their kin. An entire history of childhood is in that one word ‘kith’, which is now used as if it means only extended family, whereas in the phrase ‘kith and kin’, ‘kith’ originally meant country, home, one’s land. Childhood has not only lost its country but the word for it too: a country called childhood.

How has childhood become so unnatural? Why does the dominant culture treat young humans in ways which would be illegal if applied to young dogs? Born to burrow and nest in nature, children are now exiled from it. They are enclosed indoors, caged and shut out of the green and vivid world, in ways unthinkable a generation ago. Bit by bit, a pattern came clear – that children’s lives have been subject to intolerable enclosure for the profit of others.

The riddle took me to that other natural world: human nature, a term so complex, so simple and so wise. Human nature in childhood asks for both freedom and closeness. A child’s mind is constellated with animals as the night is with stars. Child-nature salutes the gods of play and pays homage to wild time. It needs autonomy and self-will. The riddle asked: who owns a child, anyway? Do children naturally create their own tribes? It is in the very nature of the child to want to learn, yet society has historically contrived a school system that is half factory, half prison, and too easily ignores the very education which children crave.

Then the riddle took me further in, to the spirit of childhood, its sense of quest; the importance of woodlands for the psyche; the faërie realm of metaphor; the secret world of a child’s soul where the stories of childhood are whistled with the deft and fragile panache of poetry. Throughout, I had a hunch that Romanticism reflected the nature of childhood not as a period in cultural history but as a perennial truth, because children are themselves the first Romantics.

This book draws on my experience of children’s lives among indigenous cultures in the Arctic, West Papua, Australia, North and South America and Northern Europe, and touches on the history of childhood in mainland Europe and Scandinavia, as well as the intriguing psychodrama of childhood played out when the Native American philosophy of childhood met Settler philosophy. Behind all of these, though, is the spirit of childhood itself, whose imagination knows no borders.
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CHAPTER ONE

Kith

Stumbling on a bird’s nest as a child, I was breathtaken. I gasped at the tenderness of it, the downy feathers, softer than my fingers, moss folded into grasses and twigs in rounds. My eyes circled and circled it, caught by the mesmerizing perfection of the nest. It was the shape of my dream, to be tucked inside a nest and to know it for home.

A nest is a circle of infinite intimacy, a field-hearth or hedge-hearth. Every nest whispers ‘home’, whether you speak English, Spanish, Wren or Robin. Part of a child’s world-nesting need is answered seeing a rabbit warren, a badger sett or otter holt, as children’s writers instinctively know, giving children a secret passage to dens, nests and burrows.

Through nests, a child’s own hearthness is deepened and the child grows outwardly and inwardly into its world. Outwardly, children stare at a nest, fascinated. Inwardly, the nest reflects not just the body’s home but the mind’s. In the snug refuge of the nest, the psyche fills itself out from within, as round and endless as a nest, creating its infinite-thoughted worlds. Intertwined with the world of fur and feather is the world of metaphor where mind makes its nests. Metaphor weaves ‘grass’ and ‘shelter’ together. It ties ‘twig’ to ‘refuge’. It knits ‘moss’ to ‘home’.

Finding a nest is a homecoming for a child. In Greek, homecoming is nostos, the root of the word ‘nostalgia’ – an ache for home, a longing for belonging. Children, filthy little Romantics that they are, have an uncanny gift for nostalgia in nature; something inchoate, yes, but yearning, yearning for their deepest dwelling.

Every generation of children instinctively nests itself in nature, no matter how tiny a scrap of it they can grasp. In a tale of one city child, the poet Audre Lorde remembers picking tufts of grass which crept up through the cracks in paving stones in New York City and giving them as bouquets to her mother. It is a tale of two necessities. The grass must grow, no matter the concrete suppressing it. The child must find her way to the green, no matter the edifice which would crush it.

The Maori word for placenta is the same as the word for land, so at birth the placenta is buried, put back in the mothering earth. A Hindu baby may receive the sun-showing rite surya-darsana when, with conch-shells ringing to the skies, the child is introduced to the sun. A newborn child of the Tonga people ‘meets’ the moon, dipped in the ocean of Kosi Bay in KwaZulu-Natal. Among some of the tribes of India, the qualities of different aspects of nature are invoked to bless the child, so he or she may have the characteristics of earth, sky and wind, of birds and animals, right down to the earthworm. Nothing is unbelonging to the child.

‘My oldest childhood memories have the flavour of the earth,’ wrote Federico García Lorca. In the traditions of the Australian deserts, even from its time in the womb, the baby is catscradled in kinship with the world. Born into a sandy hollow, it is cleaned with sand and ‘smoked’ by fire, and everything – insects, birds, plants and animals – is named to the child, who is told not only what everything is called but also the relationship between the child and each creature. Story and song weave the child into the subtle world of the Dreaming, the nested knowledge of how the child belongs. The threads which tie a child to the land include its conception site and the significant places of the Dreaming inherited through its parents. Introduced to creatures and land-features as to relations, the child is folded into the land, wrapped into country, and the stories press on the child’s mind like the making of felt – soft and often – storytelling until the feeling of the story of the country is impressed into the landscape of the child’s mind.

That the juggernaut of ants belongs to a child, belligerently following its own trail. That the twitch of an animal’s tail is part of a child’s own tale or storyline, once and now again. That on the papery bark of a tree may be written the songline of a child’s name. That the prickles of a thornbush may have dynamic relevance to conscience. That a damp hollow by a riverbank is not an occasional place to visit but a permanent part of who you are. This is the beginning of belonging, the beginning of love.

In the art and myth of Indigenous Australia, the Ancestors seeded the country with its children, so the shimmering, pouring, circling, wheeling, spinning land is lit up with them, cartwheeling into life. In bitter contrast to the iridescent lifefulness of this entrance to the world, during the years of the Stolen Generations, some Indigenous Australians were forced to give birth in morgues, surrounded by the dead, because the authorities did not consider them to be human.

The human heart’s love for nature cannot ultimately be concreted over. Like Audre Lorde’s tufts of grass, it will crack apart paving stones to grasp the sun. Children know they are made of the same stuff as the grass, as Walt Whitman describes nature creating the child who becomes what he sees:


There was a child went forth every day,

And the first object he look’d upon, that object he became …

The early lilacs became part of this child …

And the song of the phoebe-bird …

– ‘There was a Child Went Forth’



In Australia, people may talk of a child’s conception site as the origin of their selfhood and their picture of themselves. As Whitman wrote of the child becoming aspects of the land, so in Northern Queensland a Kunjen elder describes the conception site as ‘the home place for your image’.

Land can make someone who they are, can create their psyche, giving them fragments of themselves. On losing this, Indigenous Tasmanian Errol West writes: ‘There is no one to teach me the songs that bring the Moon bird, the fish or any other thing that makes me what I am.’ Shatter the relation to land and you shatter personalities like a smashed wing-mirror kicked into the dust.

From song, from dream, from elements of earth and water, spirit-children are immanent in the land. They are left there by the Ancestors of the Dreaming, who sang their way across the land, leaving an imprint of music like an aural footstep. And sometimes a woman who has already physically conceived a child chances to step in that same footstep, and, if she does, part of the song and the spirit-child leap up into her so she feels a quickening, sharp as an intake of breath at a kick within, sweet as a night surprised by song. Sometimes it is the father who, seeing something unusual – a particularly large fish or an animal behaving strangely – may know it as an indication of a spirit-child. Or a man walking by a lake may find a spirit-child jumping into his mind, which he will send in a dream to his wife, inseminating the spirit-child within her. Then the Lawmen, the knowers of the songline which the father or mother was on, can tell which stanzas of the song belong to that child, its conception totem and, in that sinuous reflexivity of belonging, its quintessential home.

To be born is, in Latin, nasci, and the word is related to natura, so birth, nature, the laws of nature and the idea of an essence are related. It is as if language itself has embedded birth in the natural world. In the Amazon, people say childbirth should always take place in the forest-gardens so the condensed energy of the plants can nourish the child. In New Guinea, future generations are called ‘our children who are still in the soil’ and when I was in West Papua, the western half of the island, I was told that in the Dani language the expression for digging potatoes is the same as that for giving birth to a child. Women say they can sometimes hear the unearthed potatoes, which are always handled gently, calling out to them, the land singing things into being to be mothered into the world.

Legends of childhood across the world suggest whole landscapes lit with incipience. Everywhere is potential, beginningness. It may be the inheld energy of an acorn or the liquid and endless possibilities of water; it may be the fattening of a potato in the secret earth or the leaping of a salmon which is the child Taliesin – in whatever form it takes, the land itself is kindling children.

In Indigenous Australian culture, there is a common idea that the land is mentor, teacher and parent to a child. People talk of being ‘grown up by’ their land; their country as kin.

So do English-speakers – without quite realizing it. A child may be looked after by its ‘kith and kin’, we say, as if both terms meant family or relations. Not so. ‘Kith’ is from the Old English cyđđ, which can mean kinship but which in this phrase means native country – one’s home outside the house – but no one I have yet met has known that meaning. This sense of belonging has nothing whatsoever to do with a nation state or political homeland, but rather with one’s immediate locale, one’s square mile, the first landscape which we know as children. W. H. Auden wrote of this as ‘Amor Loci’, the love of his childhood landscape. Kith kindles the kinship which children so easily feel for the natural world and without that kinship, nature also loses out, bereft of the children who grow up to protect it.

Much of a baby’s first knowledge is in the language of touch and smell, the texture and feel of the materials which surround it. The world to a baby appears like sight underwater, when it is hard to distinguish separate objects, when everything shimmers in varieties of brightness, a vision of the Aurora Borealis in swathes of light and curtains of colour. With this vision, a highland baby in West Papua opens its eyes to a bagful of vegetables and the odd piglet, all of them together in a string bag dangling down its mother’s back, bouncing as she walks or digs sweet potato or searches for frogs, or tucked into a riverbank while she washes. Outside the mesh of the string bag, the baby is enveloped in clouds. If it cries, its mother will swing the bag round and feed the baby, maybe also feeding the piglet. The baby hears its mother’s feet on the ochre clay and the slippery gurgles of ubiquitous mud. The mother wraps the child in a particular leaf, known to be very cool in the strong sunlight, and may cover the baby with an umbrella made of pandanus leaf to keep off both rain and sun.

Children are porous to nature, as Wordsworth describes: as a child, a lake ‘lay upon my mind’ and the sky ‘sank down/Into my heart’. Created of lake and sky, he says, ‘Thus were my sympathies enlarged.’ Before any sense of myself, before a mirror had meaning, before my skin was a boundary, I remember nature as if it were inside me. Birds sang and I heard it inside. It snowed: I snowed. It rained: I rained. As if in some pre-verbal state, whatever ‘it’ was, I was too. I was warm in May because the sun was: I couldn’t tell the difference. I was all the world and all the world was me, saturated with presence. Grass. Blue. Tree. Water. Wind.

It was a kinship so primary that the senses understood it long before the mind. Water was the touch of it; I could feel the sky and taste the dampness of leaves in the uninstructed mud the body knows. I had two older brothers, each of us a year apart, and our mother, a gardener, thought that children, like seeds, grew best unobserved in good black earth, so in daffodils we were crazy with yellow and by autumn we were brown and shiny as conkers, but all through the year we were frank and stout with dirt. Our mother dressed us in three little pairs of black tops and three little pairs of black trousers, so no one would ever complain about us being filthy for the very good reason that they would never see it. Every once in a while, six little bits of black clothing went in the laundry and three little bits of grubby childhood went in the bath.

The riddle of this book is that of a child’s human nature, which includes a sense of quest, the need for identity and the demand to honour the ludic principle – the principle of play. It is about how that human nature is nested in nature which co-creates the child. That relationship is vital for the psyche, and shy, bullied, neglected or abused children, those without friends or those with difficult families, find that their sense of belonging in nature is itself a remedy. Nature near the home seems to be a significant factor in promoting the psychological well-being of children growing up in the countryside, but even in small ways access to nature positively influences children so, for example, playing on asphalt seems to generate more conflict among children while playing in greenery promotes more harmony.

Author Barry Lopez describes the lifelong consolation of nature first discovered in childhood: ‘a long, fierce peace can derive from this knowledge.’ In Flora Thompson’s memoiresque Lark Rise to Candleford, the young Laura is trapped in a depression for months and it is nature which releases her in a long river-moment where the water itself seems to have a message for her. ‘To what does the soul turn that has no therapists to visit? It takes its trouble to the trees, to the riverbank, to an animal companion,’ wrote psychologist James Hillman.

Nature gives children a soul-acceptance smooth and valuable as silk. In nature, children learn they are watched over by something of stature and gravity, to which they can take their levity and mischief, something which will comprehend their sadnesses and stand witness to their secrets.

In West Papua, a mountain may be referred to as ‘mother’ to all the children who grow up in her foothills while the forests can be places of awe, as spirit beings are thought to guard certain trees. Sometimes, after a death, the body is laid out in the top of a tree, so local children hear the bass notes of their ancestor story in the air.

If it is therapist, friend, witness, mother and mystery, nature is also muse to children. Listening to stories, children conjure images of mountains or deserts, reaching into their minds for their kith, the country of their knowledge. Especially, says J. R. R. Tolkien, a child will make that picture ‘out of The Hill, The River, The Valley which were for him the first embodiment of the word’.

Pablo Neruda recalls leaving Temuco, his childhood home, when he was exiled from Chile:

There was a creek far down the slope, and the sound of its waters came up to me. It was my childhood saying goodbye. I grew up in this town. My poetry was born between the hill and the river, it took its voice from the rain, and like the river, it steeped itself in the forests. And now, on the road to freedom, I was pausing for a moment near Temuco and could hear the voice of the water that had taught me to sing.



I met a forget-me-not on equal terms, as a child. We were introduced one afternoon in the garden. Its name was so understandable and so emotional, unlike its formal name, myosotis, and is so-named in many languages: ne m’oubliez pas in French, Vergissmeinnicht in German, nontiscordardimé in Italian, nomeolvides in Spanish, vergeet mij nietje in Dutch, forglem meg ei in Norwegian, mi me lismonei in Greek and förgätmigej in Swedish. I was delirious for hours, finding that such a little thing, a child’s flower if ever there was one, had a voice, and a loud one – a voice which demanded never to be forgotten. And with that came the connotations of forgetting: to ignore, to pass by, to treat something as insignificant, to condemn, to refuse, to betray. From that afternoon on, the act of remembering has been bound for the rest of my life – faithfully – to this tiny, cherished flower. It was the ordinary and unforgotten symbol of the ordinary and unforgettable nature which surrounded me.

When I was in Australia, Indigenous Australians told me not only how children need land, but also how land needs children, to hear their voices and their laughter in order to know that it is not abandoned. In an eloquent report of the land’s distress, anthropologist Veronica Strang is told how one lagoon, the Emu waterhole in the Cape York Peninsula, went dry with grief on the death of its owner. ‘If the young people don’t come back to this country, the country will feel that “Oh well, look like no one don’t own me now,” so this country will just sort of die away.’

‘Forget-me-not,’ the land says, in all the dialects of deserts or forests. Children don’t forget that early promise and can be vociferous protectors of nature.

In 1964, Chairman Mao denounced gardens. Flowers were feudal. Children were ordered to get rid of grass – which was bourgeois – from school lawns. Mao ordered explicitly what modernity is now ordering implicitly: the removal of childhood from its home in nature. Consumer societies are stealing children away from their kith, their family of nature, in a stealthy alienation. This is not about some luxury, a hobby, a bit of playtime in the garden. This is about the longest, deepest necessity of the human spirit to know itself in nature, and about the homesickness which children feel, whose genesis is so obvious but so little examined. Writer on Native American spirituality Linda Hogan describes the term susto as a sickness of soul caused by disconnection from nature and cured by ‘the great without’.

Children’s first and greatest fear is abandonment. The effects of abandonment include low self-esteem, feelings of rejection, the suppression of emotion and possible suicidal feelings. The psyche-industries of the contemporary world construe this primarily as fear of maternal abandonment and understand separation anxiety in human–human terms. But if, as children themselves maintain and as listening adults confirm, nature is crucial in a child’s sense of home, then the separation of children from nature in artificial societies must play an important part. Children, denied their home in nature, are denied the mothering of nature. They lose the original mother (mater) of matter; the nub of it all, the real, mind-mothering world. This is a primary abandonment which causes children so much unrecognized damage, for the spirit needs to feel rooted somewhere on earth, a need which has been denied in the West only very recently.

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, the bible of the American psychiatric profession, lists ‘separation anxiety disorder’ as ‘excessive anxiety concerning separation from home and from those to whom the individual is attached’. But, says American commentator Theodore Roszak, ‘no separation is more pervasive in this Age of Anxiety than our disconnection from the natural world.’

Between 1981 and 2011, over 625 Guaraní people in Brazil committed suicide: nineteen times higher than the national average. It is mainly children and adolescents who kill themselves, and the reason is land-loss. Evicted from their territory, as virtually all of their land has been stolen by farmers and cattle ranchers, Guaraní children suffer a land-orphaning. ‘The Guaraní are committing suicide because we have no land … we are no longer free. Our young people look around them and think there is nothing left and wonder how they can live. They sit down and think, they forget, they lose themselves and then commit suicide,’ says Rosalino Ortiz, a Guaraní woman. The youngest was Luciane Ortiz, aged nine.

Given indigenous cultures’ attitudes to nature and given their experience of land-loss, it is perhaps no surprise that indigenous therapists have been first to examine this issue. In New Zealand, the Just Therapy team places nature and land at the heart of belonging. Attachment, the team insists, is not only the connection between the child and one or two individuals but also to the land. ‘Whenever we Samoans speak,’ says Kiwi Tamasese, a Samoan therapist, ‘we are talking about the mountain, we are talking about the river, we are talking about the waters, so the primacy of attachment is to those things, to those markers, rather than to other human beings.’ Therapy, then, might include the recovery of land for peoples and the restitution of nature to childhood so it can re-belong.

Both ‘longing’ and ‘belonging’ come from the Old English word langian. This sense of longing to belong, of yearning to be nested, this keening for nature, is audible in the accents of childhood. In his important work on what he calls Nature Deficit Disorder, Richard Louv spent years talking to nature-deprived children and wrote that they ‘spoke of nature with a strange mixture of puzzlement, detachment, and yearning – and occasional defiance’.

I’ve seen this longing in children and how they are robbed of their belonging. They do not know how to describe what they miss because they have never had it, but their instinct knows. They know they have been cheated, terribly, and from the very start. They know the essential, vital world is just out of reach, though the need to grasp at it is still with them, leaving them snatching at substitutes, perpetually dissatisfied, without quite knowing why. I’ve seen the longing of the human soul for its home in nature, the homesickness of the psyche for its earth-hearth. I’ve seen a radiance of hope persist in children for many years, a hope that they will somehow approach that green song at the heart of things, and I’ve seen a dimness setting in, shadowing the radiance.

And when nature-deprived children grow up, they can demonstrate an anger which can turn against nature: furiously despising the very thing they first wanted, as anti-environmentalists do. The pattern is the same in a child who is temporarily abandoned by a parent, at first longing for them, then feeling cheated, searching for distraction. There is a persistence of hope and then sadness falls and, after the sadness, a fury, just as the parent, returning for the fond and filial welcome, finds their child hissing: ‘I hate you.’ When a society is inhospitable to nature, creatures lose their habitats, their dwellings – creatures including children. In this, modernity is dispossessing its own children. It makes the younger generation homeless, the adults making an undwelling for the children, unbequeathing them, unhousing, unsheltering, unnesting them. Childhood sent into exile.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Patron Saint of Childhood

Reading the poetry of John Clare is like reading the autobiography of a robin. Perched on a spade, tucked into a hedgerow or gleaning seed-syllables in a field, England’s ‘peasant poet’ sang the songlines of his native Northamptonshire.

Like a bird, he made nests for himself in particular trees including one called Lee Close Oak. When the robin sings ‘A music that lives on and ever lives,’ Clare could be writing of himself. The nightingale sang ‘As though she lived on song’ and in Clare’s own life there were times when he lived on little more. Both boy and bird were ‘Lost in a wilderness of listening leaves,’ and his fledgling childhood was spent ‘Roaming about on rapture’s easy wing’ in the circle of land around Helpston in the wheel of the year, as time turned in its agricultural cycles and reeled in its festivals.

It is hard today to imagine what children’s lives were like before the Enclosures and it is impossible to overstate the terrible, lasting alteration which those Acts made to childhood in Britain. Although it is not, in the great scheme of things, so very long ago, we today are effectively fenced off from even its memory. My grandfather’s grandfather would have known what it was like to make himself a nest on the commons of mud, moss, roots and grass but neither the experience nor a record of it is my inheritance and, for that, I hold a candle for John Clare, patron saint of childhood, through whose work we can see what childhood has lost: the enormity of the theft.

The commons was home for boy or bird but the Enclosures stole the nests of both, reaved children of the site of their childhood, robbed them of animal-tutors and river-mentors and stole their deep dream-shelters. The great outdoors was fenced off and marked ‘TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED.’ Over the generations, as the outdoors shrank, the indoor world enlarged in importance.


PRIVATE: KEEP OUT



You see that sign in two places: on the bounds of the landowner’s domain and on a child’s bedroom door; and they are wholly related for, when children were banished from the commons, they lost their nests on the land. Over the years, as they came to be given their own bedrooms, a perfect and poignant mimicry evolved. Wanting some privacy but deprived of their myriad dens in the woods and on the commons, children have retaliated against the theft by sticking up signs on scraps of paper in wobbly writing: their last – unconscious – protest against the Enclosures which robbed them of all their secluded nests in the denning world, while giving them in return a prefab den, one small cage of a room. It was not, as children say, a good swap.

Born in 1793 to a sense of freedom as unenclosed as ‘nature’s wide and common sky’, John Clare knew that the open air was his to breathe, the open water his to drink and the open land, as far as his knowledge of it extended, his to wander, and he began to write poetry of such lucid openness that it can best be described as light: his poems are translucent to nature, which shines through his work like May sunlight through beech leaves. Clare writes of the land as if he were a belonging of the land, as if it owned him, which is an idea one hears often in indigenous communities. His childhood belonged to that land and to its creatures; he knew them all and felt known in turn. One day, Clare writes, he wandered and rambled ‘till I got out of my knowledge when the very wild flowers and birds seemed to forget me’.

And then, to his utter anguish, came the Enclosures, the acts of cruelty by which the common land was fenced off by the wealthy and privatized for the profit of the few. The Enclosures threw the peasantry into that acute poverty which would scar Clare’s own life and mind so deeply. His griefstricken madness, alcoholism and exile as a result of this land-loss encapsulates in one indigenous life the experience of so many indigenous cultures.

In 1809, there was a parliamentary act to enclose his home territory, Helpston, and Clare saw the bitter effects at first hand as the Enclosers fenced off site after site of his memory. ‘The axe of the spoiler and self interest’ felled his beloved Lee Close Oak, and felled something inside himself. He lost one of his actual childhood nests but he also lost the metaphoric nest which is childhood itself where the young adult can, in a vulnerable moment, flit. Trying to console Clare for his loss, a local carpenter who had bought the timber gave Clare two rulers made from the tree. It is a poignant image for, despite the good intentions of the carpenter, the rulers represented the linear remodelling of Clare’s world, wrenching the cyclical qualities of the commons (the rotation of crops and the slow cycles of time, the rounds of nests) into the strict fence-lines of Enclosure. ‘Rulers’ also suggests the ruling class of the Enclosers who invaded the land of the poor like an imperial army: Enclosure came ‘like a Bonaparte,’ wrote Clare.

One of the greatest poets of childhood, Clare is without rival as the poet of Enclosure in part because of his identification with his homeland. The Acts of Enclosure signified the enclosure and destruction of his spirit as well as his land. Winged for the simplest of raptures, he now limped at the fences erected by the ‘little minds’ of the wealthy. His own psyche had been as open as the footpaths of his childhood, paths which wend their way ‘As sweet as morning leading night astray’ but with sudden brutality ‘These paths are stopt –’ and


Each little tyrant with his little sign

Shows, where man claims, earth glows no more divine.



It is winter. It is always winter. In one of Clare’s poems, the overarching metaphor is that the Enclosures have brought a bleak, cold, unseasonable season, ‘strange and chill’. Partly, this was a direct description of the physical cold which children experienced when commoners lost their right to collect firewood for warmth; it was only because of common rights that people could ‘maintain themselves and their Families in the Depth of Winter’. The Enclosures also brought a coldness of spirit, a winter of the heart. It was as if the wheel of the year had stopped turning, frozen at midwinter all year, and summer childhood would never roll round again.

Eastwell fountain never froze in winter and Clare describes how, every Whit Sunday from time immemorial, the young people of Helpston had gathered at that particular spring to drink sugar-water for good luck. He recalls tying branches together to make a swing and fishing with crooked pins, not catching anything. It’s easy to picture the giggles, flirting and games. But after Enclosure, Eastwell fountain was made private property and the children were fenced out. Later, unchilded and unsung, the site had become ‘nothing but a little naked spring’, he writes, and it makes me wonder why he says ‘naked’. I imagine that they literally clothed the spring with ribbons as children have so often garlanded wishing wells and lucky fountains, on the Well-Dressing Days which used to be a part of a child’s calendar but, further, I imagine that their custom clothed the spring with meaning and memory. Not only are the children bereaved but the land too, once possessed by children’s voices, is now owned, as it were, by silence. Bereft of its children, the land is ‘all alone’. The sense that a site may be lonely without its children recalls the beliefs of Indigenous Australians, the Emu waterhole grieving.

So the children of Helpston lost Eastwell fountain, site of their festival, and the festival itself died. This was one example of a widespread effect of the Enclosures, for carnivals typically had been held outdoors on the commons but when Enclosure stole those commons both the sites of carnival and the customs themselves disappeared. When the rights to the commons were abolished, the rites of the commons were lost: Enclosure made carnival homeless and it affected children badly because carnivals were once an enormous part of the glee of childhood. Today’s few festivals are the shreds, the tattered remains, of the rites which once ribboned a child’s year with dozens of carnival days and festooned it with Mischief Nights. There were Feasts of Fools, Apple-Tree Wassailings, Blessing-of-the-Mead Days, Hare-Pie-Scrambling Days, Hobby-Horse Days and Horn-Dance Days, the Well-Dressing Days which John Clare recalls, and Cock-Squoiling Days, Doling Days, Hallooing Largess led by the Lord of the Harvest, and all the variations of Hallowe’en (the Celtic festival of Samhain which archaeologists say has been celebrated for at least five thousand years), including Somerset’s Punkie Night, when lanterns were made of mangel-wurzels. Mangel-wurzels. Give me mangel-wurzels, for the love of all that is good: mangel-wurzels.

It is not only a matter of the quantity of festivals but of their quality too. Carnival used to be a very public affair, sited outdoors with children playing a crucial role in this open, flamboyant theatre of exuberance. Carnival was public play but the Enclosures privatized it and over the years play moved indoors, so children today, enclosed in their bedrooms alone in an Xbox-fest with their PRIVATE: KEEP OUT signs on the door, cannot even know what used to lie on the other side of the fence, the public, excessive, inebriated, unbridled effervescence seizing a whole community.

When children were robbed of their carnivals, they lost a particular aspect of their relationship with nature, something at once intimate and political. For carnival renders political facts in personal ways, it plays its public roles in individual masks. Carnivals were part of children’s political education in, for example, the joint-stock merry-makings which celebrated rights of grazing, gathering and gleaning on the commons, or in the ‘beating of the bounds’ by which a parish mapped its territories. In one case, at Scopwick in Lincolnshire, boys were made to stand on their heads in holes to make them remember the extent of their land.

Children lost the festivals, but they also lost something of the spirit of carnival, that ancient principle of reversal which subverts the status quo, which turns things upside down, as topsy-turvy as boys standing on their heads in holes. Carnival, rooted in the land, sends up its shoots of play, of rudeness and licentiousness, and sends up the authorities, too, with its days of misrule. But with the Enclosures, the authorities had a field day. Children suffered, not only from a loss of freedom and of carnival but because they were prosecuted under other laws passed to protect newly enclosed lands.

There was a small common near my childhood home, called Cow Common, one tiny patch which had escaped the historical Enclosures. My first memories include the cow parsley there, which was taller than me, a parasol between me and the sun. In my memory, Cow Common was all commonness. It was the scruffy-normal from which all else diverged. It was what happened when things were left alone. It had no manners, no wealth, no restriction and no clocks. On the common, everything breathed easy and wild.

Particularly children. They are born commoners on the common ground of earth. Children, whatever their parents’ class, are commoners; they come from beyond the ha-ha, beyond horticulture, decorum and dedicated grapefruit spoons. In landscape terms, they belong on the heath. They don’t like the spirit of the Enclosures which mows its lawns and minds its manners, which strictly fences neatness in and untidiness out, and speaks of it all in clipped language. Nature under control. Paved patios. Miniature golf. Children prefer the spirit of the commons. Dirty. Open. The Unoccupied Territories.

And today? Does Cow Common still exist? I don’t know. I don’t want to go back. I don’t want to see how, as an Internet search has just told me, ‘most of Cow Common has gone.’ I would feel robbed of a bit of my childhood if I met its absence. I would cry if I saw how the Cow Common of my very common childhood has been fenced off and privatized for the profit of the wealthy. The developers think it is valuable: we children knew it was priceless. Our wreck is long gone; developers nabbed it years ago. The Enclosures of the commons are still happening, from the profiteering bank which has seized the bank of the river in Jericho, Oxford, for luxury flats, to developers across America eyeing up worlds of childhood in disused plots of land.

The Cow Common of my childhood recalls the way that a peasant family could keep a cow (and perhaps geese) on the common, maybe tilling a little land. The commons had given people independence, but Enclosure threw the peasantry into pauperism. Prices rose. Wages fell. People starved. While the Enclosures drove people to starvation, they were forbidden from leaving their parish by the ‘Settlement Acts’, which from 1662 had prevented poor people’s freedom of movement. Corralled within their parish, people turned to poaching and smuggling in huge numbers.

‘All our family were smugglers,’ one of my grandmothers once told me proudly, and they had to be to survive. Smugglers saw their work as legitimate trade and considered that the excise men were acting illegitimately in seizing profit from it. I have seen the man-traps used to catch smugglers in the town which my grandmother and all her ancestors were from, and a shiver runs through my genetic memory at the iron jaws, shattering bones and crippling someone for life. It could have been me.

By 1816, poachers, including children of nine or ten, were given punishments of imprisonment or transportation for offences against the Game Laws, enacted to protect the hunting rights of the wealthy. Transportation often meant a death sentence through abuse, cruelty and disease on the prison ships. Meanwhile, so widespread was the practice of poaching that, by 1830, one in three criminal convictions was for a crime against the Game Laws.

Pause a moment on this. In the ‘Game’ Laws, the clue is in the title. The games of the gentry – hunting for fun – were fiercely protected, while hunting for sheer starving necessity, engaged in by children and adults, was outlawed. The wealthy, engaged in sports and game shooting, were made wholly exempt from the Malicious Trespass Act of 1820, while a commoner’s child, playing and breaking a branch, could be thrown in jail. Together, these acts amounted to a privatization of play. Common play – child’s play – was privatized for profit.

Poaching, incidentally, something Wordsworth did as a child, has never died. Scottish artist Matthew Dalziel, from the age of seven in the 1970s, went out poaching with his dad and dog in rural Ayrshire. His mother did not always approve, tight-lipped as she cleaned the boy’s clothes and berated her husband for stewing ram’s horns in her jelly pan. As a boy it seemed ‘a sort of human right to be able to take a fish from the river or a hare from the hill’, says Dalziel. It was an adventure of the senses for a child. Chasing hares by moonlight, he recalls the rhythm of their paws ‘quickening like a drumming across the earth’s surface’, with the grasses hissing as they ran. After the kill, the dog’s heavy breath would be full of blood and sweat and would mingle with the oily woollen smell of his father’s damp jumper, a madeleine of poaching.

Poachers are the hunters and the hunted. The boy feared the gamekeepers who regarded them as trespassers. ‘Like the animals you hunted, your senses would get highly tuned to seeing a shape behind a hedgerow that didn’t quite look right, the sound of a gate squeaking, a steel wire fence lightly ringing, birds suddenly flying off, crows circling: all became voices saying someone was coming, something was not as it should be.’ It was – and has always been – a nocturnal class war, where children could get a bit of their own back, their own commons, their own unenclosed freedom, trespassing a little against those who had so maliciously trespassed against them.

John Clare fears being told that his walking is ‘trespass’, saying that he ‘dreaded walking where there was no path’. As a child, I shared that dread of the word ‘trespass’ and I still feel a fear which is wholly disproportionate to any punishment meted out today. Generations of children forced to recite the Lord’s Prayer which uses the word ‘trespass’ instead of the Biblical ‘sin’ or ‘debt’ were further frightened off their own land. I learned my fear from my mother who learned it from hers: it would only need some six such transfers of fear, mother to child, to span the decades from the Malicious Trespass Act to my own wide-eyed fear at the fences. As a result of this act, children were sent to prison in large numbers. Mothers would have wanted to instil fear of trespass into their children as deeply as they would fear of poisonous snakes. As a girl, my mother misread the sign as ‘TRESPASSERS WILL BE EXECUTED’, and she was not alone. Another friend also mistook the word but not the threat, for, nailed next to the sign to frighten the children, a gamekeeper had hung a dead, executed, fox.

The figure of the Gamekeeper stalks children’s fiction, acknowledging their persistent fear, so ‘Giant Grum’ in The Little Grey Men kills the animals in the woods; meanwhile TRESPASSERS WILL hangs over all the landscapes of childhood, from Winnie-the-Pooh to today’s woodland privatizations, denying children their role as part of the wildlife.

The ideology of the Enclosures was driven by some of the less likeable attitudes of the Enlightenment: a loathing of wildness, a will to control nature, a love of hierarchies and subordination. Children suffered from these ideologies and childhood was to be enclosed as surely as land. This is not only a matter of shutting children off the land but also a matter of enclosing the playful spirit of childhood and prohibiting its carnival-heart and, further, subjecting it to domination, harsh discipline and punishment, as later chapters will demonstrate in more detail.

The experience of children was mirrored in the treatment of land. Although some early Enclosures had taken place in the thirteenth century, it was the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries that saw a wave of Enclosures, with an extreme peak in the eighteenth century, falling off by 1830. Map this with the history of childhood and something fascinating emerges: children were subjected to increasing discipline from the very end of the fourteenth century to the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, reaching its height in the eighteenth century, until the tide began to turn by about, yes, 1830. The nature of the land and the nature of the child were both to be controlled, fenced in. Enclosure, both literal and metaphoric, was enacted against land and childhood.

Clare associated the commons with an everyday arcadia, so ‘Nature’s wild Eden’ is found ‘In common blades of grass’. Eden is here and how green is that valley, how evergreen, Eden, common as chaffinches, Eden-at-large, Eden-at-will, Eden belonging to everyone who will not wall others out. Clare welcomes everything; his Eden blesses thistles and embraces weeds, knowing that Eden is only truly Eden when the nettles are as welcome as the honeysuckle, when there is hard graft as well as moonlight, frozen well-water in winter as well as the zest of love in the zenith of summer.

His Eden is ‘ruled’ by nothing except ‘Unbounded freedom’ and, like all children given half a chance, Clare’s sense of freedom included a quintessential freedom of time. He was a loafer, a dawdler, a flâneur of the fields, describing himself sauntering, roaming, lost in another time which existed before Enclosure:


Jumping time away

on old Crossberry Way.



Children today, peeping through the strict fences of their overscheduled and clockworked lives, can only guess at his unenclosed sense of time. Steeped in, saturated with, drunk on the wine of time as if he had drunk it to the lees, the leavings, laissez-boire, the child Clare is rich on the leazings of life, the gleanings, the gatherings of memory, ‘When I in pathless woods did idly roam.’

Ah, idleness, those long and lazy days when the clock is drowsy, the hours hazy and minutes erased, idleness is a friend to childhood and an enemy of the state. The 1794 Report on Enclosure in Shropshire states with nasty approval that a result of Enclosures would be that ‘the labourers will work every day in the year, their children will be put out to labour early.’ Children’s hard labour would become necessary for survival, as families lost one right after another, including gleaners’ rights to leaze after the harvest. ‘Leazing’ is a rich word which, like ‘gleaning’, means picking up what lies scattered after a harvest. Clare literally leazed in the fields but was also the poet-as-gleaner.


I found the poems in the fields

I only wrote them down.



He weaves together leaves and leazings, reading both language and nature; the birds and the words are interwoven as the yellowhammer weaves its nest of real sticks in the inspired air. ‘And hang on little twigs and start again,’ he writes, as if the infinite circle of a nest was a part-song sung by every bird.

Clare’s was a nesting mind, delicate as tiny twigs, feathered with fellow-feeling and warm with tufts of grass tucked round the circle of his land in the cycle of the year. ‘I’ve nestled down and watched her while she sang,’ wrote Clare of the nightingale: the psyche which is well nested may sing the truest and when, as an adult, he writes about his childhood it is as if his childhood were a nest for his spirit. Nests within nests, his whole work is a nesting-place.

As a child, Clare nested in the lands which were his home and, charmed by nests, he wrote of the martin’s nest, and a magpie’s nest, the nests of linnet, blackbird, nightingale, pettichap or chiffchaff, skylark, landrail, yellowhammer, moorhen, thrush and robin. He includes the nests of hedgehogs and children’s burrows, their little ‘playhouse rings of sticks and stone’. His work seems to suggest that as a child he could feel safely nested only when the land around him was a safe nesting-place for every other kind of creature, knowing that the human mind can nest or make a home only when the ecology provides a home for all species. (The word ‘ecology’ comes from oikos, home.) Many children are disturbed by the idea that any animal, from a tiger to a snail, could lose its home, in a kind of instinctive ecological empathy.

It was the destruction of all the forms of home which unnested Clare’s mind. He was evicted from his land by forces of undwelling and his madness and misery were written into his poems. I have been with Amazonian people when they have seen the searing brutality of their lands being ripped apart for gold in today’s acts of corporate enclosure, and I have watched men weep while they say, aghast, ‘We are the land,’ a truth which John Clare would have effortlessly understood.

The Enclosures spiked the nest of Clare’s psyche. Where moss and feathers had been, there was now a torque of barbed wire. When Clare writes of flowers or butterflies or birds being made homeless, he notes how they lose their depth of association so the landscape of the mind is pauperized by Enclosure.


But, take these several beings from their homes,

Each beauteous thing a withered thought becomes;

Association fades and like a dream

They are but shadows of the things they seem.

Torn from their homes and happiness they stand

The poor dull captives of a foreign land.


Language and meaning need to be nested in nature, and the immensity of the destruction Clare perceives is enormous. Enclosure, he tells us in various places, fenced off rapture and play, joy, customs, games, carnival and the past; it obliterated the glow of divinity, of generosity and kindness; it silenced songs and poetry; it prohibited lingering, lazing, roaming and straying; it closed the pathways; it brought the chill of winter into every season; it caged freedom, time and wildness; it ruined dwelling, refuge and shelter; it denied belonging and so stripped the psyche of every protection. It evicted childhood from its immemorial nest on the land and it exiled his adulthood from its nest of childhood memory.

Enclosure threatens the homes of all, whether a squirrel’s dray, a mouse’s nest or a badger’s sett. Out on the heath, after Enclosure, the rabbits had nowhere to make a warren and were left to ‘nibble on the road’ while the moles became ‘little homeless miners’ and even the birds are ordered out of their homes in the woods by forbidding signs, so they must keep flying, from felled tree to felled tree, storm-driven and nestless.

Clare, in the sympathetic magic of poetry, gives a home to everything in the only commons he still had access to: the commons of imagination. If, as a result of Enclosures, creatures no longer had their nests on the common land, he would build nests for them in that other commons: language. One creature after another is given a home and shelter in Clare’s writing and each of Clare’s poems is a nest. The littlest twigs are caught, laid lightly, woven of thought and love; each gentle green adjective is like moss, each soft felt word a sheltering leaf, each verb a feather for a reverie of home. All poetry is dwelling, but Clare’s are daydream dwellings for both creature and human, and when each nest-song is complete the bird of poetry alights there.

But in all these nested images – nests within nests – there is one more. John Clare, building his nests of land-poetry, has in fact made a nest for us all, a home and a flitting-place for every one of us to dwell in a while, in order to know what an unenclosed childhood was like and how the child’s heart can find its nestness on the land.
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CHAPTER THREE

Textures of Tenderness


There is a sensible way of treating children. Treat them as though they were young adults … Never hug and kiss them, never let them sit on your lap. If you must, kiss them once on the forehead when they say good night. Shake hands with them in the morning …

 – American behaviourist John B. Watson, 1928



I felt as if I were an unwilling accomplice to torture. Echoes of the victim’s screams rang sharply off the varnished walls. The door, tight shut though it was, could not block the cries of panic. At first the victim howled in raw terror, standing in her cage, shaking the bars in the fury of fear, her face mashed to purple with the force of her rage, while time itself seemed to stand still like an appalled witness till the roars which burned her throat gave way to the aghast grief of bereavement.

A baby, alone and imprisoned in a barred cot, shut into a room, alone, alone, alone. I felt sick and shocked by the cruelty of the situation. The baby’s mother was visibly disturbed, pale and tearful. She was a good-hearted woman but a victim herself, preyed on by exponents of Ferberization, or Controlled Crying, that pitiless system, cruel to them both.

Controlled. Crying. The words speak of the odious aim: a bullying system controlling the feelings of a baby. The mother had been told the situation was the reverse, that the baby was trying to force her will on the mother, but all I could see was a one-year-old demented by abandonment. One American mother wrote poignantly on the Internet: ‘Is Ferberization worth my heartache or am I truly torturing my child? It seems like cruel and unusual punishment.’

The idea is that babies can be ‘taught’ to stop crying by being left to cry alone. A parent will occasionally check on them, but will neither pick up nor stay with the infant. In time, the baby will learn that crying doesn’t bring consolation and will cease the attempt. Parents are encouraged to schedule and limit the time they spend checking on the baby and may elect to use Graduated Scheduled Ignoring, whereby the more a child cries, the longer she or he must wait for a response. The Extinction method means letting a child cry indefinitely.

Does the system work? Of course it does. That is hardly the question. The real issue is why would such a thing be promoted? Why would it ever be accepted? What does it reveal about modernity’s priorities? And how does it suggest answers to the riddle of unhappy children?

‘They teach their children to cry!’ was the appalled, disbelieving remark of a Lakota woman who, in the early 1930s, was confronted with the European belief that it was good for babies to be separated from their mothers in the government hospital and to cry until they were blue in the face.

Cuddled, snuggled and tended, most infants, throughout most of history, have known the world unlonely in that commons of tenderness unfenced from other human bodies. Among the Tojolobal-speaking Maya people of Chiapas in Mexico, children in the first two years of life are always close to their mothers, instantly appeased with toys or milk, to prevent them ever feeling unhappy. For infants under one year of age, among the Ache people, forest nomads in Paraguay, about ninety-three per cent of their daylight time is spent in tactile contact with their mother or father, and they are never set down on the ground or left alone for more than a few seconds. In India, and many parts of the world, children may share a bed with their mother until they are five; caressing, stroking and sensual pleasure is an important part of infancy among the Huaorani of Ecuador. In the infinite circle of arms, infants the world over have experienced that primary nest of human warmth.

For a typical European baby in the mid-seventies, the situation was, in a word, ‘hell’, says Jean Liedloff, psychotherapist and author of the influential book The Continuum Concept. ‘He knows life to be unspeakably lonely, unresponsive to his signals and full of pain.’ ‘Deprived’ is the term she uses – the infant given only intermittent physical closeness, as opposed to being constantly held in the arms of its mother or other adults. The terms ‘lonely’ and ‘deprived’ are telling: both hint at the dark side of individualism where privacy becomes emotional deprivation.

When Liedloff stayed with the Tauripan people in the Venezuelan forests, she was thunderstruck by happiness. ‘They were the happiest people I had seen anywhere,’ she writes, attributing this to people’s childhood experience of being always held in arms. Ambushed by joy with the Yequana and Sanema peoples near the Brazilian border, she writes: ‘much of the unreal quality of its people was accounted for by an absence of unhappiness, a large factor in every society familiar to me.’ A huge number of anthropologists have similarly remarked on the happiness of children in traditional cultures. Likewise, whenever I have spent time in indigenous communities, I have never heard anything like the shrieks of fear and rage of the Controlled Crying child.

I have a memory of the cloudiest kind, an almost-lost feeling of sweetness experienced through a mist-covered haze, as if the earliest dawn of my life half lit something I can recall only with my sense of taste. So it is that I ‘remember’ the feeling of breastfeeding, drunk with milk, honey-suckled, all the round world mine and gentle, saturating me with love. This sense of immersion in the physical world – where ‘mother’ and ‘world’ are the same – is something which in-arms infants continue to experience: the rapt happiness nested in the lap of the world, wrapped in warm and living arms.

In a parka with a pouch and a large hood, a child – perhaps in a vest of velvet fawn skin – sits between the mother’s naked body and the fur of
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