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DAVID WOOD:  I would first like to welcome you warmly and give you some sort of background as to who we are.  We know more about you  – or we think we do  – than you know about us.  About four or five years ago, Michael [Bess] and I were in a group, another one of these faculty groups at Vanderbilt, working on destructions of nature and one of the people we tried to get to visit us was yourself.  We wrote to you, and you said you really didn’t like traveling these days, and that made a whole lot of sense given your position.  And we thought, well, that’s consistent.  But when we knew out you were coming here, we thought: “Now, he’s in Nashville, traveling is not going to be such a problem to talk with us.  What if we actually met him in his own hotel?  Traveling up the sixth floor is not going to be that tough.”  We’re pleased that it worked out, even with a slightly different group.  This group, mostly, apart from Vereen [Bell], is a mixture of various people from a graduate seminar, and a faculty research group working on ecology and spirituality.  The ecology and spirituality faculty group has been meeting for four or five years, trying to think about how to make a difference to the various kinds of environmental crises that face us--in particular, global warming.  And we spent quite a bit of time thinking about the role of evangelical religion and its own changing attitude to green and environmental issues.  We have been engaged in quite a bit of outreach to churches in Nashville, discovering that they’re running forward at a speed we couldn’t have imagined.  So that’s all been very exciting.   One of the fascinating things about your work is that if you start to look at the arguments about what’s happening with the climate, for example, on the planet, you start realizing how dramatic a change in our dwelling will be needed. We had a wonderful video conference with Gus Speth a couple of days ago.  He was telling us about his new book in which he is saying, if you ask about the ultimate source of our problem, it’s our economic system - capitalism.  Not in any left-wing sense, it’s just a descriptive account of the source of the problem.  What we need are really dramatic transformations in the way we do business as usual.  And if you take that argument as pretty straightforward and convincing, then we’re left with trying to figure out where we go from here.  If we can’t “carry on like this,” we have to find alternative ways.  At that point, the agrarian option obviously starts looking not just like a sort of regressive fantasy, but it looks like one of the paradigms or models that we absolutely have to take seriously.  Then you ask yourself a second question:  what is it that is going to force us to change before we might actually think we need to.  People say we need a new 9/11, we need some terrible event that is going to force the issue. Of course that would be awful -  if we had to wait for such an event, it might be too late.  What we then start imagining is: what we need is art, literature, and poetry to anticipate the future, and enable us to imagine it and respond to it before it happens.  And, at that point, I start thinking, we need poets and we need artists…

VEREEN BELL: …essayists…

DAVID WOOD: …and essayists.  Does this make any sense to you as a model?  What I’d like to ask you – and I don’t know if I dare – if we were to take this title, What are people for? and slightly flip it back to you to ask: what are poets for?  

WENDELL BERRY:  I don’t know whether I want to be categorized in that neat way.  But, it’s a good question, just as ‘what are people for?’ is a good question.  But these are not questions that have immediate answers; these are questions that have to be lived with.  Wes Jackson and I have talked a lot about matters that have to be lived with, that can’t be two-year projects that you get your two-year grant to work on for two years and expect to come up with an answer.  Wes’s project, as you may know, is one that he is not going to live to see the end of.

DAVID WOOD: This is the prairie grass?

WENDELL BERRY:  He is trying to breed perennial prairie grass.  Let me see if I can deal with these issues you have raised.  I don’t know that a poet is a poet all the time.  A poet is a citizen and a participant in the economy and a family person and a community person, negatively or positively.  But I think there is a role for poets, and I’ll talk about that in a minute; let me deal with some of the issues you’ve raised.  

It’s important to talk about the economy as an economy, because we’re all involved in it and it is an enormously destructive economy.  The economy has brought us to a kind of second original sin--as nobody is without sin in this economy, even the Amish.  Everybody is connected to it.  Everybody is being used by it in some way.  Freedom from the economy is almost unthinkable.  And the economy has now been built very high into a kind of decadence.  If you look at the ads in the New Yorker, for instance, and if you are me and can remember your grandparents’ farm house in 1940, in which the most modern thing in it was a coal oil stove to cook on in cold weather, then those ads begin to look very strange and they look extraordinarily decadent, self-indulgent.  The models look utterly worthless as people you would expect to do anything except wear clothes.  They look self-preoccupied.  But I don’t think it’s enough to talk about the economy as a fixture; we have to look at what that economy has involved.  And what that economy has involved is a tremendous amount of digging.  The ecologist Stan Rowe, who is a Canadian, or was, he’s dead now, I’ve been reading with great admiration, and I’ve worked on these issues for so long it’s hard for me to find something to read that’s news to me.  But Stan Rowe’s book Home Place, if you’d like to look at it, is enormously worthwhile.  Because his argument, essentially, is that if we’re going to come to the unit at which to work, we’ve got to go all the way to the ecosystem, and maybe even the ecosphere. He’s being radically critical of the ‘save the species’ efforts because you can’t stop at organisms.  And he is being radically critical of biophilia and biocentrism, because you can’t stop at living things.  You’ve got to include the rocks and the air and the water.  He says if we could reduce ourselves sufficiently to enter a living cell, he says we would see that a lot of it consists of what we would think of as non-living matter.    He says we’re creatures of the surface.  We’re made of stardust, surface minerals, humus; those things that are ready to hand to surface creatures.  And we made a terrible mistake by digging down and bringing up what he calls ‘unnatural resources’ such as the heavy metals, with which, as Wes Jackson would say, we have no evolutionary experience, our bodies have no evolutionary experience.  

So, one thing we’re going to have to do is understand ourselves as surface creatures, I think, who have exceeded our boundaries.  And the great ecological error, of course, is burning these substances that we’ve dug and pumped up.  People talk about the world ending in fire, and that’s been on my mind increasingly lately, because what I’ve been thinking is that we really are burning it.  The world is on fire in all these internal combustion engines and power plants and so forth.  There is a man named, I believe, Duncan, who has a theory called the ‘old vie’ theory [?].  It’s named for that deep rift in Africa where they found all the tracks and artifacts.  He says the industrial era will be about a hundred years old, and by his calculation it stretches from about 1930 to about 2030.What we’re going to see happen is (points of his argument have been fairly steadily confirmed as far as they go) that the energy/person ratio has pretty much leveled off – the available energy per person in the world – leveled off back in the 70’s. In a few years, maybe 2025 or 2035, it will begin a precipitous drop, accompanied by inevitable blackouts, and finally by permanent blackouts.  He is predicting a human die-off back down to around 2 billion.  This kind of talk always sets my teeth on edge, in a way, because it’s so quantitative and schematic, and yet when I get on with my objection I reflect that he is talking about quantities-- measurable, expendable, permanently destructible quantities that we are destroying.  

Now the relation of religion to this is something that has occupied me a great deal, and not because I’m a religious person by trade, but because religion is there to be dealt with and it is extraordinarily influential.   I think I’ve learned this more from the Buddhists than I have from the Christians.  Buddhists like Gary Snyder have been very careful in their thinking about this, that is, the connection between religion and economy and the perhaps inescapable fact that we enact our religion by our economy, our economic behavior, which comes under the heading of ‘right livelihood’.  And my thoughts about this go back inevitably to a lot of preaching that I heard growing up that was, in a very simple way, dualistic: that we were to live in this world with the single purpose of getting to heaven, and that it would help us to get to heaven if we held the things of this world in appropriate contempt.  This, of course, is a license for abuse and when you transform it – as we pretty much have done in intellectual life – that same dualism has put the mind in charge of the body and our material life.  I don’t deal in spirituality: because I said to myself a long time ago that I would no longer use that term.  And I’ve tried to get away from that by trying to think of creatures as living souls, not involving man becoming a living soul at the creation.  And women.   Became living souls.  And that dualism isn’t there.  And I don’t know what I mean when I say living soul, and I don’t know how that term comprehends what we’ve meant by spirit, and by what some people do legitimately mean by spirit.  

But the Biblical text that is most attractive to me is the one where Elihu tells Job if God gathers to himself his spirit and his breath, all flesh will perish together, because a man would turn again unto dust.  And women, too.   But that seems to me to be a statement that is dynamite in relation to our economy.  If we really thought that, if we really thought that we lived by breathing the breath of God and participating in His spirit, our economic life would be full of beseechings and propitiations and a lot of fear and caution in the way we use the world.  Mountain top removal in the context of such an idea is just impossible.  So if one thinks that way, I think you begin to see how imagination and the arts might – at their best – function and have a role.  Blake said that the arts were our way of conversing with paradise.  But it might be more useful to say that the function of the arts is to help us live as fully as possible; to have life more abundantly, in the language of the Gospel.  To help us to live as living souls, rather than spiritual aspirants or physical, consuming animals.  In other words, to break the boundaries of the reductionist approach that permits us to be so destructive to one another, that permits us to lie to ourselves so much about our economic behavior. 

DAVID WOOD: Just one follow-up, then.  This is the sort of question that will open up a bunch of other questions.  If you emphasize something like right life, right livelihood, or right living, and specifically focus on the local and on place-based relationship, relationships to the community and to the land, and so on --  that seems to take us in the direction you are describing.  But isn’t the paradox that so many of the seemingly innocent, normal things that we do with our friends – even apparently innocent and normal things that we do with the land – which don’t seem to have a terrible consequence, locally, add up – and this goes back to the awful quantitative thing – add up globally, to consequences which we never would have wanted, never would have anticipated, never would have imagined?  And then they have this sort of recoil effect in changing our atmosphere, changing our water. In other words, isn’t there a sort of strange paradox in focusing on the local? What seems to work here can make us blind to the global consequences of apparently innocuous local practices, which will end up destroying us.  So the question for you is: how do you keep in mind, as it were, those consequences and conditions of local existence, which may be out of reach or out of sight?

WENDELL BERRY: If you go around talking as I have done a good deal, somebody is always going to ask you: how do we get our country to behave itself? What is the big answer?  That is a very dangerous trap.  If you’re standing at a lectern, and somebody asks you – and the pressure is on, both from the audience and from the condition that we’re in – it’s easy to be tempted to come out with an answer.  “Now, here’s what we need to do…here’s what we need to do…the United States needs to…the global economy needs to…” I think the tragedy of our situation is that nobody knows what the big answer is, and that anybody who thinks that he or she knows is, and at that moment becomes, dangerous.  So the real paradox, the real squeeze that we’re in, is that we’re in an emergency and the only credible response to it is work on a small scale, with patience.  The only work that we can do responsibly is on a small scale.  The irresponsible work always is on too big a scale, because we’re ignorant.  Contrary to our self-description, we are not very smart creatures and what we don’t know is millions of times greater than what we do know.  So the thing that we have to do is not change the world – this is Confucianism and the Christianity of Christ – we have to change ourselves, get the beam out of our own eye.  Confucius said, the men of old – excuse me, Confucius wasn’t all that politically correct – but Confucius said the men of old, wanting to make order in the empire, first put their own houses in order. That old wind up and wind down that he does so beautifully.  If there could peace between the elder and the younger brother, there could be peace in the empire.  


This seems to me to involve a lot of pain.  If you understand the need to change, and you understand that authentic change for the better is not going to occur on the scale of the nation or the scale of the world, then you are going to have some painful thoughts and realizations.  But the next thought is that it’s interesting to make changes on the scale that they can be made on – really interesting – because it’s particular work that needs to be done by people where they are.  If we had time I could recite to you a number of really remarkable transformations that people have made in farms, communities.  Well, Bill McKibben’s book Deep Economy is full of examples of things people can do and have done; they know they can do it because they have done it.  I think what we’re seeing is a kind of cascading effect beginning because of what individuals are doing, not because of what governments are doing.  What we’re seeing – I don’t know that it has ever been seen before, although I may be wrong and it may have – what we’re seeing is a kind of leadership from the bottom.  I don’t think we’re getting any leadership from the top.  None.  The transformations that concern me, the actual achievements that have attracted me and invited me to understand them are not even known by the top leaders.  But they’re everywhere, these little organizations.


Now, the role of imagination in this is, again, supportable from the religious traditions.  If you understand life in your place, and what it requires, you become by that effort able to imagine, or to grant, such a possibility to people in other places.  It’s the old cliché: because I love my children, I can imagine that other people might love theirs.  It’s the love thy neighbor as thyself principle.  If you’ve really gone into this question of loving yourself, which ain’t all that easy, then it becomes possible to imagine your neighbor as a complex, mixed article requiring affection.  In order to be available for affection they require forgiveness.  So, to me, the local is not a simplifying force, but a complexifying one.  And this conforms rightly to what the scientists call the ecological mosaic.  You can’t invent something on your farm that will necessarily work on the adjoining farm.  That isn’t the way models work.

DAVID WOOD:  But, interestingly, the examples you give of, say, Bill McKibben, and indeed your own writing, have the power of providing us, your readers, with worked examples, as it were.  You gave the example of the pond that you tried to build on the slope that failed.  You reflected on why that had failed, and so on.  There’s something that happened to you, but in your role as a writer – and the same for Bill McKibben – what you can do, in a sense, is to give worked examples to readers who can then turn them, interpret them, and transform them in their own lives and their own practices.  What’s fascinating to me is that you could just be a farmer, just doing your thing, and not talking to anybody outside of your own area.  But you are also dramatizing this, and publicizing this.  So it strikes me that you embody a two-level existence in a very interesting and important way.  You are both doing the thing, you’re walking the walk, and then you’re talking the walk, you’re explaining what you’re doing.

WENDELL BERRY:  You’re unnecessarily a critic of the walk you’ve made, if…but I think the enabling condition of all this is affection.  If you didn’t have affection for the slope that you damaged, then you wouldn’t be aware.  My grandfather did too much plowing in one of his fields.  My father used to say with great vehemence: you can’t plow your way out of debt!  But my grandfather was under economic constraint and he did that. He fell into that trap that farmers have fallen into over and over again: increase production in order to solve your economic problem.  He did what he knew he had no business doing: he plowed this whole field and planted it in corn, and there came a bad rain and it washed it severely.  He grieved over that for rest of his life; he got it back into grass and never plowed it again.  We remember that, my brother and I do, we tried to pass on that grief.  That oughtn’t have to be suffered ever again if the culture does its bit.  If we can pass that grief on, that grief that came from affection, from love, then we’ve done an appropriate cultural function.  The culture doesn’t support memory, let alone affection.  But for the people who are looking for answers, I think that one of the questions is how do you integrate love into your economic behavior?  How do you accept the boundaries that are implied by affection for the land?  Somebody is going to argue against it, you know.  Their argument for abuse is, “oh no, I ain’t going to do that; I could but I know I could; I understand what you are saying but I’m not going to do it.”

MICHAEL BESS: I have a question that I think picks up on this and it has to do with the “local”.  My sense of the local has been transformed over the past few years, the past decade, by these new technologies for communication that have become a part of most of our lives.  Email and – email is the big one – the web; these kinds of other levels of connection.  I think a lot about whether this is impoverishing my life or enriching it.  I know that more of my time is now going to feeding webs of communication, or networks--what they call virtual communities--that are disembodied and abstract.  But at another level, these connections are weaving a new kind of body.  I’m in touch with people, like my cousin in Italy, who I’ve known for 50 years, but now we’re more closely in touch because on a daily basis sharing stories that are passing across the email transom from my friends in this country or from England and he’s passing back stories from his friends in Spain or Italy.  There are all these people who are not directly connected but indirectly connected in these webs.  A friend of mine – a college friend of mine – committed suicide earlier this year, and a website was created in his memory.  And people whom I had not been in contact with for 25 years all kind of congregated. We didn’t fly out to Portland to be there for the ceremony, the memorial ceremony, which was held, but most of us just communed in this place and sort of reestablished contact.  In a way, it felt emotionally very powerful.  At one level, this is clearly not local.  By definition, this is unnatural in the sense that we are going against the normal boundaries of time and space that our body ties us to.  And yet I feel that these types of connections have been, in some ways, very enriching.  And they are taking me away from time and effort that I could be giving to those - to my family, to those immediately around me – and so there’s a cost, and I’m aware of it.  And I was wondering what you thought about this new locality.  

WENDELL BERRY:  I don’t think there’s any use in trying to sort this into some kind of neat set of categories.  This isn’t simple.  Nobody’s innocent.  Those issues enter into this.  I tried to deal with it in a little essay I wrote about my brother’s illness with respect to the medical profession, and I’ve dealt with it before with regard to the medical industry.  There’s probably nobody now that doesn’t have a big debt to industrial medicine.

MICHAEL BESS: You mean moral debt?  Is that what you mean?

WENDELL BERRY: For life, for the life of a loved one.  So you’d be a fool if you didn’t accept that and be grateful.  And yet that doesn’t remove the obligation to criticize the medical industry and to point out the utter idiocy of using statistical longevity as a standard of proof for medical efficacy.  So, you’d probably be a fool, having benefited in certain ways from the internet, if you didn’t understand them as benefits and accept them with gratitude.  That doesn’t put the internet beyond the reach of criticism…

MICHAEL BESS: …right…

WENDELL BERRY:  …and computer use.  In the first place, it’s petroleum based.  And nobody quite knows what to do with computers after we’ve used them up, and we’re using them up at a great rate.  It’s exactly analogous to dope addiction.  I served for 10 years on a bank board, and it was just regular, like holidays. The people who are in charge of your software announce that it’s obsolete.  So you’ve got to get more, they won’t service it anymore; you’ve got to get more.  And the next thing you find out is that the more you’ve got to get is not compatible with the hardware you’ve got, so you’ve got to get the hardware.  This is the way farming industrialized itself.  The way out is not clear.  The way out, I think, is to try to change the standard. I always wind up using the health of the local community, meaning the place as well as the creatures, as the standard.  And this again will cause you to suffer, because if you use the health of the local place, the place you’re in, your home place, as the standard of your behavior, you’re going to keep coming up short whatever the advantages.  There’s no doubt that you contact people on the internet and have certain advantages from that – you can have them from mail, for that matter, and enjoy certain advantages – but those people are not going to get your kids out of the street.  That’s different.  What you can do by communication with people at a distance – and I do quite a lot of it actually, by mail, I don’t have a computer – but if you don’t have neighbors -- if you’re me and your stock gets in the road and you don’t have neighbors--who care enough about you to come by or open the gate and put ‘em in again, you’re in bad shape.  So these fixes that we’re in all seem to me to be describable in that way:  they have certain advantages and certain disadvantages.   I’ve always argued that we need a general criticism, and for that we need a general standard.  This is hard, but it would be interesting to see how our institutions of learning would change if they adopted their place as the ultimate context of their work and the health of the place as their standard.  It would change the way universities are run.  My university, the University of Kentucky, besides growing outlandishly over the last few decades since I got out of it as a student, like apparently every other university in the country that isn’t a top 20 research institution, wants to be a top 20 research university.  That’s a lousy standard for a university.  A land-grant university has a mandated obligation to educate the children of the laboring classes, among other things.  But they are raising tuition in order to finance their drive to be a top 20 research institution.  That’s just a hell of a mistake, and the university will never cohere as an institution on the basis of that kind of ambition.  A university would cohere if it would use local health as the standard, because you begin to ask questions: what’s happened here?  What happened here before we came?  What’s happened since?  What should have happened?  What ought to happen now?  What are the problems?  You can’t imagine, for instance, somebody talking about the history of agriculture who wouldn’t have to call in chemists, literary people, historians, and so on. You’d finally have a real university in which people were talking across disciplinary lines about specific problems defined by a specific, local predicament.  I think about that a lot, and I’ve talked about it for years with Wes Jackson. We’ve been very close for a long time.  Wes told me once he’d been on a trip, he was walking on the campus of some university, and  “there they were,” he said, “a good library, laboratories, classrooms,” he said, “I just said to myself, this would be a hell of a good place to have a school.”  You know, I think the University of Kentucky is becoming harder and harder to distinguish from an industry.  The students are the products.  We’re churnin’ ‘em out.  But what we’re doing is churnin’ ‘em out to serve ends that the university isn’t even concerned with.

C.J. SENTELL:  The university has become complicit in this.

WENDELL BERRY: Oh, absolutely.  I think this applies to churches too.  You get too much involved in the economy.  You get too many roofs to keep from leaking, you get too many buildings to build, you’ve got too high a heating bill to pay, you’ve got too many people to pay.  The need for money becomes paramount, and you become so abjectly and utterly dependent on the economy that you can’t really criticize it or go against it.  We’re in an economy that needs to be reduced.  We need to really take up the problem of scale.  And what a fascinating agenda of work would come of that.  A bunch of reasonably intelligent people sitting down and saying, how big ought this place be?  I do avoid travel, when I can, because I don’t feel good when I’m not at home and I get homesick. More than I used to.  I get afraid I’ll die somewhere away from home.   But I do travel around. A typical thing to do is to go to a nice little college, and say how many students do you have?  Oh, we’ve got 1,200.  Oh, how nice, I say.  Oh, but we’re growing!  

C.J. SENTELL:  But the university that we’re a part of is larger than all, has the endowment of 3.3 – 3.4 billion dollars, and is the second largest employer in the state of Tennessee. When students attempt to particularize the work that needs to be done within this institution, for example, for years we’ve been trying to get a living wage for the 13,000 employees of the university…

WENDELL BERRY: For the lower class employees?

C.J. SENTELL:  a living wage…And when students begin to, and this class is a good example of this, when they begin to try to particularize that work and deal with their own institution that we’re a part of, it’s sort of relegated to the side.  It’s not a part of the central mission of education and learning; that’s a separate issue that you’ve got to do on your own time, because what we need to do is the universal work of philosophy, or English literature.

WENDELL BERRY: That’s right.  The universally applicable work.  If you’re going to get your stuff published in the right journals, it’s got to be universally applicable.  But this universal applicability of what’s coming out of the university is doing a lot of damage.  So suppose the university began to say to itself, our first obligation is to see that everybody who is connected to this institution thrives.  It seems to me to be a kind of comedy in the Gospels that isn’t recognized very much: that if you loved your neighbor as yourself – a lot of the preachers I listened to as a kid growing up – treated that as if it were a way to get a merit badge that would finally help you get into heaven.  It didn’t have any worldly applicability at all.  But the funny thing about it, if you look at the Amish – at the better Amish communities – you will see that it has an economic result.  Not supposed to.  But it does.  If you love your neighbor as yourself, which is hard, you know, because most people’s neighbors are not as good as they are…but if you’re tryin’ to, if you’re pretending to, the result is that you have a neighbor.  And if you have a neighbor you have an economic advantage.  So, you’ve got the Amish example, which the colleges of agriculture totally ignore; they’re scared to death of it because it’s a successful example.  But, you take a guy who is an Amish farmer, who has 120 acres or 80 acres and is netting 50% of gross, which might come to 35, 50 or 60,000 dollars a year, plus rent subsistence and the rest of it, and you have by any decent standard a success.  

And I want to tell you, the Amish are not fanatical about technology.  I’m really well acquainted with some people in the really fine Amish community at Holmes County, Ohio.  My friend David Kline is an Amish bishop now.  And they have a telephone.  But it’s in a little building that looks like a one-holer down at the crossroads.  And the ones of ‘em that have long-distance friends have credit cards, calling cards, and so if they have phone calls to make they make a list and go down there in the midst of the cold night so they don’t have to pay a premium of calling during business hours, and they do their phone calls.   David happens to be an Amishman who can conceptualize; a lot of them weren’t college-bred people.  You’re apt to see, you’re apt to hear: “well, that’s just the way we do it; that’s just what we’ve decided.”  But David will tell you reasons.  “David, why don’t you put it in the house, if you’re gonna have it out there?”  “Well, we want our kids to get together, but we don’t want ‘em to get together easily.  We don’t want ‘em to come home from school and call up their friends.”  And that is according to the Amish principle of putting the community first.

MICHAEL BESS:  You’re making a very conscious decision about a way of life based on certain values and then you’re critically assessing and introducing the technology in such a way that it will serve only that purpose. You’re eliminating a lot of the unwanted side-effects.

WENDELL BERRY:  The question always is: what will this do to our community?  Well, if you have everybody sittin’ at home, sort of promiscuously calling up everybody else, they’re not talking to each other.  And the result is – to use a phrase of Burke’s that captivates me – the result is order and beauty.

 I mean, you’ll drive through that countryside and you’ll see a countryside well-tended, beautifully kept, highly diverse, a lot of people visible from the road at work; birdhouses, gardens, flowerbeds, beehives…

MICHAEL BESS:  When you say the health of a local home place, it’s a vision like that that you’re calling to mind?

WENDELL BERRY:  That’s right.  And they’re the people, you see, who have concentrated so carefully on their own community, who are the pacifists, who don’t want to kill somebody else for their own advantage.  And who in fact, you’ll remember, became notorious for going to the family of that killer and forgiving him and giving their kindness to his family.  So this seems to me to denote a people of imagination.

MICHAEL BESS:  Because I find that vision very tempting, but as someone who has sort of tasted of the forbidden fruit of Paris and New York and all this stuff…that vision of health seems, at one level, very attractive, and at another level, I say do I have to give up the boulevards of Paris and postmodern art and the things that seem to be really only hatched in cities.

WENDELL BERRY:  I can’t tell you.  You’re undoubtedly better off for what you know of Paris.  I spent about a month in Paris once, and I’m better off.  I’m still under the influence of the several months we lived on the outskirts of Florence.  I had no idea that Florence was such that you could farm that carefully.

MICHAEL BESS:  That’s another incredibly well attended countryside…

WENDELL BERRY:  Was.  It isn’t anymore, because they drafted their peasants into the workforce, and began to ask, “what are you doing for the good of society?” and that sort of thing.  But the old culture was intact when I saw it in 1962.

DAVID WOOD:  I want to just rephrase Michael’s question because it sounded like a question about what Paris can do for me, and I think the question I would like to ask is a slightly differently angled question, which is whether the kinds of values that you’re promoting are values that can be transposed into cities.  In other words, let’s just be honest: we know that for the foreseeable future large numbers of people are going to be living in dense conditions in cities more or less attractive, some of them beautiful and wonderful cities and some of the appalling and terrible.  But, for example, when you talk about community, there are some cities that are trying to establish local areas…

MICHAEL BESS: …Paris being one of them and…

DAVID WOOD:  I suppose one of the questions is that when you talk about the agrarian life, in a sense it seems to be operating both at a literal level and also as a sort of metaphor.  Am I right about that?

WENDELL BERRY:  That’s right.  And there’s also a thing developing which I think can reasonably be called urban agrarianism that comes from people raising a different standard by their own food economies, and saying what’s wrong with this and what can I do about it.  It’s happening; it’s not as well informed as it needs to be, but it’s happening with remarkable speed.  And all these things are going on all around now, and as I said it’s happening from the bottom, people just deciding without official permission or expert advice to do something and they just do it.  And so you wonder when some kind of cascading effect will be produced and real change happen because of it.  

Our condition isn’t all that old, the fix we’re in now.  I was teaching at New York University from 1962 to 1964, and for most of that time we were living down on the lower West Side, by the old Washington Market, and the mix of the commercial and official life of the city.  City Hall wasn’t very far away, the Washington Market was across the street, the stock exchanges and the [inaudible] offices and the winos and so on all down there.  And I was riding the subway up to 193rd St to teach at what NYU called the University College, I think, at that time, up in the Bronx.  And when I got off the subway and walked up to work I walked through a neighborhood shopping center that, in its stage of decline, was exactly where the country towns were at the same time.  A few empty stores were showing up, but people were still shopping locally, with a big ole’ shopping bag, and going to the butcher and the grocer and the pastry shop and so on. I think our neighborhood on the lower West side was in an advanced state of decay, but there were still people living there who had been born there.  And the remnants and relics of the old neighborhood economy were still there.  So it was a place.  It was just north of where the World Trade Center was, just uptown from there.  So there is every chance that, as gasoline, as the cost of fuel goes up and so on, people in urban neighborhoods will begin to ask each other: What do we have here?  What’s our situation?  What do we know that would be useful to us as a community?  What can we do for each other for nothing that we are paying too much to have done for us by people that don’t love us?  And I’m looking forward to the time I hear of the first application for a zoning variance to permit a neighborhood grocery to be built in a suburb.

 I think it could very, very…I think it has probability.  So, yes.  And then if those people are getting together and they are saying:  What are we eating?  How do we like it?  Where does it come from?  The answer being: I don’t know.  What was the ecological and human cost of producing it?  The answer being: I don’t know.  Then, they say: How can we do better?  And then you’ve got functioning agrarianism going on in the city.  We’re talking in Kentucky, even in Kentucky, that backwards state, that famously backwards state, we’re talking across the division between producers and consumers now.  We’re talking about cooperation as an economic, as a lively economic principle, rather than competition.

DAVID WOOD:  I discovered the relation between Kentucky and Tennessee when I was driving back once a couple of years ago.  I saw this huge billboard on the road, still in Kentucky, and it said: “Emus.  The alternative to tobacco.”  [Laughter.]  

WENDELL BERRY: Yeah.

DAVID WOOD:  And that took me a few minutes to work out, because I didn’t have local knowledge of what was at stake.  

WENDELL BERRY:  So we’re re-branding ourselves now.  Our logo, I guess you’d call it, says “unbridled spirit”.  So that ought to be a relief to all you spiritually inclined folks.  We’ve got it, but it’s for sale. 

VEREEN BELL: What you were saying before about the neighborhood in New York. There were a lot of people in that neighborhood that had never been out of that neighborhood, and had never been in any other parts of the city than they had grown up.  And that reminded me of something, and I think we’ve talked about this before, about how thoughtful – and I don’t know whether this is still the case or not – how thoughtful the community of Sligo has always been.  And the only reason I know that is that I go to the [inaudible] summer school sometimes.  And they really have a thriving town council, which consists of farmers and bookstore owners and other sort of middle class citizens who actually get together and decide whether a certain sort of development is going to be good for the community. They argue with each other about whether a supermarket would be a good thing to put up on the edge of town somewhere.  They say, well, is this going to be better for the community, and if it’s going to better for the community in what sense is it going to be better for the community?  We’ll probably pay less for our groceries, but we won’t be buying directly from the farmers, etc., and that’s just sort of the policy.  And they have a forum – in that sense they’ve got a public forum in which they can discuss these issues, the [inaudible] things, you know, happen, the way market forces make them happen.  They don’t know the difference and everybody takes it seriously and, you know, they’re willing to pay more for the milk and be able to keep the farmers that they know thriving on their farms and it doesn’t have anything to do with the product so much as it does with their sense of its importance to the community, to where their living is.  And so, anyway, what made me think about that is how important it is to have a forum where you can discuss what your values are rather than just letting…

WENDELL BERRY: The existence of local argument is a considerable change, because you know the old idea – and it’s still very lively, I think, in state and national governments – of bringing in industry.  It was the universal local ambition for a long time, and now in Kentucky there are various local arguments going on, and in certain counties the municipal courts are pretty radical.  I think maybe county and city governments are the places where change will be affected; I’m not expecting much from state or national governments right now.

VEREEN BELL:  [Inaudible]…I grew up in Georgia, which was basically destroyed by Wal-Mart…

WENDELL BERRY: Yes, that’s right…

VEREEN BELL: [Inaudible]…you would think at some point someone could have gotten together to see if they wanted that outcome or not.  They could have thoughtfully discussed whether that outcome was possible.  But they didn’t…they just let it slide and now we’re all grieving because there are no…[inaudible]…we’re emergency doctors…[fades out].

WENDELL BERRY:  Tonya and I practice, we’re practicing Wal-Mart foes, and foes of the other big chains and boxes.  The guy that fences for me – now that I don’t do it myself so much – said to me not very long ago, “now I know what you’re going to say, but you can get this a lot cheaper from…”  “No,” I said, and he said, “Well, ok, I just wanted you to say it.”  But it impressed me that he knew it, and he was actually taking me very seriously about it, and he is not one of the great intellectuals of our part of the world.

NEIL PARRISH:  I have a question about in The Gift of Good Land. You talk about the dangers of heroism…

WENDELL BERRY:  The dangers of…?

NEIL PARRISH: …heroism, like that we have, and the hubris that that derives from and leads to. I was wondering what you think, as we now try to engage this problem, how do we help ourselves avoid the risk of falling into the “great hero” model that will solve the problem?

WENDELL BERRY:  Well, you know, if you look at the way these would-be great research universities are operating, you’ll see how steadfastly their criteria runs to glamour, runs to the big project.  Everybody wants to be involved in the big deal.  And the bigger the deal that you’re involved in, say, as an executive, the less your influence, the less change you’re going to make.  And there is some kind of an idea of heroism involved, but it’s a funny idea.  Nobody’s really responsible for anything in this world.  The people who do the damage are gone before the time the damage has to be paid for, uh, and the education industry – the public school--does this.  You can come up with some new idea for teaching school, and get promoted, get a pay raise, and get tenure and all that.  By that time it turns out to be a farce.  Well, at least you’re tenured, and you may be gone.  And that’s quite a different thing from facing students face to face, taking an interest in them, finding out what they need and trying to do something about it.  There’s little a school can do.


The things that are happening in agriculture that really are improvements are things that people are doing.  Tonya and I were very moved the night before last, we were up at the Western Kentucky University at Bowling Green, and a man and his wife who had bought sheep from me were there.  We were friends; we became friends because of sheep.  But they are lovely people.  Loveable people.  And their son was there; their grown boy was with them.  Their statement – it wasn’t very particular ‘cause we didn’t have a chance for much particularization at that occasion – but they said their son, he’s come home from corporate America to raise food.  And, you see, this is unheroic, except to his family and me. I think he’s enormously significant.  I know another family, now, they’re from up in Indiana.  They came to see me one Sunday afternoon several years ago, and their story at that time was this: they’d been in the hog business at the time the bottom fell out of the hog market, global production and other things. He was at the brink, and went for some reason to the store to buy a ham, which anybody who raises hogs ought not to do anyway.  But he went to the store to buy a ham, and he realized he couldn’t afford it.  He cried. He said, “I’m in the hog business and I can’t afford to buy a ham.”  But he’s smart, and his hurt caused him to think, it doesn’t always happen to us homo sapiens, but, his hurt caused him to think and his thought was: “Here I am in an economy and I don’t control any of it; I don’t control the price, I don’t control the outgoes, I don’t control the incomes; it’s all determined by somebody besides me.”  So what could he do?  Well, he decided to sell his hogs as meat, locally.  And he had the good fortune to have a little meat processing plant, a slaughterhouse nearby, with the proper inspections and credentials, and so he started a little local pork business.  And he got well at it, because he was beginning to control part of his economy.  He sets a reasonable price and people pay it and he’s seeing to it that he gets enough.  And they are understanding because they are local people – probably friends of his – he’s got to have this much if he continues to produce this product that we want.  So things became better for him.  And then the little processing plant that he’d been using came up for sale and he got well enough to be able to buy it, so he bought it.  It wasn’t a big deal.  This is not heroism, this is good sense, real intelligence operating at the scale human intelligence probably ought to operate.  When he came down to see me he had his daughter and son-in-law with him – they were working with him – and he was employing ten more of his neighbors and he was marketing and processing meat for his neighbors through that plant.  So, this was an expanding local meat economy.  He called me up the other night and said, “We’re going into vegetable production now.”  So, it grows.


I was up in Minnesota for the Land Stewardship Project not very long ago.  We went to a 200-acre farm; they were doing intensive grazing; they had 150 milk cows milking entirely on grass.  And they had started marketing their milk locally, had a little processing plant right there on the farm; they were employing 10-12 people, including all their family, selling the milk locally, had a little brand name.  200 acres. 150 cows.  I don’t know whether you know it or not, but the dairies done according to the university prescription have a replacement rate of about 30% every year.  In other words, they are forcing those cows into such high milk production that they burn out and have to be replaced.  I said, “What’s your replacement rate?”  He said, “We sell cows, we don’t buy heifers.”  And the most productive cow in his herd was 12 or 15 years old.  See, he’s using everything the way it ought to be, according to its life-requirements, not his requirements.  But, again, the comedy is it pays off.  It’s a low-overhead operation, except when it gets to processing, and then it has to be up to standard.  These things are all over the place.  And you can’t get a university to take an active interest.  I mean, they won’t send somebody out to somebody like that and say, “What are you doing?”  

There was a guy in Missouri, back the in 50’s, who began to buy up exhaustive forested land that had been abused, over cut.  So he gathered up about 50,000 acres at the rate of 4 dollars and something an acre, and he began to log that forest on what we guess must be sustainable principles – although we Americans don’t know much about sustainability, having never sustained anything before.  In other words, they would go into these tracts of timber and they would take out the diseased, the misshapen, and so on.  And the word…it’s called, Jason Rutledge in Virginia calls it the “worst first single tree selection,” with frequent returns.  The idea being: you go into the woods not with the idea of what you can take out, but with the idea of what ought to be left.  So the farm remains intact – I was talking about this last night – the farm remains intact as an ecosystem, and the production…and therefore the productive capacity remains intact.  The forest is a wood-producing organism, just like a milk-cow is a milk-producing organism, and the issue is how long you want it to live.  That is one of the best-studied, best-documented examples we have of sustainable forestry. I’m going to try and go see it in a couple of weeks.  It’s called the Pioneer Forest, near Rolla.  

C.J. SENTELL:  …where is it?

WENDELL BERRY:  Near Rolla, Missouri.  It’s south west…south and a little west, I think, of St. Louis.   It’s in the Ozarks.

VEREEN BELL:  What kind of trees are there?

WENDELL BERRY:  Oak…

VEREEN BELL:  …hardwoods…

WENDELL BERRY:  …oak, hickory, I think.  But anyway, this was written up in a journal, Forest History, and it said – I’m not sure of the title of the journal but it’s about forest history, the history of forestry – a long article, and it said two foresters from Yale had visited and they said, “We don’t know what you’re doing, but it looks like you’re doing it right.”  And I called up the guy who directs that forest now and I said, “Did those guys from Yale ever come back to see, to try to understand what it is you’re doing?” “No.” I mean, they can live with their ignorance, you see, because it’s not glamorous enough or heroic enough to find out.  This is kind of discouraging, you see, to have a great example that the real experts are not interested in. 

DAVID WOOD:  Yes, it’s very funny, because the guy we had, Gus Speth that we were previous videoconference with on Tuesday, is the dean of the Yale School of Forestry.  

WENDELL BERRY:  Yeah, I know it.

DAVID WOOD:  And he’s a really good guy.  He’s really in tune.  So I think it’s ironic that his underlings were uninterested in this scheme. Can I ask you one question that I have to ask you, which is certainly for some of us the hard question, and the politically difficult question, and it goes something like this: In Europe, in particular, if you use the word community as much as we are using it in a positive way, there are shadows in the background of the conversation.  I know lots of wonderful schemes, actually, in Hamburg and Berlin and so on, for community-based agriculture in these cities.  It’s wonderful.  But when you start talking about the virtues of community and even talking about affection and friendships and so on, they have in the back of their mind the sense that all the positive dimensions that we’re discussing have, potentially, a deeply worrying negative side effect.

WENDELL BERRY: Yeah.

DAVID WOOD:  I was just listening to the radio the other day about, I think they were cantons in Switzerland, which have these wonderful local conversations about who they are going to allow to live in their little towns.  And if you are, North African, the chances of your getting a permit to live there are very small. This is the consequence of local democracy; I mean, lots of people come and they talk and talk.  So I suppose my question for you is, is, do you struggle with this question?  How does this sort of issue play out in your mind?  That community is this sort of wonderful positive force and yet has the capacity for rhetorical deployment in ways we would deplore.

WENDELL BERRY: You know people on my side are having to deal with that question frequently.  How do you deal with chauvinism?  How do you deal with small town meanness, the narrow-mindedness, the gossip, and all that?  But, in the first place, I think we’ve got to get beyond the stereotypes of small communities.  And you’ve got to acknowledge that they can be mean.  But where are you going to find a community of people that is immune to meanness? I think this carries us back to the issue of imagination, which is the real vehicle of sympathy, forbearance, forgiveness.  The South, of course, has had this issue always: how are you going to deal with black people?  How are you going to really integrate them into your community?  I think you have to get down to cases.  A friend of mine, John Harod, who’s really interested in, local, the old, pre-radio music; that took him into a lot of communities.  He got there just before a lot of the pre-radio fiddlers died.  And, we have sort of begun a conversation about local peculiarity in opposition to the stereotypes, the exceptions.  He lives in Owen County, and in the 1870’s the Civil War continued in Owen County and the rougher east end of my county.  They killed 100 people there during the 1870’s – black and white – and the place was riddled with the kind of vigilante outfits – nightriders, Klu Kluxers, what not – who legitimated the old operations because of the official violence that had just been completed.  All that went on and horrible things were done to black people.  But John says by way of exception there’s this: after slavery, a little community of black people settled on an island in the Eagle Creek, and it was a real community for a while, and because it was isolated and limited in other ways it frittered away, until finally there wasn’t but one person living there, a black man named Teddy Vinegar.   Teddy Vinegar was a very handsome, very attractive man, and, as John put it, lonely women would go to visit Teddy.  Some of them were wives, white people, white women.  And the inevitable happened.  Some deeply offended husband showed up to kill Teddy Vinegar.  Teddy Vinegar – I guess who had understood this was going to happen – was ready and he killed the irate husband.  And the white community came out in Teddy Vinegar’s defense.  So, you deal with exceptions. You build up from there.  In our county, we just honored a black man, John Smith, the great magnet for black people in my county, Dayton.  And lots and lots of them went to Dayton, and not many black people are left down there anymore.  But John Smith stayed, married, raised a daughter.  He’s a little older than I am.  Went through the integration of the schools and so on. He was a mechanic and a car salesman and so on. He got on the school board and became the president of the state association of county schools.  And he did it all by being forbearing, by suffering a lot. I mean slights, you know, nobody ever attacked him that I know of in any open way, but,  you get preferred against, you notice things.  They gave him what we call the Patrick Henry Award, which I guess had certain ironies attached to it – see, but we live in Henry County, which was named after Patrick Henry – and so John Smith received the Patrick Henry Award.  A lot of people were there. John Smith is probably as near to being really integrated, really a community member, as anybody else.  So these things happen.  And I think what you have to do is look through the stereotypes, look for those examples, and, by imagination, those things work against the things that are wrong.  I don’t see it as clean cut.  If it were a concentrated, formed, fully formed thing, this kind of chauvinism would be easy to attack, you know, easy to attack and be comfortable about.  But we’re all involved, there’s something in all of us that’s letting the wrong things happen.  And then there are these examples of the right things.  

VEREEN BELL:  That goes back to creating a kind of forum, though, where people can come talk about what it is that’s really valuable and what it is that they, as individuals, think of as being valuable.  And you just didn’t have this in…[inaudible]…the churches just failed miserably when all that was going on.

WENDELL BERRY:  Well, there’s a kind of looseness that’s possible.  That permits things to be taken care of, and things did get taken care of, by these exceptions during segregation in my part of the world.  Awful things happened to.  If you want to think about it from a Christian perspective, I think the thing to start with probably is what I’m insisting was the first church, that is, the sort of mob that followed Jesus around.  And, you know, Jesus said some very strict things, sounded exclusive and hardhearted.  But, actually, what he did when he walked around was heal people, and talk to ‘em and give ‘em good advice and try to comfort ‘em and so on.  And I don’t know of any place in the Gospel where he asks anybody, “Do you have the proper faith?  Do you belong to the right sect?  Are you homosexual, perhaps?  Are you a thief or a whore?”  He just didn’t do that.  So I like the idea of sort of trying to dissolve the barrier between the church and the community.  I let Bernie Colter, in one of my stories, improve on St. Paul.  He said, “We’re members of each other, all of us, everything.  The difference, [inaudible], in who is and who’s not is between who knows it and who don’t.”  I think that is an improvement; I think it suggests the right thing.  And it’s inclusive enough.  It comes right up to Stan Rowe’s ecosystem, everything.  If you have the idea that everything ought to be taken care of, that nothing can legitimately be excluded from care, then you’ve got…I don’t think you have an easy road…but I think you’ve got a different attitude, you’ve got a different mind.  To care.  To care.  To be…there’s a lot of suffering in this.  

VEREEN BELL:  Well, that’s one of the answers to the question that David asked you earlier – what are writers for?…what are writers for? – that’s one thing that writers should be for.

WENDELL BERRY:  I was teaching a bunch of high school kids – nine of ‘em – from Labor Day to about Thanksgiving, and I said that I thought that our literary tradition arguably comes right straight out of the Gospels because of Jesus’ attention to people who socially didn’t count.  You can look at the novel that way.  That attention to the Huckleberry Finns of the world goes way back.  How did these people come to count?  And I don’t know where else you get it in our tradition except the Gospels.  There’s something to me deeply consoling, as well as very painfully challenging, to the idea that everybody, everything has an entitlement to care.  I also wrote a poem called “The first mosquito”…no, that’s the first line, “The first mosquito,”-- it’s a haiku:  “The first mosquito / Come here and I will kill thee / holy though thou art.”

DAVID WOOD:  You’ve solved my dilemma here with mosquitoes.  That’s wonderful.  I must tell you a little story about the local economy of neighbors that I think you will like. I have a farm, a kind of farm, and the only place I can live there at the moment is this Airstream, one of those classic Airstreams.  I was out there on a very stormy day, rain and lightening, and finally I ran into the Airstream, just to get off of my tractor and out of the storm.  Immediately lightning struck a huge tree that fell on the Airstream, just where I was standing, exactly as I got into it, and jammed the door closed.  I couldn’t get out.  I would still be there if it weren’t for my cell phone, this technology.  But my neighbors came by – because I managed to call them up – and they came, you know, all these generations, with all their tractors, and they sawed up the tree, and they pulled it off the Airstream and I got out and they were still sawing it up and I went over – because at the back of this small crowd there was this guy’s wife, and just as they were finishing I said, “You know, I am so grateful for this, should I, can I pay them something.”  And she said, “Oh, don’t worry, he’s going to dine out on this story for months.” And I thought, he’s being paid in stories.

WENDELL BERRY:  It’s a communal resource. That’s very good.  Well, the characteristic thing is: I may be in the same fix sometime.

DAVID WOOD:  Absolutely.  Well, I said, “You’ve got to call me if you need me…”

WENDELL BERRY:  Well, they will.  If you stay long enough, anyway.  

DAVID WOOD:  Yeah.

WENDELL BERRY:  We had a very good neighborhood.  People I’d known, coon hunted with when I was a boy, were still around.  And when I moved back into the neighborhood, you know, I came with the stigma of being a college professor.  And they weren’t quite sure what I was up to.  But, eventually, after I stayed long enough, they decided I wasn’t going to exploit anybody or wasn’t going to leave, and so I got into the work swapping, and went on for maybe 30 years ‘till, you know, most of us died and the rest of us are old and so on.  But we never went into the field for any hard job by ourselves.  I didn’t have a tobacco crop, but I’d go help them with theirs; they’d come to me when I had hay to put up or anything.  And I didn’t even have to call, they’d just know…they’d come.  Once I was sawing wood with a cut-off saw by myself, which was rather awkward, and I picked up the end of a pole to carry it to the saw, the other end came up too and there was my neighbor.  I didn’t even see him coming ‘cause of the noise, you know, but there he was.  And now, my son puts up his hay entirely by himself.  He grew up in that old neighborhood, and now because of the big bales, you know, and he’s got the equipment to do it, and nobody’s left to help him.  So there’s a come down.  But then you look and you’ll see some little act of neighborliness from which something better might eventually come.  And, anyway, we’ve got to see that we’re approaching a time when it may have to come.  Necessity might help lighten [unclear, almost inaudible] everything.  As my Amish friend David Kline says, “some of these problems are going to take care of themselves.”

DAVID WOOD:  So are you an optimist, or a pessimist?

WENDELL BERRY:  I don’t go in for programs.  Soon as I get the hint of a system, I drop out again.  But, I’m hopeful.  I feel comfortable in saying that because I know people can change, I know things can be improved on a doable scale. I don’t think there’s any reason for optimism in this.  We’re utterly dependent on exhaustible quantities that we’re exhausting as fast as we can and that we’ve taught the rest of the world to exhaust as fast as they can.  And we’ve got China and India and all those places coming on to compete with us for these resources.  And so the hope, it seems to me, rests on the idea of cooperation, on the possibility that people can sit down together and say, “what can we do for each other?”  You know, I was shocked, when Obama said he would talk to anybody, that he was criticized for that.  I think you’ve got to talk to anybody.  Conversation is going to save us, if anything is.  I believe in the conversation.

DAVID WOOD:  This conversation is going to have to end, I think.  But…

WENDELL BERRY:  It probably ought to, I’m about to start babbling. 

DAVID WOOD:  Well, no.  I know that you have to drive to Birmingham, but I wondered if there were any questions that people would like to put to you before we draw this to a close.  Last chance.

JOHN MORRELL:  Yeah, I just have a quick question that relates to conversation, I think, and that is that climate change has made recently thinking about the possibility that there’s going to be inevitable sort of mass human migrations as a part of this resource scarcity that’s coming and with the potential for ocean, sea level rise, and that might require rethinking the local in a way that allows for human migration.  And I wondered what you might have to say about that.

WENDELL BERRY:  Well, the migration will have to stop somewhere.  That’s Gary Snyder’s advice, you know. The country is full of people who will say to me because I’m kind of an exception, “I’m not from anywhere.” It’s really become kind of impolite.  You know, the thing, part of polite twaddle when I was growing up was you asked somebody you meet, “Where are you from?”  And that’s become a question you don’t ask anymore.  You don’t ask people, “How’s your wife or your husband?”, either.  “Oh, well didn’t you hear, I’m not from anywhere.”  So, Gary Snyder doesn’t live where he was born, but people would ask him this question, “What do I do, I don’t come from anywhere?”  And his answer is stop somewhere.  So, stop somewhere, but the trick of it – and this is where American history comes in for the fundamental criticism that we have to have of it – know where you are when you stop.  Find out where you are.  The education system hasn’t helped with this.  My friend Gerny Norman [unclear] says there are people teaching at the University of Kentucky that have never been farther passed Lexington than the airport.  I just read, or I haven’t finished it yet, a book called The Worst Hard Time.  I’ve forgotten who wrote it.  But, it’s about the dustbowl.  And it’s sort of an extreme example of the typical mistake.  People went out there into the high plains of Oklahoma, western Kansas, southeastern Colorado, the Texas panhandle.  And they broke that prairie sod for the first time ever, millions of acres.  My friend Murray Tuleen [unclear] says it really does show you what the influence of tractors was all about.  People could plow at night.  There were visiting farmers who would come out on speculation, hire the equipment, and plow up a lot of the land, sow it in wheat.  And, by coincidence, there were several wet years out there and they made good.  They made a lot of money.  But that ground loosened and began to blow and we know what happened.  But, the odd thing about it, except realizing whether the necessary limit a horse would have imposed on those people, horse-drawn work, is the gullibility that was involved, and the involvement of the federal government in poppy-cock.  They were saying that the rain follows the plow; you go out there and plow and you’d bring the rain.  And the steam exhaust from railroad locomotives would, in effect, seed the clouds, and all this was going to bring rain.  And what it turned into was a huge hell for people.  People dying, livestock dying, choking to death on the ground they plowed up.  And this became peculiarly dramatic and dire when we crossed the 100th meridian.  And, people like Bernard DeVoto and what was his first name…Powell…?

VEREEN BELL:  Powell?  

WENDELL BERRY:  Powell, the explorer of the Grand Canyon.  DeVoto, and my teacher, Wallace Stegner, was a prominent carrier of that critical lineage.  The West is arid, it’s dry.  If you can’t accept the aridity of it, you’ll destroy it.  So we’ve still got people growing corn in Arizona, out of the aquifer, as if it were Illinois.  So you’ve got to know where you are.  You’ve got to know the local plant communities, you’ve got to know the weather, the topography.  Wes and I laid out a kind of curriculum that, say, a university could work on:  what was nature doing here before we got here?  What will nature permit us to do here without permanent harm?  What will nature help us to do here?  A very bright farmer in Kentucky, Henry Besuden, who was a great Southdown sheep breeder, said, “it’s good to have nature working for you; she works at a minimum wage.”   But if you know “The Mutability Cantos” at the end of The Faerie Queene, you can see what…if you know Comas, you can see the standing nature had in our poetic tradition.  It’s right there.  Nature, Spencer said, was God’s head lieutenant on earth: our mother, our teacher, our judge.  And he sees her as an extraordinarily formidable figure – maybe a woman, but you can’t be sure…she’s veiled.  She seems to resemble Christ at the transfiguration, and she is the judge, the formidable person to deal with.  The lady in Comas says of nature, “she, good cateress, requires us to live by the holy dictate of spare temperance.”  And this is not what we’ve been allowed to understand as Puritanism, either.  Milton understands temperance as the assuror, the insurer of abundance; if we’re temperate, we’ll always have a lot; if we’re gluttonous, pretty soon we won’t have anything.  Pope came along: “Still, consult the genius of the place in all.”  He was talking about gardening.  But he said, “Let nature never be forgot.”  And it seems peculiar to me that we do not hear this from the Romantics.  I mean, nature is not a practical, economic instructor.  Then it shows up in agriculturists like Albert Howard and Wes Jackson.  Find out what nature would be doing here and do like nature would do.  Let me tell you…

DAVID WOOD:  As you were talking about gardening, I was remembering that when I was reading some of your poems and some of your writing, I was wondering, so, would Wendell Berry prefer a world that we didn’t touch at all…

WENDELL BERRY:  …oh no…

DAVID WOOD:  …or, does he really want a garden world, a world in which humans don’t merely do least damage, but actually make a positive contribution to the natural world they’re in.  I mean, I take it you do imagine that as a possibility.

WENDELL BERRY:  That’s the possibility that has to be imagined.  And you cannot rule out the importance of the preserved wilderness.  There isn’t any untouched place on earth anymore, but we need those old-growth timber stands, we need, as Wes Jackson argues in his own work, we need those tracts of native prairie: they’re our dipstick, they’re our measure, they’re our standard, they’re our instruction, and they’re our judge.  If we can’t make it that durable, we’ve got to worry.  So you have to concede that to the Sierra Club and the Wilderness Society and those places.  But I’ve kind of carried on a fight without those people for years, and without very much result.  That’s why I’m so encouraged by the leadership from the bottom.  You can’t really get those people to talk about the difference between use and abuse.  And it is possible to have a working farm in which the natural systems are intact, wildlife is plentiful, and there is some kind of balance.  You’ll never establish it perfectly.  It has to be an ongoing, intellectual effort.  The standard has to be erected every year and the measurement taken.  So it’s not just abuse and preservation, it’s abuse and good use.  We had that idea of wise use, which is a rhetorical deception, but good use is a real consideration and a real possibility.  We don’t know much about what it would be like if we did use it well.  And, yes, there are some paradoxes involved: the more you divide the land, the more fencerows you have. Little things like that have to be observed.  David Kline is a naturalist – he’s one of the best farmers I’ve ever met – but he’s a naturalist.  He knows what’s going on in his fencerows, in his woodlot, and his family keeps a list of birds, they know all the birdsongs, he understands.

MICHAEL BESS:  Some of the French environmentalists that I study use the term marriage to describe this; a healthy relationship.

WENDELL BERRY:  Well, I do, too.  And they would know that it’s a strenuous relationship.  I mean, nature is going to find you’ve raised your voice in certain instances…

MICHAEL BESS:  …that’s right…

WENDELL BERRY:  …and if you’ve got any ears at all, you’re going to hear it when it shouts back.

VEREEN BELL:  I was wondering if you were…[inaudible]…the kind of person…the implication that we need nature but nature doesn’t need us?

WENDELL BERRY:  That’s true.  God does not need either man’s work or His own gifts, according to my mentor, Milton.  Up to a point.

VEREEN BELL:  Or He could just take it all back.

WENDELL BERRY:  It would take it all back.  We can’t destroy nature, it’s going to survive in the shape we leave it in, if we all disappear.  And there’s a certain comfort in that.  But what really would comfort me is the idea that my children and grandchildren would have a decent life.  I don’t care whether they’re rich or not, but I’d like ‘em to have a decent life and decent work to do, and those things.  

GAY WELCH:  Thank you so much for the work you do and for meeting with us.

WENDELL BERRY:  Well, thank you.  Thank you very much.  Thank you for meeting with me.
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