Lifestyle Book Circle
The Book Circle runs from September to April, and amongst the books we read recently, were several about being rooted in a particular place, about nature based people who have learned how to live within their environments.

Sue Bender’s book, ​Plain and Simple, is about an urban Californian trying to simplify her own life by visiting two Amish families, and sharing their life in Pennsylvania; a world without T.V., phones, electric light or fridges, where clutter and hurry are replaced by inner quiet and calm ritual, where no distinction is made between the sacred and the every day - living lives of joyful simplicity.  The Amish had come to the U.S. in the 1720’s seeking religious freedom.  Their leader demanded a return to the plain and simple.  They lived apart from the rest of society, which was the glue that kept them together.  They spent their lives following rules e.g. they were not allowed to own cars -  driving, instead, black horse-drawn buggies.  They couldn’t buy much or travel, but they had what they wanted most:  family closeness and a community they shared.  They tried to be self-sufficient in food, and much of the summer harvest was set aside for winter; so they only visited the supermarket occasionally for sugar, oats, and cereal.  They seemed to be an example of a successful community living sustainably, which would be able to survive, unchanged, after peak oil.

Tom Steele wrote about a community that didn’t prove to be sustainable in The Life and Death of St. Kilda.  He relates why, after 1000 years, the most remote inhabited part of the U.K. was finally abandoned in 1930.

The St. Kildans were crofters, but because of severe gales from September to March, crop yields were poor; so they were forced to rely on seabirds, which were gathered in the summer.  Like the Amish, they didn’t regard themselves as individuals, but rather as a component of a community where everyone shared most of their worldly goods in common.  Much of the work was done by women who carried peat, looked after cattle, and also looked after the crofts.  The men just manned the boats and climbed the cliffs for the sea birds.  As the twentieth century advanced, this way of life became increasingly difficult -  and as the population dwindled, people moved to the mainland. The St. Kildan tweed could not compete with the cloth produced in factories on the mainland.  Eventually in 1930, the remaining 37 St. Kildans were evacuated to the mainland and in 1957, St. Kilda became a national nature reserve.

Marian Vanfyr McCain’s book, The Lilypad List, sets out steps towards a simple life, living in your own small pond, blending in with the rest of nature.  The first step on the journey, for her, was mental simplicity -  staying aware of the present moment - and spending as little time as possible rehashing the past or rehearsing the future - so that you will start to feel delight in simple pleasures, in just being alive.  Mindset and attitude are everything.

She compares living simply in U.K. to other countries e.g. N. America and Australia, and also to other traditions.  In Native American tradition, they considered the effects of their actions on their descendants and generations in the future, knowing that what they had done had caused no harm to future generations.  She thought that simplifying is one of the most rewarding things you can possibly do.  When you discover this, you have caught the ‘simplicity bug’.
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