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Audrey Regan 

 

It’s likely that the majority of Friends can name a loved one who has 

passed from sight in the past year. Audrey  represents all those we love 

and miss. This newsletter is dedicated to them and to those who grieve 

for them. 
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Introduction 

 

Welcome to the February 2021 edition of our Area Newsletter which 

comes from the seaside! It could be considered a ‘Winter Warmer’ 

edition as the latter part contains book reviews. I’d like to express many 

thanks to all the contributors to this newsletter.  

I feel that Area Meeting and Leigh Meeting have taken the last year 

(well, 11 months) in their stride. It seemed that Meeting barely skipped a 

beat as we changed our way of meeting. The vibrancy and depth of a 

gathered Meeting is not lost online, even though I do have to make my 

own tea afterwards!  

The work of The Society has carried on, with Friends continuing to reach 

into the local community, taking business onto Zoom, continuing to care 

for and maintain the Meeting House in our absence.  

If anything I feel I have come to know Friends around the Area better 

too, since Zoom brings our images so close, chatting in break-out rooms 

and not forgetting all the events that have been put on to help us all stay 

connected and included.  

So a big thank you, and with love and appreciation too, to all those who 

have pedalled even harder to make our Meetings the special place that 

they are and help us all cope in these restricted times. 

In Friendship, 

 

 

Louise Davidge 



4 
 

Contents. 

 

Page: 

5. Report on the Life of Walthamstow Quaker Meeting in 2020 

….Valda Aviks 

 

7. Are you a Friend of SAMS?.......Debbie Taylor 

10. ‘Sometimes’ ……..by Sheenagh Pugh – from Melvyn Freake 

11. And Be Steadfast in Prayer and Regular Charity……David Irwin 

13. ‘A Sunny Smile’….by F. Scott Fitzgerald 

    14. The Foundational and Spiritual Practice of Opening to Deep Silence…. 

Angela Greenwood 

18. ‘Out Beyond Ideas’…..by Rumi 

19. Comment on ‘Out Beyond Ideas’….Louise Davidge 

 

19. Book Reviews 

20. ‘Four Quartet’s’ by T.S.Eliot……Jacqui Shannon 

21. Similitudes: 

 'We're going on a Bear Hunt' by Michael Rosen 

'The Lion Inside' by Rachel Bright. 

‘Quaker Faith and Practice’ (Personal Journey 21.14). 

…….Brenda Phillips 

23. ‘The Man who Planted Trees’ by Jean Giono…. Margarete Briggs 

25. ‘Middlemarch’, ‘A Study of Provincial Life’ by George Eliot…Peggy 

Forell 

26. ‘Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance’ by Robert M. 

Pirsig…Jim Grigg 

30. ‘99%’ by Mark. E. Thomas….Melvyn Freake 

 

32. Artwork Credits 



5 
 

To: North-East Thames Area Meeting 23.1.21 

 

Report on the Life of Walthamstow Quaker Meeting in 

2020 

 

 

1.   Blended Meetings for Worship 

 We have considered the dangers of meeting “Face to Face”, but 

as the government guidelines allow for the continued opening of Places 

of Worship for those of us who feel they cannot do without Meeting in 

person we have continued to hold “blended” Meetings for Worship.  

Nadia brings her laptop to the Meeting House and we connect with 

Friends on Zoom via the Meeting House WiFi.  We have typically had 4 

or 5 Friends at the Meeting house and around 8 or nine Friends on 

Zoom. 

We have had 2 new regular Attenders via Zoom. 

 Jane Natai has been conducting twice monthly Children’s Meeting 

(via Zoom) with up to 6 children attending. 

 Technical conditions are not ideal – we on Zoom often see very 

little of the faces in the Meeting House, and those in the Meeting House 

only see us Zoom folks as tiny squares on the laptop screen.  Sound 

quality is also not good.  However, in spite of all the difficulties, we are 

attempting to stay connected with one another.  Like most human 

endeavours, this one is characterized by both hopefulness and failure, 

and a desire to succeed! 

 

2. Meeting House Hirings 

 Whether or not the Meeting House will remain open if the 

lockdown rules become more stringent, remains to be seen.  In the 

meantime, though the Food Bank is still operating, all other hirings have 

been cancelled. 
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3. Pastoral Care 

 We have tried to keep in touch by phone with Friends who have 

been unable to attend Meeting, either in person or online.   

 We have instituted a WhatsApp group for anyone who would like 

to stay in touch that way- Members and Attenders alike.   

 

   

4. Activities 

 On 13 September, there was a “socially distanced picnic” at Lloyd 

Park, with Friends bringing their own food and enjoying the Autumn 

sunshine.  It was one of the only times we have been able to have a 

group activity during 2020. 

 Some of us have been attending the Winter Warmer afternoons, 

and enjoying them very much. 

 A few of us took part in the making/supplying of warm hats for 

Christmas for the prisoners at Wandsworth Prison.  Liz Bridge, a 

Chaplain at Wandsworth, initiated this appeal for hats, and the appeal 

was “spearheaded” among our Meeting by Paula, one of our Attenders.  

Liz has agreed to take part in the Winter Warmer on February 6, when 

she will talk about being a Quaker Chaplain. 

 

5. Jane-Eve Straughton 

 Our Friend Jane-Eve has accepted a new job with the Norwegian 

Opera Company, and will be moving to Oslo to take up her position.  We 

will be sad to lose her – she has contributed so much to the life of our 

Meeting.  But we are happy that she is again going to be working in the 

field that is close to her heart.  We hope that she will continue to connect 

with us via Zoom! 

 Jane’s position as Elder/Overseer will have to be refilled.  Beryl 

and Jane-Eve are coming to the end of their terms in April. 

 

Valda Aviks 

January 2021 
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Are you a Friend of SAMS? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What joins a recent story line in The Archers on Radio 4, the death of 39 

Vietnamese found in the back of a lorry in Thurrock and one lunch time 

in Southend in Lockdown 1? All of these are connected to slavery, but if 

your images of slavery are black Africans cutting sugar cane or picking 

cotton in the 19th century, it is quite a leap to Modern Slavery. 

An estimated 136,000 people are being exploited through Modern 

Slavery in the UK (2020 figures. Global Slavery Index). These are 

people who are forced, deceived or coerced for sexual, labour, domestic 

and criminal exploitation. The Vietnamese who suffocated in a locked 

lorry paid huge sums to be brought to the UK by people smugglers, in 

the belief that they could work here and send money home, not 

understanding that they were being deceived. If they had not been killed 

by criminal negligence, they would probably have joined the army of 

people who are trafficked into the UK and further exploited by being 

forced to work in brothels or to grow cannabis in locked cannabis farms 

or to toil for nothing in nail bars and the like. If they are found factory 

jobs by their exploiters, their wages will be taken to pay for their journey 



8 
 

and meagre accommodation, so they receive nothing. However, it is too 

easy to think of modern slaves as exploited foreigners. The largest 

group of both victims and perpetrators in the UK are British. 

The story on the Archers is of 3 men with learning disabilities whose 

labour is exploited. It is thought that a disproportionate number of people 

with mental health and learning disabilities are exploited and treated as 

slaves but national figures are not kept. Nottingham City Council reports 

almost 60% of those rescued in 2019 and 2020 from modern slavery in 

its area had a disability and or mental health /cognitive impairment. 

(BBC News Website)  Sadly, the vulnerable are often targeted by people 

who want to exploit them. In Southend as well as elsewhere the ‘gang-

master’ might be in a van by the night shelters and day centres watching 

who comes out and having ‘befriended’ them, often with offers of a job 

and accommodation and plied them with alcohol, takes them into an 

exploitative relationship. This relationship is often physically as well as 

emotionally abusive but vulnerable people may be unable to break free 

not knowing where to go or who to trust. 

It is not only vulnerable adults but also children. Drug dealers are known 

to hang around places like pupil referral units preying on disaffected 

youngsters to get them to work in County Lines distributing drugs. Very 

many of these children are ‘looked after’ that is, in the care of the local 

authority (crestadvisory.com). Once recruited and rewarded with 

attention and ‘presents’ they may be asked to move other illegal goods 

and especially weapons and ammunition on behalf of criminal gangs. 

Between June and September 2020 more children (58%) than adults, 

were referred to the National Referral Mechanism as victims of Modern 

Slavery https://www.modernslaveryhelpline.org/learn-more. 

So, what about Southend in lockdown 1? Leigh on Sea Quakers became 

founder partners of ‘Southend Against Modern Slavery’ – the SAMS 

Partnership, which seeks to raise public awareness about modern 

slavery locally, to gather intelligence for the police to act and to protect 

more victims. The picture is of the unveiling of the latest mural SAMS 

has had produced to raise awareness and show some of the places 

where modern slavery is happening, such as car washes, cannabis 

farms, brothels, nail bars as well as domestic settings, agriculture and 

construction. I was there on behalf of our Meeting and I have had 

training from SAMS to give awareness raising talks and represented 

SAMS at police briefings and various outreach events when these were 

possible. 

You too can help. This problem is everywhere not just Southend. If you 

are walking in your local area keep alert, are there men regularly going 

https://www.modernslaveryhelpline.org/learn-more
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in and out of a ‘nice’ house in a ‘nice’ area, it might be a pop-up brothel 

hired through Airbnb with women being sexually exploited. Are there ‘too 

many’ people all leaving a property and getting into an unmarked van 

together, could they be a group all being housed together and taken off 

to a construction site?  Does the local carwash have people who are 

wary, without suitable protective clothing and shoes? Might they be 

being exploited?   

If you are suspicious or need advice about something you have seen or 

heard which might involve slavery, contact the Modern Slavery Helpline 

on 0800 121 700 or, anonymously, Crimestoppers on 0800 555 111. 

The police alone cannot stop this crime but the more people who will 

raise their suspicions when they see or hear something which concerns 

them, the more chance of this serious organised crime being stopped. 

The 39 people who died in the back of a locked lorry wouldn’t have been 

brought here if their traffickers hadn’t thought there was money to be 

made from modern slavery. Modern Quakers should show their rejection 

of this exploitation as much as our forefathers fought African slavery in 

the past.                                      

 

 Debbie Taylor.  Leigh on Sea LM 
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’  

 

 

 

‘Sometimes’ by Sheenagh Pugh 

 

 

 

Sometimes things don't go, after all, 

from bad to worse. Some years, muscadel 

faces down frost; green thrives; the crops don't 

fail, 

sometimes man aims high, and all goes well. 

 

A people sometimes will step back from war; 

elect an honest man, decide they care 

enough, that they can't leave some stranger poor. 

Some men become what they were born for. 

 

Sometimes our best efforts do not go 

amiss, sometimes we do as we meant to. 

The sun will sometimes melt a field of sorrow 

that seemed hard frozen: may it happen for you. 

 

 
 

Contributed by Melvyn Freake   Wanstead LM 
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And be steadfast in prayer and regular in charity 

 
"I would often go by myself to Jerusalem on religious holidays, as the 
Law commanded for every Israelite for all time. I would hurry off to 
Jerusalem and take with me the early produce of my crops, a tenth of 
my flocks, and the first portion of the wool cut from my sheep. I would 
present these things at the altar to the priests, the descendants of 
Aaron. I would give the first tenth of my grain, wine, olive oil, 
pomegranates, figs, and other fruit to the Levites who served in 
Jerusalem. For six out of seven years, I also brought the cash 
equivalent of the second tenth of these crops to Jerusalem where I 
would spend it every year. I gave this to orphans and widows, and to 
Gentiles who had joined Israel. In the third year, when I brought and 
gave it to them, we would eat together according to the instruction 
recorded in Moses' Law, as Deborah my grandmother had taught me 
..."  

Tobit 1:6-8 

 
Last November the Chancellor was much criticised for cutting the UK 

Overseas Aid Budget from 0.7% (the target set by the UN in 1970, but 

only reached by the UK in 2013) to 0.5% of Gross National Income.  It 

got me thinking about my own charitable giving.  Do I give 0.7% of my 

net income, or even my gross income?  Thankfully it was higher but fell 

far short of the Biblical injunction to give 10% 

 

Historically Quakers opposed church tithes – the surrendering of 10% of 

your crop/harvest/wealth – as it was for the upkeep of the Established 

Church, their steeple-houses and ‘hireling priests’, which Quakers 

neither recognised nor used. 

Genesis 4:3-15, 14:18-20; Malachi 3:10, 5:16-29; Matthew 23:23; Luke 

11:42 

Although we are no longer under the legal demands of the Old 

Testament, tithing was not repudiated in the New Testament.  We are 

stewards of God’s riches and should manage the resources we have 

been gifted for the advancement of this Kingdom. 

Proverbs 3:9; Matthew 6:20, 25:44; Mark 12:41-44; Luke 12:48; 

2Corinthinans 8:12, 9:7 
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Although none of these obliges us to give, perhaps they help us to 

develop the spirit of giving, of donating with a heart of gratitude and 

generosity to our church (Area Meeting, Britain Yearly Meeting) and 

charities more widely; maybe a bit like some of the later Advices and 

Queries. 

In Germany when you register your address with the local authority you 

are asked your religion (Protestant, Catholic, Free Churches). 9% is then 

deducted from your salary and paid over to the church. You can opt out.  

How would that go down in Britain, I wonder? 9% may sound a lot, but 

they take on much of what our social services hospitals, hospices and 

local authorities do.  Other countries have similar schemes, but their 

rates are far lower: Austria 1%, Finland 1.4%, Sweden 2%, Italy 0.8%, 

and Denmark 0.7% - Sound familiar? 

Orthodox Jews practice ma’aser kesafim (10%), and Sikhs donate 

daswandh (also 10%), and we know that, often at the end of Ramadan, 

our Muslim neighbours give alms (zakat). This religious obligation counts 

as one of the five pillars of Islam, ranking higher even than prayer. 

Customarily this is 2.5% of one's total savings and wealth above a 

minimum (nisab – a Universal Basic Income, perhaps?). Does this put 

Christian giving in perspective, or a bad light? 

Among us, no collection plate is ever passed around after meeting for 

worship. Much more discrete is the collection box in the foyer.  Long 

gone is the annual letter from Elders reminding us of the “right-ordering 

of our outward affairs”: to keep good accounts, not overextend ourselves 

in business (get into debt), the proper acquisition and use of income, the 

stewardship of money held for others, our conduct in business and the 

importance of making and, from time to time of, revising our wills. 

In line with our simplification theme, we hope to move away from the 

single annual schedule or appeal letter and towards more regular 

reminders by email of the need for financial support for the various 

causes of the Area Meeting, and of our centrally managed work (Britain 

Yearly Meeting). 

What are we each cheerfully led to give in support of our ministry in 

2021? 0.5%, 0.7%, 10% 

 

David Irwin   Wanstead LM 
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“It was only a sunny smile, and little it cost 

in the giving, but like morning light it 

scattered the night and made the day 

worth living.” 

 

― F. Scott Fitzgerald 
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The Foundational and Spiritual Practice of Opening to Deep Silence. 

A committed discipline of going deeply into the silence – what some may call 

contemplation or meditation is becoming increasingly important to me in relation 

to my life as a Quaker and as a human being. Then the Covid enforced time at 

home plus a timely online retreat booking, together with the recent call for 

newsletter articles prompted me to wonder if I shouldn’t write something about it. 

I was, however, open to the possibility of not writing for several reasons - I don’t 

want to cause or to fan splits within our Society or within Meetings, I still feel like 

a ‘beginner’ on this path and to ‘speak’ may therefore be premature, and finding 

ways to talk about the ineffable is inevitably difficult, and can indeed be 

problematic within Quakers. 

However despite these caveats and even because of them, I want to share a 

glimpse into something that I am personally finding both amazing and greatly 

facilitating; something that is happening and growing under the surface in Leigh 

Meeting. It is this. 

In addition to the ‘Light groups’, probably about half a dozen people (lets call 

them ‘seekers’) in Leigh Meeting (it used to be more but some have 

left/died/moved away), are engaged in parallel and deeply committed spiritual 

paths practiced on a daily basis*. We have indeed been sharing experiences and 

insights in an informal and mostly unplanned way for months if not years; and 

personally I think the Meeting is benefitting significantly in ways that are difficult 

to describe, including through ministry. That is not to say of course that other 

types of ministry, like socially aware and concerned ministry and reflections are 

not important; far from it.  

Personally I see action and contemplation as part of a whole – as the foundation 

of the Quaker path. We certainly see descriptions of both deep silent practices of 

‘waiting in the Light’, and of related compassionate and courageous action in 

early Quaker writings. Thus compassionate and guided action and caring 
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thoughtful responsiveness in the world arise naturally out of deep ‘Looking 

Within’ as George Fox described it.  

In addition those of us on these parallel paths are discovering that we are not just 

or ultimately, separate beings. We are all ‘One’. Everything and everyone is part 

of a whole, and is an expression of that wholeness. What we do is not (just?) 

what we do.  It is Life/Love living and expressing itself through us.  

Our paths might seem disparate. A Course in Miracles, and the teachings of 

Advaita, Adyashanti, Tibetan Buddhism and Christian contemplative practices 

might on the surface appear very different.  

We are I think each taking responsibility for our paths and mostly sticking to the 

teachings of a particular path, certainly at the moment so as not to get just 

fascinated or distracted by a multitude of approaches. But at the same time we 

are open and interested in each other’s experiences and how these are 

impacting our everyday lives and attitudes. The similarity of our insights can feel 

both validating and enlivening, and supportive too. 

We are discovering that underneath they are all about opening to Truth, about 

letting go of or ‘dissolving’ the ‘ego’; and about allowing Life and Love to flow as 

and when they will. They include a commitment to going deeply into silence* - to 

deep unprogrammed meditation and ‘looking within’, and to discovering truth 

through experience as much as through teachings. 

To give you a flavour, here are a few of the few insights and teachings that have 

become important for me over the last few months, insights I would like to 

integrate more: 

- Look within. Open and attune to whatever arises, without getting entangled 

in it. 

- Trust in the flow of life. Counter-intuitive perhaps, but I have a strong 

resonance with this, despite its being difficult to ‘live’.  

- Be at ease with not knowing. 

- Expect the unexpected. Be open to surprise. Live on the edge of discovery. 

- The path is not about ‘wellbeing’, although harmony, synchronicity and 

peacefulness may arise. Some suffering is inevitable, and things may 

become challenging as we struggle with ‘letting go’ and ‘letting be’.  

- ‘Learning to live is learning to let go’ as I read only this morning.  Let go of 

expectations and outcomes. This can be very difficult, and may even be a 

measure of our current spiritual maturity.  

- As you become aware of even hints of self-criticism just let them go. Be 

gentle on yourself. Focusing on a few breaths can be helpful here. We are 
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all human. Life is not about perfection. We ‘grow’ through repeated practice 

of letting go.  

- ‘Accepting what is’ makes all the difference. Acceptance rather than 

resistance and worry can greatly reduce suffering, although it does not come 

easily to our concerned, conditioned, educated minds.   

- What is - is not all that is. I remember one of my ‘seeker Friends’ saying, 

“What is - is not what is!” This probably goes a bit far for me (at the 

moment!)  -  so I modified it! But I appreciate his sharing it. 

- Life is always ‘wanting’ to move in the direction of harmony, growth and 

peace. We just have to get out of the way!  

- ‘Let the body take the lead’. I find this very helpful in meditation, and even 

in Life. 

- The path may be rocky, although later we may see it differently. 

- ‘My’ actions are not my actions – they are just life flowing in loving (and 

courageous?) ways. 

- And of course – Live in the Now. 

Each of these probably deserves a chapter of its own or at least a paragraph, but 

today I am just opening up the subject. 

And of course I fail all the time, but they are like inspirations bubbling under the 

surface, and I trust that they will grow as and when they will. As I said to a fellow 

“seeker’ just the other day “I feel a real beginner on this path” - “We are all 

beginners”, he replied. 

 

So I wonder how you feel after reading this. ‘Just Trust and let go’ I hear a voice 

say. So be it.  

 

Whilst we talk about valuing diversity, such explorations can be hard to talk about 

among Friends. I can even feel ‘on the edge’ of Quakers at times. There may be 

others with similar feelings. In fact a conversation with a local Friend about this 

contributed to my decision to write.  

There may be others who have similar practices but just don’t talk about them. 

And there are probably more than a handful of Quakers who feel as I do that 

our Society really needs to reinvigorate its deep spiritual roots both from the 

past and particularly in the present to become what it has the potential to be.  

 



17 
 

A fellow Quaker Experiment with Light practitioner once said: “The problem with 

Quakerism is that although we regularly engage in silent worship there is no 

teaching on how to use it, or on how to go deeply into the silence”.  There are of 

course books, papers, QFP paragraphs and even workshops that include tasters 

of contemplative practices we could try, but I don’t think that was what he meant.  

I am not sure however that we need deep Quaker teachings on the subject, as 

one of our key features is respect for each person’s uniqueness, including our 

developing and sincerely held values and paths – respect for the way ‘That of 

God’ shows up and develops in and through each of us as we go through life. But 

I do think deep commitment and regular devoted silent practice need to be taken 

seriously*. We do of course have the Experiment with Light, which facilitates 

going deeply within either as a discernment tool or just to ‘Wait in the Light’ in 

openness and awareness, and I am indeed passionate and profoundly grateful 

for this as most of you will know, but it does not include teaching.   

Meanwhile the group of ‘seekers’ described above have discovered huge value 

in accessing the deep wisdom teachings taught by enlightened beings from the 

past and the present including Jesus - honed over the years from their 

experience and practice.  

And like Quakers everywhere we continue to ‘wait in the light’ in our various 

ways, and to follow the ‘promptings of love and truth in our hearts’, whilst living in 

the present.  

* I do not wish to imply here that there aren’t other Quakers with committed 

daily spiritual practices. I am purely writing from my recent experience, which 

for some reason I felt prompted to share. 

        

Angela Greenwood   Leigh on Sea LM 
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Out Beyond Ideas 

Out beyond ideas of wrong-doing and right-

doing, 

there is a field. I’ll meet you there. 

When the soul lies down in that grass, 

the world is too full to talk about. 

Ideas, language, even the phrase ‘each other’ 

doesn’t make any sense. 

Rumi      (1207 – 1273) 
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Comment on ‘Out beyond Ideas’ 

 I find this poem so inspirational. It is clearly a translation (by Coleman 

Barks who rewrites poems based on other English translations) and 

discussions about the accuracy of the interpretation abound on the 

internet. I know nothing much (yet!) about the Sufi poet Rumi, but one of 

the commentators, Sid Kemp on Quora, had this to say, and I think I love 

his description of how Rumi lived, nearly as much as the poem: 

‘All of the answers suggesting that this points to a place beyond right 

and wrong, beyond judgement, even beyond true faith and spiritual 

falsehood, are pointing in the right direction 

At the same time, they miss something that those who understand how 

Rumi lived will grasp. Rumi lived dancing in endless joy amidst the 

ordinary things of this world, all of which, to him and to all of us, radiate 

the Divine. The field is right here, if we will only drop our concept, our 

labelling and discriminating intelligence, our ideas of right and wrong. 

Right here, right now, we can enter the dance of Divine joy, for all God’s 

creation is the field of Divine joy.’             S. Kemp 

Louise Davidge    Leigh on Sea LM 

 

 

 

 

 

The following section of the newsletter contains book reviews contributed by 

Friends.  These are mainly books that have been significant for the reviewers 

and it is hoped that we may be inspired to extend our reading as a result of their 

input. Thank you very much everyone for sharing with us. All reviews are printed 

in full. 
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‘Four Quartets’ by T.S. Eliot 

The lockdown made me resort to looking at my forty year old unread copy of 

Eliot’s ‘Four Quartets’ and I was very affected by the beginning of ‘Little Gidding’; 

the description of the sun on the frost as Pentecostal Fire in the dark time of the 

year. I don’t understand all of what he wrote, but it seems to have had some 

effect on me that I am grateful for. 

 

Jacqui Shannon    Wanstead LM. 
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Similitudes 

 

As someone, who likes the Parables from the Bible, not because of the 

moral or religious messages contained in them, but because of what I 

see as their simplicity, I really relate to stories that are easily understood 

by the majority of people. 

So when it was suggested that we think about a book which has either 

been inspirational to our spiritual journey, perhaps providing a light bulb 

moment, or has sustained us over the years, several books came to 

mind, remember I spoke of simplicity, so bear with me, they are 

children's books. 

No! Don't stop reading! 

The first book is:- 

'We're going on a Bear Hunt' by Michael Rosen.  The blurb on the 

back of the book describes it as a 'dramatic and comic masterpiece' but 

it is so much more than that. 

The story tells of Dad and three children, pretending to hunt a bear 

whilst out walking.  As the walk progresses they encounter various 

obstacles including, a river, a cave, and a dark forest among other 

things.  Each time they meet an obstacle, they begin a mantra... 
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'We can't go over it!  We can't go under it!  Oh no! We've got to go 

through it.’ 

For me this is life's journey.  Throughout our lives there will be 

barriers/hurdles that we have to overcome, and generally there's only 

one way to do that.  We have to go through it.  Not alone, not without 

support and encouragement but doggedly. 

I gave a friend this book when her husband died.  

The second book is:- 

'The Lion Inside' by Rachel Bright. 

It is the story of a tiny mouse, insignificant, ignored, almost invisible to all 

around him: he longs to be like the lion who is 'shouty' and respected, 

perhaps even feared. 

The mouse, having found the courage to speak with the lion, learns that 

we all possess strength and weakness, perhaps in equal quantities, and 

that even the strongest of us has fears. 

The book reminds me of a passage in Quaker Faith and Practice 

(Personal Journey 21.14). 

'We know with varying degrees of acceptance into awareness, our own 

weaknesses, a tendency to think that others - who seem on the surface, 

to be very sure and confident - do not struggle in the way we do.  But 

many of those who appear to cope and be strong and tireless are indeed 

very different behind their masks.  We are all wounded; we all feel 

inadequate and ashamed, we all struggle.  But this is part of the human 

condition; it draws us together, helps us find our connectedness.' 

All three books are inspirational, hopeful and uplifting for me. 

The first two could easily be dismissed by some as 'just children's 

books’, suitable only for 3 to 5 year olds, yet for me each holds a 

profound truth.  Perhaps they speak to the child inside of me... 

 

Brenda Phillips    Leigh on Sea LM 
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I first came across this booklet in December 2016. It made a lovely 

Christmas present. When thinking about writing a book review for the 

Newsletter it fell into my hands again. It is as relevant now as it was 

then.    

The Man Who Planted Trees by Jean Giono 

 

Giono’s story is about a shepherd, Elzéard Bouffier, who 

planted thousands and thousands of acorns and saplings 

in a remote and barren area of Provence. The small town 

there, once a Roman settlement had become neglected 

after its inhabitants left. The rivers became dry, the 

dwellings crumbled and the landscape craved attention. (I 

have seen ancient villages like this in Northern Spain.)  

 

Giono’s shepherd had moved there after his wife and then his only son 

died. He needed a new purpose in life. He found it in regenerating 

nature, giving it what it needed.  From the acorns and saplings he 

planted over many years trees grew. These retained water and where 

there is water, animals and plants can live. The wood he planted 

stretched over many square miles. The authorities were slow in realizing 

what was happening and once they did they acted wisely. They declared 

the land a conservation area and forbade the burning of charcoal. This 

initially upset the charcoal burners but ensured the growth of the forest.  

 

The story reads as if it was autobiographical. A young journalist walking 

through Provence finds himself more than a day’s march away from the 

next settlement. He sees a single figure in the distance, as he 

approaches he recognizes a shepherd and his dog. The shepherd 

knows what the walker needs, offers him water and shelter. He shares 

his simple meal with him. The next morning the young man sees the 

shepherd sorting acorns. Without many words he joins in. These acorns 
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are the ones he sees the shepherd planting as he goes on his way. 

Many years later the journalist is on another assignment in the area and 

decides to visit the shepherd. He finds him well and unchanged. What 

has changed is the countryside around him. It is now lush and full of 

plants. The little town is bustling with activity – people have come back. 

 

This novel works on many levels. It is not only a parable about 

conservation and reforestation it is also about human values, ethics and 

a sense of what is right. It is about a man who sets about carrying out 

his vision without a wish for reward or recognition. Elzéard Bouffier does 

what he knows the earth is craving for. He plants acorns that grow into 

trees; Jean Giono writes words that become seeds to ideas. His books 

influenced writers and thinkers in many countries. Giono’s message is 

that man needs to be connected to the earth. We must learn to give 

trees and plants the same value as we give animals. Above all we must 

learn again how to build a relationship with both. The ancients knew that. 

Some people make the soil fertile with words, others with music or 

paintings and yet others with selflessly helping those in need. Think 

about the millions of refugees who are destitute and dry and need 

looking after. There are many different ways in which we can live by our 

values and make a difference. 

 

Jean Giono lived all his life in the small city of Manosque.  His father was 

a cobbler and his mother ran a washing service. Giono was self-taught, 

he had to leave school early and support his family. At the age of 

sixteen, he had saved enough money to buy his first book. He chose the 

cheapest one which turned out to be a copy of Virgil’s verse. He 

describes this as the moment his life changed.  

Michael Morpurgo calls this story compelling and important for all of us.  

It is his favourite book.  

PS Since writing this I have heard that trees have a kind of family life. 

The stronger ones protect the weaker ones. Trees feel the pain of 

amputation when branches are cut off and when they are felled.  

 

I hope you have enjoyed reading this. The book is published by Peter 

Owen Publishers. It has beautiful wood engravings by Michael McCurdy. 

Margarete Briggs, Harlow LM 
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Middlemarch, ‘A Study of Provincial Life’ is a novel by the English 
author Mary Anne Evans, who wrote as George Eliot. It first appeared in 
eight instalments (volumes) in 1871 and 1872. Set in a fictitious 
English Midland town in 1829–1832, it follows distinct, intersecting 
stories with many characters.[1] Issues include the status of women, the 
nature of marriage, idealism, self-interest, religion, hypocrisy, political 
reform, and education. Despite comic 
elements, Middlemarch uses realism to encompass historical events: 
the 1832 Reform Act, early railways, and the accession of King William 
IV. It looks at medicine of the time and reactionary views in a settled 
community facing unwelcome change. Eliot began writing the two pieces 
that formed the novel in 1869–1870 and completed it in 1871. Initial 
reviews were mixed, but it is now seen widely as her best work and one 
of the great English novels.[2] 

 
When I was in my twenties, I read Middlemarch for the first time.  This 
was at the suggestion of my first boyfriend, in college (in the USA).  The 
greatest legacy from that relationship was a lasting love of this book.  I 
have read the book every decade of my life since then.  The last time I 
went to read it I went to the paperback I have had all these years.  
However much I love the smell, the book itself was too raggedy.  And 
thus, I discovered Audible.  My first Audible book was Juliet Stevenson 
reading Middlemarch.  Sublime.  I'm half-way through my sixties now, 
and must listen to it again sometime in the next few years.  It's provided 
me with a wonderful way to track my development of a thinking 
woman.  My relationship with Dorothea Brooke has given me great 
insights into how I have changed.  She is my northern star, but my view 
of her has not been consistent.  A lesson in life! 
  
 
Peggy Forell, Bethnal Green 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Eliot
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Midlands
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Middlemarch#cite_note-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Literary_realism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reform_Act_1832
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/King_William_IV
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/King_William_IV
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Middlemarch#cite_note-2
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A Review of ‘Zen and the Art of Motorcycle 
Maintenance’ 

I don't remember when I first read this book, but it was probably 

sometime in the 90s before the 25th Anniversary edition was published 

in 1999. 

The book is about a motorcycle road trip in 1968 across America from 

Minneapolis to San Francisco that Robert Pirsig took with his son Chris, 

aged 11, and his friends John and Sylvia. They travel across the plains 

of South & North Dakota into Montana and then via Red Rock into the 

mountains to Cooke City, Yellowstone Park, Gardiner and down to 

Bozeman.   

They stay with an Art teacher and his wife that he used to know at the 

University.  John and Sylvia fly back to Minneapolis.  After spending 

some time climbing and camping in the mountains, Pirsig and his son 

Chris continue over the Rocky Mountains from Montana to Idaho, 

Oregon and California, ending the trip in San Francisco.  The trip lasts 

for 12 days in the summer of 1968. 

This book is thought to be autobiographical, although it is presented as a 

fiction novel.  It is written in the first person, so the narrator is never 

named. 

Pirsig was a child prodigy, having an IQ of 170 at age 9.  He was born in 

1928 in Minneapolis and died in 2017.  He was awarded a High School 

diploma at age 14. He studied biochemistry at the University of 

Minnesota, but completed the degree after a period in Korea in the US 

army. 

In the book he sets out a Chautauqua alongside descriptions of the road 

trip.  This is a type of educational talk.  Chautauqua was a kind of 

travelling educational show (named after the place where it started) that 

moved from town to town across America in the 1890s bringing 
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educational talks to ordinary Americans who might not have had much 

schooling. 

Pirsig's Chautauqua, which runs throughout the book, is really an in-

depth philosophical discourse into the nature of Quality and values.  He 

looks at the analytical methods of science and contrasts those with the 

arts.  He says there is a problem about the coldness of science that 

eliminates people from the picture, which is a strength, but alienates 

people.  His friends John and Sylvia are alienated from technology.   

Pirsig, acting as the narrator in the story, is, in his life and in the book, a 

technical writer and he also carries out his own motorcycle maintenance, 

tuning and fixing his bike as they continue their trip.  He talks about 

maintaining the cycle, looking at it analytically as a set of parts and 

functions and showing how you must develop a “feel” for how it is 

running and test out hypotheses about what might be wrong with it.   

His friend John does not understand the value of maintenance and feels 

you should leave all that to the “experts”.  He and his wife Sylvia are 

romantics and hate the analytical logic and attention to detail needed to 

diagnose and fix technical problems.  Pirsig has had a few unpleasant 

experiences with his bike at the hands of “expert” mechanics, who really 

don’t care or don’t have the time. 

In 1946, Pirsig joined the US Army and was posted to South Korea 

where he encountered the Eastern philosophies of Hinduism, Buddhism 

and Taoism.  He was discharged in 1948 living in Seattle for a while and 

then returned to Minnesota University in 1950 gaining his degree in 

Biochemistry. 

He subsequently studied philosophy at Banaras Hindu University in India 

and later studied for a PhD at the University of Chicago.  In 1958 he 

earned a Masters Degree in Journalism at the University of Minnesota. 

In the same year he became a professor at the University of Montana at 

Bozeman and taught creative writing there for 2 years.  He went on to 

study for a PhD in Philosophy at Chicago University. 

The book also touches on the nervous breakdown that Pirsig suffered in 

Chicago when studying for his PhD.  He was hospitalised between 1961 

and 63, diagnosed with schizophrenia and given Electro-Convulsive 

Therapy (ECT), which is now illegal.  In the book he invents a character, 

Phaedrus, taken from one of Plato's Dialogues who represents his 

former self. He says that Phaedrus is like a wolf. 

In the 25th anniversary edition of the book he explains that he had 

mistakenly thought Phaedrus meant “wolf” in Greek, but in fact it means 
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“brilliant, dazzling”.  The character in Plato who is a wolf is Lycias (from 

Greek lykos meaning wolf) 

Phaedrus undertakes a monumental intellectual journey to understand 

Quality in writing, when teaching at Montana University.  He finds that 

Quality cannot and should not be defined but, nevertheless, it can be 

recognised by students and teachers (and in fact by anyone).  He 

experiments with removing the student's grades and shows that they 

learn better without them.  This brings him into conflict with the 

University authorities.  He undertakes a metaphysical analysis of what 

Quality is and concludes that it is none other than the Tao or Buddha or 

God. “That of God” in everything. 

Then trying to prove his thesis in a PhD course in Philosophy at the 

University of Chicago he finds himself in conflict with the tutors and 

supervisors, which leads to his breakdown.  He is unable to continue 

and never completes the course.  This is when he is hospitalised and his 

family, especially his son Chris, are traumatised. 

After the breakdown, he and his wife are separated and his two sons, 

Chris and Ted live with their mother.  Chris is the eldest and was about 6 

when Pirsig had the breakdown.  Incidents in the book on the trip, 5 

years later when Chris is 11, show that Chris feels alienated from his 

father and is also beginning to develop psychological problems that 

Pirsig finds difficult. 

Pirsig's first wife eventually divorced him in 1978 and he remarried in the 

same year. In 1979 his son Chris was fatally stabbed in a mugging in 

San Francisco.  Pirsig was living in England at the time and Chris was 

planning to fly out to see him.  Pirsig and his new wife were expecting a 

baby at the time and had been considering terminating the pregnancy as 

Pirsig was 50 and didn’t want to go through fatherhood again.  After the 

tragedy with Chris, they both had a strong feeling that they should keep 

the baby.  In due course they had a daughter, Nell, who Pirsig believed 

was a reincarnation of Chris. 

The other thread running through the book is Pirsig’s relationship with 

his son Chris, who as a young teenager, is confused by his Dad, who 

has changed since his illness.  On the final leg of the journey, as they 

approach San Francisco, Chris becomes really distressed and says he 

can’t go on.  Pirsig finds that in this moment, remembering a scene from 

when he was hospitalised, which he thought was a dream, he is able to 

re-integrate himself with his pre-breakdown personality and Chris feels 

his Dad has returned.  The dark mood changes and they continue the 

rest of the trip with joyous hearts and a feeling of lightness. 
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For me all these threads in the book have echoes in my own life.  I had a 

difficult relationship with my father, who had motorbikes (I never did) and 

then cars and he liked to fix them himself.  He was an engineer working 

on radar in the war and built our first TV set himself.  He also worked on 

early digital computers in the 60s. 

I studied Mathematics, Psychology and computer science.  I have had 3 

breakdowns involving hospitalisation myself.  One in 1969, dropping out 

of University, and then later in 1987 (at the time of the great storm) and 

again in 1993.  I too have struggled with philosophy and have always 

been attracted to Buddhism and Taoism and lately Hindu Advaita, which 

led me to become a Quaker.  I also love camping, cycling and climbing 

in mountains, although I'm a bit too old and arthritic to do it now.  I now 

try to support Quaker Life Mental Health in Meetings initiative, serving on 

the core group. 

So this book, for me, is less about the road trip or the philosophical 

discourse, than Pirsig coming to terms with his own bouts of mental 

illness and repairing his relationship with his son.  For others, it is a 

classic book of its time about late 1960s America, at a turning point in its 

history.   

If the themes outlined here appeal to you, I would recommend reading 

the book for yourself. 

 

Jim Grigg, Leigh on Sea Meeting 

January 2021 
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‘99%’ by Mark E Thomas recommended by Melvyn 

Freake 

 

Why are so many people using food banks when the gross domestic 

product (GDP) of the UK continues to grow? Why is there an 

accelerating distribution of the wealth to the few rather than wealth being 

shared? Why can't the next generation afford to buy their own property? 

How is it this Government can afford to spend billions when the 

Cameron administration insisted there was no alternative to austerity? 

 

Mark Thomas answers these questions. 99% is the percentage of the 

population that will be worse off by 2050 than they are now, with an 

increasing proportion of the middle class in poverty, if current trends 

continue. He compares the post-war years of 1945 to 1980, described 

as the golden age of capitalism, with the years since then when 

Thatcher and Reagan took us into the unregulated golden age of market 

capitalism. Two facts: in the 35 post war years there was considerably 

more growth of GDP; and it was shared on a much more equal basis. 

During that period there was much public spending with a war debt of 

200% of it's GDP but the Cameron government imposed an austerity 

programme with a considerably less than 100% debt? 

 

Mark Thomas explodes a series of myths about the relationship between 

debt and profit, private and public sector, affordability and alternatives. 

He argues that the GDP pie can continue to grow for the benefit of all 

parts of society rather than the slices of the pie being increasingly taken 

by the top 1% and especially the top .01%. The changes needed will 

need to be managed, and will be revolutionary but they do not need to 

be violent. Among political changes he asks that the government should 

have an explicit duty to govern for the whole population; that there 
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should be law to ensure wealth is not concentrated among the few; and 

other changes affecting concentration of ownership of the media and 

responsibilities for ensuring change is made on the basis of facts as 

proven by an independent body. 

 

Friends will find the analysis of the development of post-truth thinking of 

interest and its likely effect on, for example the Brexit debate and the 

election of Trump (there is as much analysis of the US as the UK). Non-

economists will be pleased to see that much of the statistical evidence is 

available in appendices that are online rather than weighing down what 

is already a 300 page book. 

 

The bottom line of the argument is simple. It is simply not true that our 

country cannot afford to change the way it is run. We can live in a way 

that is more equal, more just, and therefore more peaceful. As Quakers 

we are likely to want those changes and may want to do something to 

help it happen. Look at the 99% website (where you can also buy the 

book). And as Mark Thomas concludes, 'The good news is that barriers 

to action live only in our own minds; the trends we don't like are the 

results of political choices, not economic necessities.' (P312) 
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