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A Visitor from Erewhon
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 David Gribble

Explanatory Note

Erewhon is the name of the country discovered by George Higgs in the mountains of New Zealand in 1868, and later visited by his son John in 1893.


Samuel Butler wrote two books about these visits, Erewhon (1872) and Erewhon Revisited (1901). Both books satirised Victorian society, but much of what he said is still relevant in 2015.

CHAPTER ONE: AN UNEXPECTED VISITOR 

My name is Paul Higgs. I am a librarian, and I live in Ealing. You will not have heard of me, but you may have heard of my great-great-grandfather, George Higgs, who found the way to Erewhon from the mountains of New Zealand  in 1870 and after he left was declared to be a god – the Sunchild. You may have read his book about his experiences there, and how he escaped by balloon with his Erewhonian wife. His son, John, also visited the country some years later. Afterwards he wrote a book of his own, called Erewhon Revisited, in which he described the development of the myths of Sunchildism, by then the official religion of the country. Both books are commonly considered to be fiction,
 and indeed that was what I thought myself, but in 2005 I had an unexpected visitor.


During my childhood I had learnt to regard my family’s stories about Erewhon as an elaborate joke, which extended from the use of a number of phrases in what I thought was an imaginary language to a tradition of wearing at least part of our clothing back to front on the tenth day of December each year.
 We knew from the family archives that John Higgs, my great-grandfather really did set out on a second voyage to New Zealand in 1900 but he had never returned, and the family never heard from him again. 


Erewhon  appears in no atlas and we naturally always supposed the country to be entirely imaginary, but it turns out that we were wrong. The fact that the first evidence of its existence was found in New Zealand is irrelevant. It might equally well have been visited from the Andes, the Himalayas, the Alps or even some of the more mountainous areas of Scotland – anywhere sufficiently elevated above and remote from the everyday world. 

I knew nothing of all this until very early in the morning of May 6th, 2005. I was still watching the results of the General Election towards one o’clock. My wife, Jennifer, had gone to bed some time ago, and our daughter Sophie was spending the night in her boy-friend’s flat, so I was alone in the sitting-room when I heard what sounded like a knock on the front door. It was not followed up so I assumed it was some clatter from the crowds on the television and paid no attention. 


Then there was an unmistakable knock on the sitting-room window. I stood up and drew back the curtain. There, standing in the flower-bed, lit from behind by the street lamp and from in front by our sitting-room lights, was a tall, handsome, brown-skinned man of about my age, dressed in baggy trousers and a thick woollen sweater.  He looked exhausted, and held out his hands in an appealing gesture. His mouth hung open and his eyes seemed to express some kind of hopefulness. Over his sweater he was wearing an elaborate cravat,  with the knot behind his head rather than under his chin. The tail was hanging down over a rucksack of an unfamiliar design.

We stared at each other in silence for a moment, and then he fumbled in a pocket and produced a crumpled sheet of paper, which he held up for me to see. I could not read it at that distance, so I opened the window and took it from him. 


It was a letter addressed to Mr. John Higgs Esquire, dated March 13th, 1892, announcing the despatch of a large sum of money. The address at the top was 15 Cliffords Inn, London, and it was signed Alfred Carrie. Carrie was of course long gone, but our family’s affairs were still handled by a firm called Carrie, Gould and Grant, of that same address. 

‘George Higgs?’ said the anxious figure in the flower-bed.

‘No. I’m Paul Higgs. Who are you?‘


‘I am Ruthra Strong.’


‘And who might that be?’


‘I am Ruthra Strong,’ he said again. ‘Erewhon. Yram.’


His expression was so open and friendly that my hostility melted away.


‘Erewhon,’ I repeated. ‘Yram.’


My pronunciation was not quite the same as his, and he gave a little laugh.


‘Yes.’ he said. ‘Erewhon. Yram. Ruthra Strong.’

‘You’d better come in.’


I thought hard as I went to open the front door. I knew that my ancestors’ books gave Yram as the name of the daughter of my great-great-grandfather George’s jailer when he first arrived in Erewhon. When she was pregnant with George’s child, she had married an Erewhonian whose name was Strong, who later became the Mayor of Sunchildston.


‘Ruthra,’ I said, as I opened the door. ‘The great-great-grandson of Yram?’


‘Yram,’ he said, ‘begat George, George begat Divad, Divad begat Repet, Repet begat Ruthra.’


‘George,’ I said, ‘begat John, John begat Richard, Richard begat Henry, Henry begat Paul.’


I grasped his hand, and in a moment we were hugging each other, laughing and crying. To my surprise I found we both instinctively stroked the other’s left cheeks with our right hands, following a family custom that I had learnt as a child. I cannot explain how our remote cousinship should have manifested itself in this way, but I felt an immediate affection for him, and he apparently felt something similar. 


‘I learn English,’ he said. 


I answered him with the words of an Erewhonian nursery rhyme which was part of our family tradition and as far as I knew was nonsense. His face lit up with a smile and we hugged again. He repeated my rhyme with enthusiasm. I had evidently said something welcoming.


‘Paul Higgs,’ he said again. ‘Paul Higgs. Paul Higgs. I rejoice. I learn English.’


I gabbled another scrap of the little Erewhonian I knew, without having any idea of its meaning, and he laughed again.


I led him into the sitting-room, where the television caught his eye. He stared at it with astonishment. 


‘I’m sorry,’ I said, and switched it off. I feel strongly that people should not have the TV on when visitors arrive. I did not yet know of Ruthra’s fear of all electronic devices, but I remembered that Erewhonians had banned all machinery over a hundred and fifty years ago, and wondered what else he might find offensive. Electricity, I thought, and with an exaggerated gesture switched the lights off and on again. I looked at him interrogatively and he shook his head and waved a dismissive hand. Electricity was apparently no novelty to him.


I asked him, with words and gestures, whether he was hungry or thirsty, and as he responded with enthusiasm I took him into the kitchen and set out bread, cheese and fruit, naming each item as I set it before him. I fetched two glasses and filled them with beer. He tasted it and beamed.


I sat back and watched him as he ate. He quickly finished off half a loaf of bread, a week’s supply of cheese, a couple of apples and a banana.


How on earth had he managed to find me, I wondered, but waited until he had finished eating before attempting to ask the question.


At last he had done, and began to speak hesitantly in English.


‘I thank thee. It is good. My name is Ruthra Strong. I am forty-two years old. I dwell in Sunchildston.’


I matched his schoolboy phrases.


‘My name is Paul Higgs. I am forty-eight years old. I dwell at 23, Manor Terrace, Ealing.’

‘I learn English. I have books.’

The books that Ruthra had been learning from turned out to be the Bible, given to his family by our shared ancestor, who had translated a few passages into Erewhonian, and an Erewhonian translation of  George Higgs’s book, which he had given to him on the occasion of his second visit. George had added a short list of basic phrases in English on the flyleaf.. We learnt later that, just as our church services had once been conducted in Latin, so the celebrations in the Musical Banks
 were conducted in what might be described as dog-English. The combination of archaic language, mispronunciation and his curious accent often made Ruthra difficult to understand.


 I guessed that he must have found his way to Cliffords Inn and the head office of Carrie, Gould and Grant, and someone in the office had recognised Carrie’s name and been persuaded to give him our address and tell him to how to get here. That was all possible, but how had he managed to get from Erewhon to Clifford’s Inn? This was a mystery that baffled me then and amazes me still, now, after I have heard his explanation.


‘Are you ready for bed?’ I asked, putting my hands together on one shoulder and resting my face on them.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I thank thee.’


I indicated that he should go upstairs, and he seemed to glide up effortlessly, barely  touching the steps. I followed him laboriously and led him to our spare room. He dumped his rucksack on the floor and I took him to the bathroom, showed him how the taps worked, mimed the use of the lavatory in case he took it for a bidet or a laundry basin and showed him how the flush worked. He smiled and nodded. I ran a bath for him, and gave him a clean towel from the airing cupboard. 


‘All good,’ he said. ‘I thank thee. All good.’


I left him to enjoy his bath and went to make up his bed.


Jennifer had been woken by the noise in the bathroom and came in to ask me what was going on.


‘It’s completely amazing,’ I said. ‘It’s my distant cousin Ruthra Strong. He’s come here from Erewhon.’


Jennifer took up her position on the other side of the bed and we smoothed out the clean sheet and tucked it in.


‘Erewhon? Is this some kind of joke?’


‘No, it’s true. I know it sounds crazy but it’s true. He understood when I said something to him in Erewhonian.’


‘Sounds suspicious to me, Paul,’ she said. ‘Why did you let him in?’


‘He was standing in the flowerbed.’

‘That’s no reason for letting someone in..’


‘He was exhausted. I had to.’


‘So he gets right into the house and tells you he’s a distant cousin of yours and you simply accept his story and invite him to stay the night?’


‘It’s wonderful, Jennifer, it’s terribly exciting. You’ll see. He really is from Erewhon.’


‘But Paul, there’s no such place.’


‘I know we all thought that, darling, but  there must be. He speaks Erewhonian just like Grandad used to do, and he recognised the nonsense rhyme he taught us.’


‘Anyone could pretend to do that.’ Jennifer shook a pillow down into its case. ‘Sophie knows all those rhymes. Someone might have learnt it from her.’


‘And he was wearing a kind of backwards cravat.’


‘What on earth is that?’


‘He had this great knot behind his head and with its tail hanging down over the top of his rucksack.’


‘Now for the duvet cover.’


‘Erewhon. Really. Erewhon. It’ll turn all our ideas upside down.’


‘I am yet to be persuaded. It’s either a lunatic or a practical joker or some kind of scam. Or you’ve just completely misunderstood.’


‘Wait till you see him.’


Jennifer reknotted her dressing gown cord.


‘That won’t be until tomorrow morning,’ she said, and went back to our bedroom.


In a few minutes Ruthra came out of the bathroom, carrying his clothes and wearing the towel round his waist. His body looked like that of a much younger man. I felt self-conscious about my own relative unfitness. 


I pointed to the bed, where the corner of the duvet had been turned back. He dropped the towel on the floor, lay down on the bed and drew the duvet over his shoulders.

‘Good night,’ I said. ‘Sleep well.’

‘I thank thee,’ he said. ‘Good night.’


He apparently fell asleep at once, so I went to Jennifer’s and my bedroom, where she was pretending to be asleep with her back to the door. 


I had a quick wash, changed into my pyjamas and got into bed beside her.


‘How long do you expect him to stay?’ she asked. 


‘I’ve absolutely no idea. It remains to be seen.’
CHAPTER TWO: THE BACKGROUND

It turns out that George, my great-great-grandfather, really did reach Erewhon, really was arrested when he first arrived in Erewhon, and really was imprisoned for the crime of possessing a watch. (A watch was a machine, and all machinery was forbidden.) During his imprisonment he received lessons in the Erewhonian language from Yram, the daughter of his jailer, Ruthra’s great-great-grandmother. After a few months he was recognised as an interesting foreigner, and set at liberty, bound over to good behaviour. He was even given a allowance and accepted as a guest in the house of a distinguished Erewhonian family. There were two daughters in the family, one of whom, Arowhena, eventually became my great-great-grandmother. It was true that Ruthra and I were cousins, both descended from George Higgs.


As far as I know the only people from our world who have visited Erewhon, apart from my two ancestors, were the missionaries led by Kahabuka, a so-called bishop, who found his way there from the more accessible neighbouring country of Erewhemos. He and his missionaries avoided the original route followed by my great-great-grandfather because it was barred by a group of giant stone statues, which were believed to have some sinister power. 


George Higgs had had to escape from Erewhon because he had made enemies who were intending to lay charges against him for the possession of a watch and his alleged intention to reintroduce machinery. He was also falsely accused of having measles. All of these were capital offences. 


He escaped by taking advantage of Erewhonian superstition. There had been a prolonged drought, and he proposed to the King that he should travel into the sky to meet the god of the sun and persuade him to allow rain to fall. He had a balloon constructed, and arranged for a public take-off. No one in Erewhon had ever seen a balloon before and there was much interest. He made his escape with Arowhena, the Erewhonian woman who was to become his wife when they eventually reached England, hidden in the basket.  The balloon rose into the sky in what seemed to the populace to be a miraculous manner, and soon disappeared among the clouds. 

Fortunately rain did fall and the drought was over. It seemed like a miracle. To avoid admitting that a man facing capital charges had escaped, the authorities took advantage of the general amazement to assert that George Higgs, the man who had risen into the sky to meet the sun, actually was a god. He became known as  the Sunchild. 


There had been black and white storks flying round the balloon as it took off, and the legend quickly grew that they were not storks but black and white horses, harnessed to a celestial chariot, and that they had towed the Sunchild to his father, the Sun. 


Sunchildism became the accepted religion of Erewhon. The Christian sayings that my great-great-grandfather had tried to teach as holy writ were in many cases modified to produce an ethic that was compatible with Erewhonian principles. 
Kahabuka’s missionaries were tolerated for some time, but eventually they overstepped the limits allowed by the leaders of the Musical Banks. In response the King re-established the ancient custom of either sacrificing outsiders to the giant statues on the frontier, or casting them from a height into the Blue Pool, an apparently bottomless lake elsewhere in the mountain range. 

Erewhon had therefore had no contact with any other country for a period of over a hundred years. During this time it had developed its own civilisation along its own particular lines, without influence from what I shall term the terrestrial world, not because it is in any way inferior to Erewhon, but merely because it is somehow closer to the surface of this amazingly complex globe which we inhabit.


Most of the Erewhonians automatically rejected the teaching of Kahabuka, but there were a few who sided with the missionaries. This rejection of ancient values was vigorously opposed by the majority, who feared that the whole ethos of Erewhonian society would be destroyed and the country would become ungovernable. In order to maintain the peaceful, purposeful and hierarchical culture so uniformly accepted by the great majority of the people of the nation, the leaders of the Musical Banks persuaded the King not only to bluepool any remaining missionaries but also to have an impenetrable wall built between Erewhon and Erewhemos. The secret of the giant statues had long been forgotten, and Erewhon now lost all contact with the terrestrial world, and concentrated on its own civilisation.

My ancestors’ books, which I had always assumed to have been written in order to make fun of conventional Victorian society, were actually true. During his months in Britain Ruthra also recorded much that was true, but he was often bluntly critical, and not all his criticisms were just. Eventually he was obliged to flee, suspected of crimes that he had not even thought of committing,  just as George Higgs had been obliged to flee from Erewhon because of alleged crimes that we would not have considered to be crimes at all.


The three months that Ruthra spent with us were probably the most challenging, irritating, stimulating and enjoyable months of my life. 
CHAPTER THREE: RUTHRA’S FIRST FULL DAY 

The morning after the election and Ruthra’s arrival, Jennifer and I woke as usual at half past seven and listened to the radio while we breakfasted. Fiercely though we had disapproved of the Iraq war, we were pleased to hear that Labour had kept its majority in the House of Commons. 


Ruthra apparently slept on.


‘Are you going to wake him?’ asked Jennifer.


‘He seemed exhausted last night. I think we should let him sleep on.’


‘And leave him alone in the house, Paul? He can help himself to whatever he wants and then just run off.’


‘He wouldn’t do that. He’s a member of the family. And anyway, we haven’t got anything worth stealing. He’s not going to bother to walk off with a ten-year-old TV.’


‘I’m going to go and see if he’s awake.’


Jennifer left the kitchen and I put our mugs and plates into the dishwasher. She was gone longer than I expected, and when she returned she was carrying a heavy box. Her whole attitude had changed.


‘He’s still asleep,’ she said. ‘He must have been worn out. He looks sweet. I looked in his rucksack to see whether he had any clean clothes so I could put the stuff he was wearing into the laundry basket, but then I thought that I shouldn’t do that without asking. And then I thought that all the same I’d unpack all his stuff and put it away for him. But I found these.’


She opened the box and put a thick bar of metal on the kitchen table. It was obviously very heavy, and it was a dirty gold colour. I remembered that gold was the only currency that was valued in both Erewhon and England, and gasped at the thought.


‘It looks like gold,’ I said. ‘What does it weigh?’


Jennifer put it on the kitchen scales.


‘More than these scales can cope with.’ 


‘Thousands of pounds worth,’ I said, guessing wildly.

‘There are four of them.’


‘You’d better put them back.’


‘I can’t. I’ve unpacked everything. I’ll put them in a row on the chest of drawers.’


She put the metal bar back in the box and carried it to the door. In the doorway she paused and looked back at me.


‘You are right,’ she said. ‘He does look like a good man.’


We left for work a little late, because we spent time laying out food. I wrote ‘GOOD MORNING’ in large letters on an old envelope. ‘Make yourself at home,’ I added.


We crept out, and Ruthra apparently slept on.

  





*
*
*

Jennifer gets home earlier than I do because the Citizen’s Advice Bureau where she works is only a few streets away. She found Sophie, who was studying for a PGCE and had a placement in a local school, was already practising her teaching skills on Ruthra . They were sitting at the kitchen table, laughing.


‘Hello, darling,’ said Jennifer to Sophie. 

To Ruthra, who had stood up when she came in, she announced slowly and carefully, ‘I am Paul’s wife, Jennifer.’


‘The lord bless thee and keep thee,’ said Ruthra.

‘You don’t need to say all that,’ said Sophie. ‘Just say ‘hello.’”


‘Hello,’ said Ruthra

‘I’ve been teaching him the names of things,’ said Sophie. ‘He pretends he can’t speak English, but actually he can say quite a lot. I know his name, and I know how old he is, and I know where he says he dwells, which made me laugh, but I don’t know who he is or why he is here.’


‘Nor do I,’ said Jennifer, ‘but Dad believes he is from Erewhon – yes, really – and that he is some kind of cousin.’’


‘Ha ha,’ said Sophie. ‘Pull the other one.’


Jennifer particularly enjoyed telling me about this part of the conversation when I got back at about seven o’clock. She and Sophie were united in their disbelief, but they came round to my view  before long.


Ruthra had indeed made himself at home. The gold had disappeared from the chest of drawers and he had tasted many different things in the kitchen, from cornflakes and honey to mustard and chilli pickle. He had dressed himself in clean trousers, soft slippers and a loose cotton coat like a pyjama jacket, but fastened at the back. This was topped by his reversed cravat. He seemed more at ease than I felt myself.


‘Come,’ he said. ‘Come. O’Grady says, “Sit down.”’


Sophie burst out laughing.


‘We’ve been playing O’Grady,’ she said. ‘He learns incredibly quickly.’ She turned to Ruthra. ‘O’Grady says, “Put your hands on your head.”’


He put his hands on his head. 


‘Lift up your left foot.’


He lifted up his left foot, and she laughed.


‘O’Grady didn’t tell you to do that.’


‘My turn,’ he said. ‘O’Grady says, “Put your foot on your head.”’


‘I can’t,’ said Sophie.


We all laughed, and I suggested opening a bottle of wine.


When we all had our glasses, Jennifer fetched her kitchen calendar and became businesslike. 


‘How long are you hoping to stay?’ she asked.


Ruthra did not understand, so she pointed to different days on the calendar. 


‘Today. Tomorrow. You here. Next day. You here? You in Erewhon, when?’ 


She passed her fingers over the next few days.


‘Ah,’ said Ruthra. ‘First I learn more English. Then I talk.’


‘You, Erewhon, when?’ said Jennifer again.


He took the calendar from her and flicked through a few months. He stopped in October. ‘Ruthra in Erewhon,’ he said.


Jennifer sighed, but she smiled at the same time, so I knew it was going to be all right.


We did not immediately ask Ruthra about his reasons for visiting us, but he consulted us about his gold bars. He brought them out of his bedroom and presented them to us. ‘I give ye a gift,’ he said. We gave them back, and he presented them again, and after one more repetition of this process we assumed that he intended to use them to pay us for our hospitality. 


On the way to the library the next morning I bought a copy of the Financial Times to check on the value of gold, and was startled to find that his four bars were probably worth about £20,000 each. 


That evening I suggested that I might take the gold to a bank, a word I illustrated with a sketch of an imposing building. Ruthra understood, and was appalled. I had to try to explain to him that our banks were not like the Musical Banks in Erewhon, whose status was high but whose currency was worthless. Banks in England, I explained looked after valuables, including money, and while bankers were rich they were also honest and protected their customers’ interests. I do not think he understood much of this, but when I consider what the bankers have done since that time, I feel that I was extremely naive, and it was probably just as well that he did not understand.

 
‘Eighty thousand pounds worth of gold,’ I said pompously, ‘is too large an amount to be kept in an ordinary house. As the Sunchild taught, “Lay not up for yourselves treasures in your own homes, where moss and rust do corrupt and thieves break through and steal. Lay up for yourselves treasures in banks.”’ 


I do not know whether these words really were part of the Sunchild doctrine, but the adaptation was in line with many of the other distortions of the Christian beliefs that my great-great-grandfather had tried to convey to the Erewhonians. 


Of course most of this passed over Ruthra’s head, but he eventually agreed that we should deposit the gold in a bank, as long as it did not resemble the Musical Banks in Erewhon, where, as I knew, the so-called priests spent a great deal of money on magnificent buildings, the maintenance of their own rituals and the payment of their own salaries, but did nothing of any practical use.

  





*
*
*

When Mark, Sophie’s boyfriend, came round later that evening, she introduced him to Ruthra and told him what had been going on. He was delighted. 


‘This is even better than Magic,’ he said. ‘Real life instead of cards. Welcome to our world, Ruthra.’


‘What means “magic”?’ asked Ruthra.


‘It’s difficult to explain. It’s just a game that I play with my friends.’ 


‘O’Grady?’ suggested Ruthra.


‘No, no, it’s just – well,  sorry, sorry, it doesn’t matter.’


What did matter, as Mark realised, was the problem of how to persuade a bank to accept such a large quantity of gold from a dubious source. Officials would be likely to ask where the gold had come from, and would be unhappy to be told that it came came from abroad and belonged to a member of the family. Both facts would arouse suspicion, and if Ruthra were asked for papers to identify himself, he would be unable to provide them, and might indeed find himself expelled from the country as an illegal immigrant.


Mark had a scatterbrained idea that seemed for a moment to be more likely to succeed than merely approaching a bank. He suggested, first laughingly and then more seriously, that we should sell the gold cheaply to a criminal, who would know how to dispose of it at a profit. The only problem would be finding a suitable criminal. We could hardly advertise for one, and to attempt to find one through the grapevine would expose us to frequent burglaries and possible blackmail. The proposal was dismissed with laughter.


The next idea was that I should go to my own bank manager and ask for his help in dealing with the problem of a friend who had inherited gold that he wished to dispose of – a proposal that seemed not only practical but also very nearly honest, so that was the course we decided upon.
CHAPTER FOUR: THE FIRST WEEKEND 

The next day was a Saturday, when Jennifer does her weekly shop. As soon as Ruthra understood what she was going to do he wanted to go with her, which she allowed him to do as long as he took off his cravat.


‘He can help with the bags,’ she said.


Ruthra’s dark complexion and unusual clothes attracted little attention in multi-cultural London streets, but in the supermarket Jennifer and he happened to meet Susan Tarleton, a friendly and inquisitive neighbour of ours, and Jennifer was obliged to introduce him.


‘Good morning, Jennifer,’ said Susan.


‘Good morning.’


‘And who is your handsome assistant?’


‘He’s a cousin of Paul’s. His name is Ruthra Strong. He’s from – he’s from abroad. Ruthra, this is Susan Tarleton, a neighbour of ours.’
 


The word ‘neighbour’ was familiar to Ruthra from the Bible, but ‘abroad’ was not yet part of his vocabulary. He did his best.


‘The lord bless thee and keep thee. My name is Ruthra. I am forty-two years old.’


‘I’m afraid he does not speak much English yet,’ said Jennifer, ‘and what he does know is mostly archaic. That is one of his reasons for coming here. To learn modern English.’


‘Aha,’ said Susan. ‘How do you do. We are all having to do that – emailing and google and wikipedia and so on.’


He looked bewildered, and she laughed.


‘I don’t understand all that myself. It’s what young people do. Tell me, Jennifer, what language does he speak?’


This question seriously embarrassed Jennifer. She could hardly say she did not know, so she told the truth.


‘He speaks Erewhonian,’ she said. 


‘Erewhonian?’


Jennifer left the truth to look after itself. ‘It’s a Pacific language,’ she said. ‘It has something in common with Hawaiian.’


‘How interesting.’ said Susan. ‘And how do you find England?’


‘My name is Ruthra. I am forty-two years old.’


‘How interesting. Yes. And I am sixty-three.’


‘I’m afraid we must get on,’ said Jennifer. ‘We’re in a bit of a hurry.’


And she led Ruthra away into an aisle full of pet food, which was why I found a tin of Whiskas when I helped her to unpack her bags. We do not have a cat. 


‘Why didn’t you just tell Susan the truth?’ I asked. 


‘And let her think I had gone completely mad? Can you imagine her reaction? This is Paul’s cousin from Erewhon. And that woman there is Queen Mab from Fairyland.’


It is strange how often the truth is incredible.


Sophie was up by the time Jennifer and Ruthra got back, and she and I helped Jennifer unpack her shopping and stow it away.


Ruthra had not been idle during the shopping expedition. He had been observing the dress and behaviour of other people, and he now called our attention to his own clothes.


‘Not good,’ he said, pulling at his pyjama-like shirt. ‘Not good,’ he said again, indicating his loose cotton trousers. 


‘Your shoes look odd too,’ said Sophie. ‘What you need is a t-shirt and jeans and trainers.’



‘I’m not going out with him again,’ said Jennifer. ‘Not until we have a credible explanation for him.’


‘Dad can lend him a t-shirt, can’t you, Dad?’


I went to our bedroom and found three for him to choose from – a plain black one, a white one with an Amnesty logo on it and a pale pink one, bought in my early youth when I had long hair, proclaiming, ‘I’m not a hippy, I’m a biker.’ Ruthra stripped off his woollen jacket, chose the black t-shirt and put it on.


‘Jeans are going to be more difficult,’ said Sophie. ‘He’s quite a lot taller than you. And he hasn’t got such a tum. We’ll probably have to buy him a pair. There’s no need for him to come to the shop, we can just take his measurements. And we can get his shoe size by seeing what happens when he tries on a pair of yours. Mark will be coming round in an hour or so. We can get him kitted out for you if you give us your card.’


So it was agreed. Mark came round for lunch and was happy to collaborate. 


‘Quite an adventure,’ he said, ‘helping to conceal an illegal immigrant.’


‘He’s not an illegal immigrant, he’s a cousin,’ I said.


‘Those two descriptions are not incompatible,’ said Mark. It was one of his trade-mark jokes.

‘Anyway,’ said Sophie, ‘we’re looking after him and he needs some more ordinary clothes.’


Sophie and Mark made the necessary measurements, investigated Ruthra’s shoe size and set off with Jennifer’s card. They returned an hour and a half later with armfuls of clothes, not just jeans and trainers and t-shirts but also several pairs of pants and socks, a leather belt and a denim jacket. 


‘How much did all that cost?’ I asked, and shuddered when they told me.


‘Don’t worry, Dad. Think of all that gold. We can spend money like water.’

The only mistake they made was buying the trainers. Ruthra prefered to wear his own shoes, for a reason that we were to learn later.
  





*
*
*

While they were out Ruthra had been carefully examining everything in the house. 


He seemed to accept most of the modern gadgets without anxiety, but there was one invention that he regarded with what I can only describe as fear. That was the television. He would not remain in the room when it was on, but sheltered in the kitchen or his bedroom. 


I later discovered the reason for this. As I knew, when George Higgs visited Erewhon in 1870, he had been astonished to find no machines of any kind. In a museum, however, he saw ample evidence of advanced engineering and skilful use of what he described as vapour engines – steam engines, as we call them – dating from the fourteenth century, hundreds of years before we discovered the power of steam in our own part of the world. All that was preserved in the museums was broken detritus. As old George Higgs had discovered, Erewhon had had its own Luddites, who had been rather more successful in their destruction of machinery than ours had been in the nineteenth century.

The Erewhonians had destroyed their machines because they feared that, at their present rate of development, they were certain to overtake mankind in terms of evolution and end up treating humans in the same way as humans treated animal and vegetable species, that is to say entirely for their own benefit. The second of George Higgs’ chapters on machines ends with these words:

It must always be remembered that man’s body is what it is through having been moulded into its present shape by the chances and changes of many millions of years, but that his organisation never advanced with anything like the rapidity with which that of the machines is advancing. This is the most alarming feature of the case, and I must be pardoned for insisting on it so frequently.
 

Since the time of my ancestors’ visits Erewhonians had rediscovered the advantages of machinery but had never lost their fear of domination by some mechanical species. Electricity they had discovered and used extensively, but computers, even the most basic adding machines, were regarded as a threat to mankind. They were seen as a step towards the creation of mechanical brains. Attempting to work with a thinking machine was regarded with the same horror as that with which the Europeans of the Middle Ages regarded witchcraft, and anyone found guilty of communing with these anti-human powers was immediately put to death. 


Radio and television had been discovered in Erewhon, and for a short time they had been tolerated, but it was soon recognised as a way for powerful mechanical brains to penetrate the very homes of the general populace. Some prophets even predicted that this technology might lead to the creation of a network of machines which could eventually record everything that happened all round the world. Then either people, or the machines themselves, could make use of this information to serve their own ends. All existing radio and television apparatus had been destroyed, just as the steam engines had been destroyed two hundred years earlier.


The Erewhonians had, however, developed many aspects of scientific knowledge and practical achievements in other areas of which we knew nothing. A trivial example was a super-lubricant which rendered all locks useless. More significant advances included the manipulation of gravity and the solidification of some gases, which made it possible to store huge quantities of energy. The Erewhonians were also masters of ley-line travel, of which more later.
  





*
*
*
During his first morning, alone in the house, Ruthra had tested the chairs and the sofa, switched every light on and off, tried the taps in the bathroom and kitchen, peered at the vegetable and fruit racks, sniffed at and fondled their contents and investigated the fridge. When Jennifer came home he enquired about the use of the electric kettle, the microwave and the iron. The fridge, washing machine and dish-washer had to be demonstrated and were admired, but he refused to touch the mobile phones and found a thick bath-towel to hang over the front of the television. Erewhonians had developed their own means of producing electricity, and they had invented their own system for recording sound, but they could not or would not record on tape because there was no visible means of reproduction and the machine might have its own secret agenda. Luckily at that time the only computer in the house was in Sophie’s room, because Jennifer objected to computers in social spaces on aesthetic grounds. We did not have a downstairs computer until laptops came in. Any such machine would have horrified Ruthra.

The central heating had been turned off for the summer, so we had to explain what the radiators were for, chiefly by mime. The hot water system Ruthra admired, but he was not entirely comfortable with it, nor with automatic controls of the dish-washer and the washing machine. They seemed to have rudimentary brains of their own.


As his language developed later on we learnt that he was happy with any machine which worked from a recognisable source of energy and could, theoretically at least, be taken apart and repaired if it went wrong. He was happy with electricity because it travels through wires, but radio, television and mobile phones were suspect because it was impossible to see how the information travelled. There was no visible connection, which meant that the devices could be planning their own evolution without human control.

  





*
*
*

As soon as he had his new clothes, Ruthra wanted to go out into the streets again. Sophie and Mark went with him, and together they enjoyed a kind of fashion show, treating all the passers-by as models on a catwalk. Ruthra’s limited and eccentric vocabulary made coherent conversation difficult, but pointing at people’s clothes and miming surprise, amusement, disapproval or admiration was a form of dialogue that needed no words. 


Ruthra soon saw that his denim jacket was a uniform of some kind, as were long or short skirts and trousers, hats, dark glasses, boots, sandals, shopping bags, suits, ties and briefcases.


Eventually they had to stop this game because people who found themselves being stared at and apparently mocked began to react, some of them aggressively. 


When they got home, Ruthra produced a notebook and started making drawings of the different types of costume he had seen. 


‘And in Erewhon?’ asked Sophie. ‘How do people dress in Erewhon?’

‘She means “How are people clad?”’ said Mark, who was beginning to enjoy Ruthra’s biblical vocabulary.

Sophie fetched some rough paper and made a clumsy sketch of someone wearing clothes similar to those Ruthra had worn that morning. He altered the shape of the collar and adjusted the knot in the cravat. He then made a series of quick sketches, apparently in order of social status. A man with a spade was stripped to the waist, and wore shorts. A slightly larger figure wore long trousers, and the man in charge of them both was the first to be wearing a shirt. All the rest wore at least two garments to cover their upper bodies. The clothes seemed to increase in weight as their owners increased in status. 


Ruthra paused in his drawing.


‘Black,’ he said, indicating his pencil. ‘Red, blue, green. Hast thou red, blue and green?’


‘You must stop using “thee” and “thou”,’ said Sophie. ‘You make Mark laugh, but it is not good.’

‘OK,’ said Ruthra.


‘That’s right. OK is good.’ 


She fetched a packet of coloured pencils from her room, and Ruthra made good use of them. He showed that there was a ranking in the colours as well as the tailoring. The further down the scale he went, the brighter and more varied the colouring. Near the top there were seldom more than one or two colours, and the heavily clad aristocrats, if that is what they were, wore only black, white or grey.


‘What about the women?’ asked Sophie. ‘You man, me woman. What about the women?’


Ruthra’s drawings of women showed the same social distinctions. The higher up the scale you were, the fewer colours you wore, and the more completely covered you were. Bare shoulders were a strong mark of lower social status, and a bare midriff was a stronger one. One single garment reaching just below the knee was smartest. Anything shorter indicated either youth or ignorance, we gathered, and anything longer was deliberately eccentric.


On Sunday Jennifer and I took Ruthra out for a picnic in Walpole Park and when we returned we found Sophie had put out the pile of children’s books that she had preserved on a special shelf in her room. They would help Ruthra with colloquial English, she said, and under her guidance he rapidly mastered the cadences of  The Cat in the Hat and other works by Doctor Seuss, as well as the more varied rhythms of nursery rhymes, such as Three Blind Mice and Baa, Baa, Black Sheep. His accent was already improving.


Mark, who loves games of any kind, thought it would be instructive for Ruthra to play consequences, so we tried it out with Sophie helping Ruthra in the kitchen and passing the strips of paper backwards and forwards between the rooms while Jennifer and I sat with Mark in the sitting-room. I am a librarian with a compulsive desire to save anything written, and I still have a couple of the sequences we produced. I have marked Ruthra’s contributions with an asterisk. The quotations from Shirley Hughes and  Doctor Seuss were  Sophie’s contributions.



George Higgs



met Susan Tarleton



At Ealing Broadway tube station.



He said to her, ‘I am your cousin.’



* She said to him, ‘O’Grady says shut your eyes.’



The consequence was that Alfie got in first.



Everyone said, ‘Erewhon? There’s no such place.’



Humpty Dumpty



met Sophie



in Walpole Park.



* He said to her, ‘My name is Ruthra. I am forty-two years old.’



She said to him, ‘I do not like green eggs and ham.’



The consequence was The library closed for the week-end.



Everyone said, ‘This is stupid.’

In spite of our efforts to make the game accessible to Ruthra, when we read out the results he was unimpressed. Even Mark agreed that we did not yet have enough in common to make the game anything other than stupid, so we got out a pack of cards instead.

Erewhon, we learnt later, only knew of tarot cards, so Ruthra thought our pack was extremely uninteresting. We persuaded  him that this was a misunderstanding by teaching him to play snap, which he played with enormous enthusiasm.

CHAPTER FIVE: SELLING GOLD

When I visited my bank on the following Monday I found that the concept of ‘my own bank manager’ was completely out of date. I asked the girl at the reception desk whether I could speak to the manager, and she told me that the bank was managed from some remote office in the city. 


‘I have a friend who wants to sell some gold,’ I said, ‘and I told him I would ask the bank for advice.’


‘Does he hold an account with this bank?’ she asked.


‘No, he comes from abroad.’


‘We are not able to offer advice to anyone unless they have an account with us.’


So that was that. 


Mark went up to Sophie’s room to see what he could find out on the internet.


The information he brought back was not encouraging. If you have bought bullion, he learnt, it is usually only possible to sell it back to the same dealer.


The Gold Bullion company, which had been going for over thirty years, advertised its founder as being well respected for his honesty, integrity and trust, which seemed somehow suspicious but the most disturbing information of all was that gold bars are marked with the refiners’ official stamps, and usually also had an accompanying certificate. Ruthra’s bars were unmarked, and there were no certificates.


I felt that as a librarian I ought to be able to find out whether there was in fact any legal way of selling gold that had no credible provenance, but I could not imagine how I might do it.


Sophie suggested a conditional donation to Oxfam, but we agreed that even if they could sell the gold it was unlikely that they would want to get involved in a questionable scheme.


I wondered whether I should tell someone that I was writing a crime novel and needed some advice from an expert, but how would I find anyone with the right knowledge?


Jennifer pointed out that we had recently paid off our mortgage and were in a better financial position than we used to be and could well afford to look after Ruthra as a guest for a few weeks.


In the end we agreed not to hurry into anything rash, but to follow up any lines of enquiry we could think of, as long as they did not seem likely to arouse suspicion.


Ruthra, grateful already for the way we had welcomed him and provided him with clothes, was reluctant to accept any money from us, but he soon overcame his scruples and began using buses and visiting shops and museums.

  





*
*
*

A few days later I received the following letter:

34 Bevenden Street,

London , N1 6BL

May 10, 2005

Dear Mr. Higgs, 


I hope you will excuse me for writing to you informally from my office. I work at Carrie, Gould and Grant, and I was given the responsibility for dealing with Mr. Strong’s appeal for help last Friday when he found his way to us.



Within the firm the episode has been treated as a joke, but I was struck by Mr. Strong’s dignity and confidence, which contrasted so vividly with his strange clothes and his evident helplessness, and I would be very glad to receive any information you can give me about his whereabouts and welfare.


Please do not ring me at work, but either reply to me by letter or ring me on my mobile in the evening – 07842 172296.


I am not touting for business – I am too junior a member of the firm to do anything of the sort – but I keep thinking of Mr Strong’s bewilderment and feel responsible for having sent him out into an unfamiliar city when he does not speak the language.
Yours sincerely,

Nancy Pendleton

I rang her that evening and invited her to come and meet Ruthra again the next day, when she finished work. She was delighted, and duly rang our doorbell at half past six.


I had been waiting for her and hurried to open the door.


‘Nancy Pendleton?’ I said.


‘Yes. And you are Mr Higgs?’


Miss Pendleton looked young to be a solicitor, but then I remembered the apparent youth of modern doctors, dentists and policemen, and realised that she was probably about thirty. She was wearing a neat grey dress with a scarlet jacket and carrying a briefcase. Her personality was illustrated more clearly by the jacket than by the dress.


‘Paul,’ I said. ‘Call me Paul. Come in.’



Nancy came in, opened the briefcase and gave me a bottle of wine.


‘Something to celebrate Mr Strong’s rescue,’ she said.


Ruthra, who had been forewarned, came into the hallway, smiling. Nancy seized his hand and shook it repeatedly.


‘So you made it,’ she said. ‘Thank god for that. And you look good.’ She stepped back to take an overall view. ‘And British clothes suit you. If I hadn’t known you were going to be here I wouldn’t have recognised you.’

Nancy laughed, and we went into the sitting-room. I introduced Jennifer, Sophie and Mark, who had become almost a fixture. Jennifer fetched some glasses and we opened the wine.


Nancy raised her glass to Ruthra.


‘Well, you found your way here,’ she said, ‘and how are you being treated?’


‘Good,’ said Ruthra. ‘Paul is my cousin. Jennifer is my friend. Sophie is my friend. Mark is my friend. Is Nancy my friend?’


‘Yes indeed,’ said Nancy, ‘and you are my friend. I am so relieved to find you looking so well cared for. And tell me, have you really come all the way from Erewhon?’


I could tell from Nancy’s tone that she was expecting a laughing denial and I could see that Ruthra had not fully understood the question.


‘Ruthra’s English is improving at a great rate,’ I said, ‘but he does not yet understand much unless you speak very slowly and clearly. Let me answer your question. Yes, he has come all the way from Erewhon. I know it is difficult to believe, but my ancestors’ books were not fiction but fact.’


‘Your ancestors’ books?’


‘Erewhon and Erewhon Revisited,’ said Jennifer. 


‘Oh yes, of course,’ said Nancy. ‘I knew the name was familiar.’


‘They’re not nearly as famous as Paul thinks they are,’ said Jennifer. And she explained our relationship to George and John Higgs, who wrote the books, and how Ruthra is descended directly from George Higgs, as I am.


‘But this is nonsense,’ said Nancy. ‘ The books were both written by Samuel Butler. There’s no such place as Erewhon.’

‘That’s what we all thought until now,’ said Jennifer.

‘Look at him,’ said Sophie, ‘and tell us where you think he comes from.’


Nancy looked at Ruthra. ‘The Mediterranean?’ she said. ‘Spain? Italy? Greece?’


‘Erewhon,’ said Sophie.


Nancy took a slow drink from her glass. 


‘This is beyond me,’ she said, ‘but if we are to be friends, I must try to believe you. And I certainly want to be friends, because if what you tell me is really true it is extremely interesting. If I can be of any help I should very much like to get involved.‘

She looked at Ruthra again and smiled warmly. Ruthra smiled back.


‘Ruthra has not yet been able to explain to us why he is here,’ I said, ‘so we do not yet know what kind of help he may need.’


‘I am a solicitor,’ said Nancy. ‘Solicitors are always useful. It occurs to me that, for instance, you may have trouble if the authorities find out about Ruthra and arrest him as an illegal immigrant.’


‘Thank you,’ I said, rather brushing this comment aside, ‘and I’ve just thought of something else you may be able to help with. Ruthra brought some gold with him to pay for any expenses he may incur. Could you arrange for him to sell his gold?’


 ‘Gold,’ said Nancy. ‘What sort of quantity? Bracelets and so on?’


‘Bars,’ I said. ‘Bars weighing several kilogrammes each.’


‘Good god,’ said Nancy.


‘Ruthra, would you show Nancy one of the bars?’ I made explanatory gestures and pointed at Nancy.


Ruthra nodded and went to his room.


‘I’m sorry to be so practical, Nancy,’ said Jennifer, ‘but why are we to trust you?’ 


Nancy shrugged her shoulders and held out upturned hands.


‘As a solicitor I should advise you not to trust me,’ she said.


‘And what better answer could you get than that?’ said Sophie.


‘It looks as though we have gone too far to turn back,’ said Jennifer.

Nancy shrugged her shoulders again.

Ruthra came back with a bar of gold and laid it into Nancy’s outstretched hands, which sank under the unexpected weight. 


‘Good god,’ said Nancy. ‘How many of these have you got?’


That we could answer easily, but then she asked us a number of questions about provenance for which we had no satisfactory answers.


‘There are ways and means,’ said Nancy, ‘but this is out of my league. If we can get the partners interested we should be able to get a respectable price for it. The reputation of Carrie, Gould and Grant is enough to suppress a good many doubts. I could try.’



‘That’s brilliant,’ I said.


‘Don’t tell anyone else about it. I’ll do my best, but this may well have to be done outside the normal channels.’


After that Nancy stayed for an hour or so, solved a few clues in the crossword puzzle that Mark was working on, refused the offer of a meal and made enthusiastic efforts, with Sophie’s help, to converse with Ruthra. There was much laughter.
 
In due course the gold was sold, but as things turned out this was not to be the only legal help that we needed. Later we were to be extremely glad to have Nancy on our team.
CHAPTER SIX: ANSWERS TO MY FIRST QUESTIONS
There were four questions that I wanted to ask Ruthra as soon as his language had developed far enough for him to be able to answer them. I wanted to know how he had travelled here. I wanted to know whether John Higgs, my great-grandfather, had reached Erewhon in 1900, and if so, what had happened to him to prevent his return. I wanted to know how the civilisation of Erewhon had developed in the last hundred and thirty years. And I wanted to know why Ruthra had come to visit us. Was it purely curiosity, or had he some more significant purpose? The answers to these questions emerged gradually over the period of Ruthra’s stay with us, as his English improved. I present them here as an introduction to the ensuing events.
How did Ruthra get here?
George Higgs and his son John both reached Erewhon via the mountains of New Zealand. Ruthra had arrived directly in London.

The last letter from George Strong, Ruthra’s great-grandfather, was translated into English by  my great-grandfather, John Higgs. who had learnt Erewhonian at his mother’s knee. It appears in full in Erewhon Revisited. This letter begged him to come to Erewhon to support the King in a current political crisis, possibly by arranging for the country to become a British protectorate. 

Within the letter there was a clause that gave a hint of a different way of reaching the country. ‘If you prefer the old road,’ wrote George. There must, then, have been a new road, of which I knew nothing. 


The old road led over a ridge to a group of gigantic stone statues, ‘a sort of Stonehenge of rude and barbaric figures,’ as my great-great-grandfather wrote.


The secret of the new ‘road,’ as Ruthra later explained, is that tall, man-made structures of stone have a special significance. Those Erewhonian statues were one example. Though he did not know the names of the places, Ruthra was able to describe sites all round the world where such groups are to be found – Easter Island, for instance, Carnac, Baalbek, the Meroe pyramids in the Sudan and of course Stonehenge itself. These places are all connected by a network of leylines, but both in our world and in Erewhon the sites have been allowed to become derelict and their power has been forgotten. Recently, however, archaeologists who were examining the Erewhonian border statues had discovered their purpose, which was to enable travellers who knew the technique to be transported in a few seconds from any one of these sites to any other. It was not a new road, it was actually pre-historic.


To modern ears this sounds ridiculous, but it does give a possible explanation for the presence of Middle Eastern Bronze Age pottery and ornaments in burial sites in Britain. We are so conditioned to believe what our scientists tell us that we seldom contemplate questioning anything they claim to know, and one of the things they claim to know is that what cannot be explained scientifically cannot be true. Up to the present time, the suggestion that ancient sites are connected by strangely powerful ley lines has been dismissed on these grounds alone.
 


Ruthra told me later that when he had seen photographs of the sky-scrapers built in New York, the City of London and Dubai, for example, in the newspapers that he read, he had imagined that they were misconceived attempts to recreate ley-line centres, and that it was the presence of people actually inside these new columns of concrete that prevented them from serving the purpose for which they had been intended.

He told me – and I had no reason not to believe him – that he had reached London by making use of what he assumed to be a particularly holy site. This turned out to be Battersea Power Station, where four mighty pillars arranged in a precise rectangle rose magnificently towards the sky.


He arrived in the middle of the afternoon on the top of one of these chimneys, a position that would have posed insuperable problems to a native Briton, but posed none to Ruthra, who calmly looked around to take his bearings. The Thames impressed him, but the land between the power station and the river was derelict and fenced off from the general public. However, beyond the railway to the west was a pleasant-looking park where there were idle pedestrians, elderly people sitting on benches and mothers watching their children playing. There, he felt, he should be able to find someone who could help him to find me. He stepped off the rim of the chimney, floated high over the railway lines and sank comfortably to the ground near a group of trees in the park.
 


Ruthra was equipped only with the address of a long-dead solicitor, his rucksack and its contents and a dozen English phrases. He approached a man sitting on a bench overlooking the river, showed him the address and said, ‘Please?’


His memory of the next few hours was confused and disjointed. The man on the bench apparently knew nothing of Fetter Lane, but must have recognised the EC postcode and directed him to cross the river and turn right. This Ruthra did, but his journey from Battersea to the City was considerably more dangerous than his descent from the top of the power station chimney, because he had no experience of traffic and traffic lights and did not understand when and where to cross a road. There were several narrow escapes, involving squealing brakes and shouting drivers.


After showing his crumpled address to many different people, some of whom offered what help they could, while others ignored him, or responded angrily, he arrived at a stately office building with ‘Carrie, Gould and Grant’ on a brass plate beside the rotating door. It was about half past four.


He pushed his way in. The receptionist greeted him and asked his business. He held out his piece of paper with the address on it. She did not know what to make of it, but as we heard later from Nancy, a senior partner happened to be setting off for home at the time and the receptionist waylaid him and asked for his advice. He was delighted to recognise the century-old name of his firm. He smiled at Ruthra and as Nancy was making for the door he grabbed her by the elbow and shoved Ruthra’s piece of paper into her hand. ‘You deal with this, Nancy,’ he said, and hurried out before she could respond.


Nancy, who had also been intending to go home early, took the paper reluctantly, without any idea of what she was supposed to do with it. She passed it to the receptionist. The receptionist brought up the list of clients on her computer screen and found a line of Higgses starting with George and John in the nineteenth century and ending with my own name and address, which she wrote on a piece of paper and handed to Nancy, who passed it on to Ruthra, who looked blank.


‘I felt sorry for him,’ Nancy told us later, ‘but what could I do? Mr Carrie hadn’t given me any instructions, but I assumed he wanted me to give this eccentrically dressed wreck whatever help I could. My only clue to his wishes was the address we had been given. I was irritated by having my free evening threatened, so I was not prepared to go all the way out to Ealing with him and trudge round the streets hunting for Manor Terrace. I just took him to Chancery Lane tube station, bought him an Oyster card and left him at the top of the escalator with a woman who I asked to make sure that he got on a train going in the right direction.’


This the woman failed to do, and what happened in the next eight hours was a nightmare for Ruthra. He travelled back and forth on the underground and when he finally reached Ealing Broadway spent hours looking for Manor Terrace. ‘Please?’ he said, over and over again, holding out the piece of paper with the address on it to various passers-by. They were mostly ready to give him instructions, if they recognised the name of the street, but Ruthra was not yet able to understand instructions. When it began to get dark, the passers-by became less ready to help and it was not until well after midnight that he finally reached our house, stepped into the flower-bed and knocked on the window. 

What had happened to John Higgs?

John Higgs was my great-grandfather, the son of George Higgs. His Erewhonian mother, Arowhena, had never learnt to speak English, so Erewhonian was the language he had first learnt as a child, and he still spoke it fluently as an adult. He went to Erewhon twice, once in 1893 when he met his half-brother, George Strong, for the first time, and then in 1900, after receiving  his letter asking for help. From this second visit he never returned.


George Strong’s letter included the following instruction: ‘I recommend you to come by way of Erewhemos.
  If you start, as I think possible, without writing from England, Bishop Kahabuka’s palace is only eight miles from the port, and he will give you every information about your further journey—a distance of less than a couple of hundred miles.  But I should prefer to meet you myself.’


Unfortunately John failed to write,  knowing that he could travel there himself just as rapidly as any message.  


Ruthra could give no details about his journey, but knew that he had arrived in Erewhon under the guidance of one of Bishop Kahabuka’s missionaries, who were based in Erewhemos. As George Strong was now the King’s Prime Minister there was no difficulty in finding out where he was, but there was considerable difficulty in approaching him. First there was the sentry outside the gate of the palace, who barred the way and required John to show him the permit that he did not have. After much insistence he was allowed to send a message to some official inside the building. He thoughtlessly signed his own name, and was arrested as soon as the official read his note. 


‘Another lunatic claiming a relationship with the Sunchild,’ explained the official to the sentry, as the sentry declared later. ‘This one thinks he has been called to speak to the Prime Minister.’


John was thrown into a comfortless cell and was left there to pace around, lean against the wall or sit on the floor, for several hours. From time to time he hammered on the door and shouted, ‘Tell the Prime Minister that  I am John Higgs and I am here! Tell the Prime Minister! He sent for me!’


Eventually the door was opened and a gaudily dressed priest came into the cell. 


‘His Holiness, St. Hanky,’ said the gaoler.


John knew from his father’s book that Hanky was a dishonest, self-interested hypocrite, and had learnt from George’s letter that he had been made a saint of Sunchildism, but he was nevertheless amazed by the ostentatiousness of his robes. Wearing clothes that were fastened at the back was now a proof of wealth, since no man could wear them who was not rich enough to afford a personal assistant to dress him. This meant that the whole front of the garment could be decorated with elaborate symbols. Hanky’s chest bore a tapestry representing the Sunchild’s flight into the sky in the traditional chariot drawn by four black and white horses. Hanging down behind him like a tail was a magnificent silk cravat. 


The gaoler brought a chair for St. Hanky to sit on. John was obliged to stand.


‘I am St. Hanky. I have come to hear your justification for your claim to be  called John Higgs. You realise that to claim the name of the Sunchild is an act of blasphemy? And that the penalty is life imprisonment?’


‘John Higgs is my name. I cannot pretend otherwise.’


‘And you claim to have been summoned by the Prime Minister?’


‘He wrote me a letter beseeching me to come here.’


‘Have you the letter?’


‘No.’


‘I thought as much. Have you any other evidence supporting your claim?’


‘Personal resemblance. I have blue eyes and fair hair.’


‘Plenty of people nowadays have blue eyes and fair hair. Bishop Kahabuka’s missionaries have worked hard. If everyone with blue eyes and fair hair were to present himself here, the palace would be overrun.’


‘If I cannot speak to the Prime Minister, then let me speak to his mother. Let me speak to Yram.’


‘How dare you speak of the Lady Mayoress without her full title?’


And so it must have gone on, Ruthra assured us, for some time. 


Finally St. Hanky demanded a written confession, which Ruthra had no need to imagine because he had actually seen it in the royal archives. 


‘I, John Higgs, son of George Higgs, also known as the Sunchild, hereby declare that I have come to Erewhon at the invitation of the Prime Minister.’


John cannot have understood that by signing this document he had signed his own death warrant. Blasphemy was a crime to be punished by imprisonment, but to claim to be related to the son of god was a capital offence.


Hanky knew that the appearance of a son of the Sunchild who could explain away the story of the chariot and the black and white horses would destroy the miraculous justification for Sunchildism. Without the chariot legend the priesthood would lose all its authority.

John was taken to the hills and blue-pooled before George Strong had even heard of his presence in Erewhon. The story came out later, and George, horrified at having lured his half-brother to his doom, redoubled his efforts to suppress what he called ‘Hankyism’ and eventually succeeded in having Hanky’s sainthood cancelled, his wealth confiscated and his sect discredited. 


The threatened civil war, which George had mentioned in his letter, thereupon fizzled out into occasional meetings of a few underground groups at which unhappy activists bemoaned what they considered to be a lost opportunity. 

How had the civilisation of Erewhon developed?

This question turned out to be far too complex to be answered in a few paragraphs. Some of its implications will be discussed in later chapters, but at this point I will describe only the most important technological advance that we non-Erewhonians have until now foolishly failed to discover.


H. G. Wells imagined it in 1901 and described it in his novel, The First Men on the Moon. His account of the scientific reasoning behind it, written as it was for the layman, is clearer than anything I can attempt myself. 

The object of Mr. Cavor’s search was a substance that should be ‘opaque’ – he used some other word that I have forgotten, but ‘opaque’ conveys the idea – to all forms of ‘radiant energy.’ ‘Radiant energy,’ he made me understand, was anything like light or heat or those Röntgen rays there was so much talk about a year or so ago, or the electric waves of Marconi, or gravitation. All these things, he said, radiate from centres and act on bodies at a distance, whence comes the term ‘radiant energy.’ Now almost all substances are opaque to some form or other of radiant energy. Glass, for example, is transparent to light, but much less so to heat, so that it is useful as a fire-screen; and alum is transparent to light, but blocks heat completely. .  .  . Now all known substances are ‘transparent’ to gravitation. You can use screens of various sorts to cut off the light or heat or electrical influence ... but nothing will cut off the gravitational attraction of the sun or the gravitational attraction of the earth. Yet why there should be nothing is hard to say. Cavor did not see why such a substance should not exist. 

No one in our part of the world followed up Wells’ brilliant conception, but in Erewhon they developed cavorite as a major source of natural energy. 


The simplest machine using cavorite consists of a heavy piston in a vertical steel cylinder with a hinged plate of cavorite at the bottom. When this plate is vertical it has no effect, but as soon as it is folded over the end of the cylinder the piston-head rises with an acceleration of 32 feet per second per second. At a given height the hinged plate of cavorite is returned to the vertical position, and the piston drops until it reaches the bottom of the cylinder, where it reactivates the cavorite plate.


This source of energy is inexhaustible, and can be used to generate electricity all day and all night in all weathers without any pollution, far surpassing fossil fuel power stations, wind turbines and solar panels, not to speak of the nuclear power stations that represent a devastating risk of radio-active pollution like that at Fukushima and Chernobyl.


Other uses of cavorite include, on a small scale, the shoes that enabled Ruthra to descend so easily from the roof of Battersea Power Station, and on a larger scale the possibility of moving people and goods from one place to another through the air rather than along roads. The development of this latter technique meant that there was no longer any need for roads or railways; instead there were only pleasant lanes in the country and long strips of garden in the towns and cities where there had once been streets sterilised with bitumen.


If Wells’ idea had been followed up in our world in the early twentieth century, our history would have been very different. Erewhon had its problems but there were no land-hungry political leaders, no large-scale industrial pollution and no wars over oil. From some time in the Erwhonian 60s (our 1930s) all the scientific and political energy went into the peaceful development of cavorite.

 Why had Ruthra come to London?

Erewhon, Ruthra told us, was suffering from the consequences of a rapidly rising population. It was already difficult to feed everyone from an ever-decreasing area of agricultural land, industrial buildings were destroying areas of great natural beauty and the greed of the rich was resulting in an ever-increasing social divide between the haves and the have-nots.


The King and his ministers asserted that the situation was under control, that all appropriate measures were being taken and that anyone who opposed the government’s proposals was, to put it kindly, misguided, or, more bluntly, ignorant, naive and self-interested. The trouble was that the government had, in fact, no proposals.


Ruthra, who held a middle-ranking position in the DSM (the Department of Social Manipulation), believed that the only possible solution was to colonise other countries, just as Britain had done for a different reason in the nineteenth century. Erewhon, he believed, needed an empire.


His picture of our world was based on my great-great-grandfather George’s rosy picture of Victorian England. The King admired Queen Victoria for her popularity and power, but Ruthra could not inspire him with any imperial ambition. Eventually the King lost his patience and sent Ruthra, alone, on a mission to Britain, supposedly to find out whether his colonisation plan would have any chance of success. The king assumed that the mission would be a failure and Ruthra, this tiresome middle-ranking civil servant from the DSM, would at last be silenced.


Ruthra himself, however, confident in the wisdom of his own plan, had come with the hope of finding that Britain was still the settled, progressive country that George had described so enthusiastically. If so, and if the climate and agricultural opportunities were satisfactory, he intended to draw up detailed plans for a massive migration of Erewhonians to the UK.


His first impressions were not favourable.

CHAPTER SEVEN: RUTHRA’S FIRST IMPRESSIONS

(Until his mastery of the English language improved, Ruthra could only observe and note down what he saw, rather than what we tried to tell him. These early notes he and I later  translated into English together as a language exercise. This chapter consists of extracts from our translations. The first comment was made before we had taken him out of London.)

We worry about over-population in Erewhon, but the problem is far worse in Britain.  It seems to consist almost entirely  of rows of buildings, many of them piles of dwellings one above the other. There are parks here and there, like the one where I first landed, and some of the houses have small gardens, but most people seem to live in a world with little or no contact with the natural environment.

Although there seems to be no farmland, the shops offer many different kinds of food. The Higgs family have a varied diet, including vegetables, fruit and meat. They drink large quantities of a warm, brown liquid, into which they pour a small amount of milk. Some also add sugar. It is a dreary beverage, with no particular flavour. The Higgses eat at 7.30 in the morning, a skimpy meal consisting of tasteless flakes or globules of some kind of cereal, splashed with milk and sugar, and a cup or two of the brown drink. I think they have a rather more substantial meal in the middle of the day, and I know that they have another meal after they return home from work, because they share it with me. During the day I explore their cupboards to find food for myself – a perilous proceeding because some foods have violent tastes, some have to be cooked before you can eat them and not everything in the kitchen cupboards is edible. I have to be careful not to poison myself.

Because there is so little agricultural land I would have expected a good deal of artificial food, such as we have developed with great success in Erewhon, under the guidance of the OG, the Office for Gourmandise. Here almost everything appears to be stolen from natural sources. Much food is sold in sealed metal containers, but such containers are always decorated with pictures of fruit, vegetables, or fish.

The general level of health is much to be deplored. People cough and sneeze without shame, and some are so weakened that they have to live in wheeled chairs, in which they are allowed to move freely among the general public, regardless of the risk of infection. Obesity is rife; everywhere I go I see people who in Erewhon would have been gaoled without trial, but here their blatant criminality apparently goes unpunished. Colonisation by Erewhon would bring great benefits. I have seen some healthy-looking young people, and the Higgs family seems to keep fit in spite of their lack of exercise, but the general impression I have is that there is a shameful acceptance of weakness and disease, which could be quickly corrected if the populace were educated to understand that anything other than perfect health should be condemned in the strongest possible terms and severely punished.
The people are slaves to their clocks. They have fixed times for getting up in the morning and going to bed at night which result in them sleeping through the sunrise and retiring long after the sun has set. 

The methods of transport are primitive, based as they are on the use of the wheel. The English still rely on vehicles which run along the ground and all roads are coated with an artificial surface which is presumably intended to ease their progress. There is a narrow paved area for pedestrians on either side of most streets, but the paving is often uneven. Most of the streets are congested with vehicles of  many different shapes and sizes, all propelled by motors which are barely less polluting than the vapour engines that were prohibited in Erewhon two hundred years ago. A single traveller may well occupy a vehicle that is five or six feet wide and more than three times as long. All this traffic emits noxious fumes and makes excessive noise. When they are not in use the vehicles are left at the sides of the roads, so there is no room for children to play.

Children do not seem to play, or at least they do not seem to play in public spaces. They do not run, laugh, play ball or hide, for instance. The only free play I have seen involved little platforms on wheels, on which children and young men practise tricks involving various degrees of skill and danger.

One of the most important tasks for Erewhonian colonisers would be to awaken the awareness of the British to the dangers of allowing machines to take over the world. There are already many examples of mechanical dominance. I met one example on my first evening, when I had to travel by underground train. The trains have human drivers, but before passengers can get onto the platform there are mechanical gates that control their behaviour. The humans seem to take this assumption of authority by the machines as of no consequence, not realising that it is a step on the way towards total submission. Both pedestrians and those driving motorised vehicles also submit to the authority of coloured lights, red, orange and green, which command certain types of behaviour without any acknowledgment of the higher status of the human race. When the machine says ‘Stop’ everyone stops. When the machine says ‘Go’ everyone goes. Humans are losing their autonomy here, and machines are taking over.

There is a strict hierarchy in the streets. The motorised vehicles, in other words the machines, are the most highly respected, adults are insignificant and children are  ignored.

The British people seem to have no defining characteristics. Their complexions can be black, brown, pink or grey and their hair colour varies from white and a silvery gold to pitch black, and includes various shades of orange. I have seen youngsters with purple or blue hair, but I suspect it must have been dyed.

There are buildings scattered around that resemble our Musical Banks – buildings with spires or domes, high windows, imposingly large doorways and huge central rooms where the only ceiling is the roof itself. The ones I have visited have been almost empty, though they have rows of seats which suggest that on occasion they must attract audiences of some size.

The British have devices that enable them to talk to people who are not present by means of a network of wires, which must be convenient, but I am alarmed that they also allow machines to send speech and music through the air. 


Even more worrying are the large, rectangular glass eyes they have in their sitting rooms. They refer to them as ‘television sets.’ I refuse to sit in a room where one of them is at work, ostensibly offering entertainment but essentially, I am sure, collecting information for the private use of the machines themselves. The Higgs family pay no attention to this danger, and may sit in front of their machine for hours, hypnotised by what appears there, and occasionally laughing or calling out. 


They do not seem to realise that the machines are watching them every time they switch them on. In the evenings I am often obliged to retire to my room. They assure me that they watch the television less than most other families, because they only switch it on to watch specific programmes, rather than just leaving it to run all day. It is deeply worrying.

The Higgs family have no servants. Much of the usual servants’ work is carried out by machines – the washing-up and the laundry, for example ​– but Jennifer does the cooking, cleaning and ironing, and Paul and Sophie occasionally help a little. I have had to get used to the idea that I must tidy my bedroom myself, and that if I drop my clothes on the floor they will stay there until I either put them away or stuff them into Jennifer’s laundry basket.

The currency is counted in pounds and pence – one hundred pence to the pound ​– and there are coins worth one penny (the singular form of ‘pence’), five p (an abbreviation of ‘penny’ or ‘pence’), ten p, twenty p, fifty p, one pound and two pounds. The absurdity of this is that one p is almost worthless – certainly less valuable than the metal it is made of. This is just one example of the people’s fanatical attention to the smallest detail when they are dealing with money.
Sophie Higgs is allowed what seems to be unlimited freedom. She sometimes spends the night with her boyfriend, Mark, and Paul and Jennifer seem to accept this without anxiety. I assume Paul and Jennifer use some form of birth control, because they have only the one child. Perhaps Sophie and Mark do the same.

The English call the vehicles they travel in ‘cars’, and they are valued not just as a means of transport but also as status symbols. It is as if cheap cars are for cheap people, and expensive cars are for autocrats.

CHAPTER EIGHT: THE IMPRESSION MADE BY RUTHRA

Ruthra was only left alone in the house for a day or two each week, because I was sometimes at home on Thursdays and Fridays in exchange for working in the library at the weekends, when either Jennifer or Sophie was usually around.  He took advantage of every opportunity to exercise his English, and when none of us was free he spent most of his time revising passages that one or the other of us had helped him with on some earlier occasion.  

 As I have explained, he had made a small start with the Bible, but we thought it more rational to start with children’s books. He particularly enjoyed The Cat in the Hat books and Shirley Hughes before progressing to The Little House in the Big Woods and the rest of Laura Ingalls Wilder’s series. Later we tried Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, but abandoned it because he could not distinguish between magic and reality. However, it was not long before he was reading newspapers and books written for adults.

He also took strolls around the neighbourhood, carefully examining everything from shop-windows and building sites to letter-boxes and dustbins. We gave him some pocket-money to spend, and he bought as many picture postcards as he could find that showed different views of Ealing and central London. His good looks attracted much attention, and when he was walking with the easy swinging gait made possible by the cavorite in the soles of his shoes, people stopped and turned to watch.


When I went into our corner shop to buy the Guardian the proprietor asked me about him.


‘Everyone is talking about that good-looking bloke who is staying with you. They all seem to think they have seen him somewhere. Has he been on telly or something?’


‘No, no, Barry,’ I said. ‘I don’t know how they got that idea. He’s a distant cousin of mine. Perhaps he reminds them of me.’


‘Not much similarity, I’m afraid. Have you been forgetting to go to the gym lately?’


‘He’s only just arrived from North Africa. He’s staying with us for a few weeks to learn English and see what life is like in Ealing.’


‘He’s always peering into people’s windows, you know what I mean, but he doesn’t answer much when you actually speak to him.’

‘He doesn’t speak English fluently yet,’ I said, ‘ But it’s coming on.’


Jennifer had to deal with the same sort of curiosity in the supermarket. Her story was similar to mine, except that she suggested that Ruthra came from Venezuela.


Sophie brought two of her college friends home one evening, just to see him. ‘He’s gorgeous,’ she said. ‘If he wasn’t so old I’d be making a dead set at him.’ Her friends agreed. Sophie implied that he came from Nepal.


None of us was prepared to tell the truth because the truth was unbelievable. I rather wished he was less conspicuous, but I remembered how my great-great-grandfather had stressed the health and beauty of the Erewhonians, and reflected on the way some of my great-great-grandmother’s beauty has trickled down to Sophie, who turns a few heads herself.


‘Your foreign friend is making good progress with his English,’ said Barry, when I went in for my paper a few days later. ‘He was looking at the top shelf this morning and said it wouldn’t be allowed where he came from. I’m like, “Sorry to hear that. I quite enjoy having a look now and again,” and he’s like, “So do we.” So I’m like, “It’s not allowed but that’s not to say that it doesn’t happen,” and he says, “When the King makes a law to please half the people, he makes sure to leave loopholes for the others.”‘


‘Loopholes?’ I said, impressed by this illustration of Ruthra’s improving vocabulary.


‘I don’t think he actually said “loopholes” but that’s what he meant. Do they have a king where he lives, a real king who makes laws?’


‘They certainly used to,’ I said, ‘but they never paid much attention to the law. There was a general awareness of what was acceptable behaviour, and that seemed to work pretty well.’


‘Been there yourself, have you?’ said Barry.


‘No, I haven’t been, but my grandfather was there for a while.’ I did not bother with a few great-greats, which I felt would throw doubt on the strength of my cousinship. 


‘I’ve nothing against immigrants,’ said Barry, ‘as long as they make a contribution. I don’t like them coming just to get what they can out of us. Like the NHS.’


‘I don’t think there’s any risk of him getting ill,’ I said. ‘He’s the fittest person I know.’


‘You never can tell with foreigners,’ said Barry. ‘They come here saying they are looking for work and then either they claim benefits or they take all the jobs. My nephew Terence can’t get a job for love or money. And he’s got a degree.’


‘What in?’


‘Philosophy. A lot of useless rubbish, if you ask me. No one wants to employ a philosopher.’


‘No need to worry about Ruthra,’ I said. ‘He’s got money of his own to spend. He’s not looking for a job.’


‘That’s what they all say, isn’t it. I’m contributing to your economy, they say. A whole lot of rubbish.’


Most other people seemed to enjoy Ruthra’s presence, particularly children, who liked his readiness to try out his English on them, and accept their corrections when he made mistakes.


It was clear that our family would have to invent a plausible story that all of us would stick to, so one evening when Mark was around for supper I raised the subject.


‘We’ve all been inventing our own versions of Ruthra,’ I said. ‘We need to agree, or people will get suspicious. I would suggest that we all say he has come from Erewhon as if it was a city somewhere that people ought to have heard of. If we put it somewhere in Latin America or the west coast of Africa that ought to satisfy them. Lots of people don’t believe there is such a place as Timbuktu, for instance. Erewhon might be a place like that.’


‘Hardly anyone has heard of Erewhon, though,’ said Mark, ‘and those who have read the books think they are fiction.’

‘What have we got so far?’ said Jennifer. ‘I‘ve tried Venezuela and the Pacific.’


‘Nepal,’ said Sophie.


‘I said he came from North Africa.’


‘I think the Pacific is good,’ said Mark. ‘What about the Solomon Islands, for instance?’


‘Don’t they speak English in the Solomon Islands?’ said Jennifer.


‘Maybe they do,’ said Sophie, ‘but there must be a local language as well.’

‘Yes,’ said Mark, ‘but although Ruthra is presumably fluent in his own language, so far he can’t speak much English. We’ve got to explain why his English is so bad.’

‘Perhaps there is one small Solomon Island where they don’t speak any English,’ I suggested. ‘Erewhon might be the name of that particular small island.’


That was what we finally decided on. We would call the island Ruthra came from Eriwhona. Before long I found myself almost believing it was true.


‘Have you understood, Ruthra?’ asked Sophie.


‘I dwell in Eriwhona,’ said Ruthra, smiling. ‘Where is Pacific?’


I fetched an atlas from the bookshelf and showed him the vast expanse of sea and the many small islands. 


‘From Erewhon you cannot see the sea,’ I said. ‘From Eriwhona you cannot see the land.’


‘What’s the name of the language?’ asked Mark.


‘Erewhonian will do,’ said Sophie, ‘and it is good because it is true – I mean Ruthra does speak Erewhonian.’


‘Good,’ said Ruthra. ‘It is good to lie, and it is good not to lie.’


‘Is that Sunchildism?’ I asked.


‘No, not Sunchildism. Just true.’


So that was what we decided. We would tell lies, because they were more believable than the truth.

Over the next few weeks it became increasingly difficult to maintain our story.
CHAPTER NINE: A VISIT TO THE COUNTRY

In about the fifth week of Ruthra’s visit we realised that he thought that the whole of Britain was like Ealing and the small part of central London that he had seen after his first arrival at Battersea Power Station. He made some remark about too many people and too little room, and we saw his mistake.


My parents still live in South Dene, the country house that old George Higgs had bought in 1886, when he inherited a fortune from his brother in Australia. It is just north of the South Downs between Petersfield and Chichester. The Downs rise in a huge wave only a few fields away. I had grown up there and it seemed to me to be an ideal place to show Ruthra that Britain was not just an endless, uninspiring suburb. 


We had not yet told my parents about Ruthra’s arrival, partly because of the probable difficulty of persuading them of the truth of his existence. A week-end visit would enlighten them. 


I made sure I had the week-end free and rang my parents to ask whether Jennifer and I could bring an interesting friend down to meet them. My mother answered the phone and was delighted.


Sophie and Mark had arranged to borrow the car, so on Friday afternoon we took Ruthra to Waterloo station and caught the train down to Petersfield. 


Even on the train it was some time before we reached anything like countryside. Wimbledon and Surbiton did little to change Ruthra’s opinion. The first green field we passed was a cemetery. Apart from that the only green patches we saw were either playing-fields or derelict jungles of brambles and small trees. It was half an hour before we eventually came to open fields. He was delighted; I, on the other hand, was disappointed. I had not made this journey for many years and the absence of farmland, and in particular the absence of cattle and sheep, was a shock to me. A train journey gives a view of the country that is different from what you see from a car on a motorway, where your attention is on the road and the traffic, or if you are a passenger and look out of the side windows for too long you feel car-sick. From a train you can watch the landscape spinning past without any side effects.


By the time we reached Petersfield, Ruthra was highly excited. 


My father, Henry, met us at the station. He kissed Jennifer, shook my hand and turned to Ruthra. 


‘And you are the interesting friend Paul told me of,’ he said, holding out his hand. He was startled by the way Ruthra clasped it and held it to his chest.


‘My name is Ruthra. I dwell in Erewhon.’


‘What?’ said my father.


‘It’s true, Henry,’ said Jennifer. ‘His name is Ruthra, and he has come from Erewhon.’


‘Don’t be silly. There’s no such place,’ said my father, laughing. ‘Come on, get in the car.’


We settled ourselves in, Ruthra and Jennifer in the back and me in the front. 


‘We didn’t tell you about Ruthra,’ I said, ‘because we knew you wouldn’t believe it. So we’ve brought him down here to prove that he exists. He’s George’s great-great-grandson.’


‘Hardly related at all. It’s all nonsense. You’ve been taken for a ride.’


‘Look at him, Dad, when we get home. See how fit and handsome he is. Look at the colour of his skin. And the clincher is that he speaks Erewhonian. You know the nonsense rhymes that Grandad used to teach us? Ruthra knows them too.’


My father grunted.


‘You know much more Erewhonian than I do, or at least you always pretended to. You could test him out.’


He leant back and said something over his shoulder that sounded like nonsense. He was so surprised by the response that for a moment he lost his concentration on his driving and had to jerk the steering wheel to return to the right side of the road. He then barked out another incomprehensible stream of syllables, and Ruthra answered again.


‘What did he say?’ I asked. 


‘I asked him a riddle,’ said my father. ‘I asked him a riddle and he knew the answer, so I asked him another and he knew that too. When your uncle Peter and I were ten years old or so we used those riddles as secret passwords to be used only by members of our gang. No one else ever got to hear them.’


‘Could Uncle Peter have taught anyone else the passwords?’


‘No. He could never get his tongue round them properly himself.’ My father was silent for a moment. ‘I don’t know what Marion is going to think.’


‘Mum won’t be able to hold out against all of us,’ I said. ‘Jennifer knows he’s real. I know he’s real. And now you know he’s real, too.’


‘How’s his English? There must be so much he could tell us.’


‘It’s getting better all the time. You just have to avoid unusual words and explain things when he asks for an explanation.’


‘Why is he here?’


‘He’s come to learn English and to find out about Britain. That’s why we wanted to bring him down here, into the country, because until today he thought the whole country was like Ealing.’


‘We must take him to the top of the downs.’


‘Yes, let’s do that.’


When we arrived at the house my mother came out to greet us. She kissed Jennifer and me as we got out of the car, and turned to Ruthra.


‘You can kiss him, too, Marion,’ said my father. ‘He’s a newly discovered cousin of ours.’


During the evening my father asked Ruthra one question after another and Ruthra floundered. Up until my own generation my family have always been devout Church of England members, and it was the differences between Christianity and Sunchildism that my father was interested in. He found he had first to correct or explain away the teachings of Bishop Kahabuka.


‘Kahabuka say, “Three in one,”’said Ruthra. ‘What means “three in one”?’


And, ‘The bishop put people in the water and say it make them good. How it make them good?’


“That was baptism,’ said my father.


‘Baptism?’ said Ruthra. ‘What means “baptism”? In Erewhon there is only Sunchildism.’


 Eventually my mother interrupted.


‘You are exhausting the poor man, Henry,’ she said. ‘New impressions are always exhausting, and to have to discuss religion in a foreign language in unfamiliar surroundings is too much.’


‘No, no,’ said Ruthra. ‘I try. I am wanting to try.’’


‘You must go to bed,’ said my mother firmly. ‘And so must I.’


Jennifer stood up too. ‘Good night, Henry,’ she said. ‘Send Paul to bed as soon as possible.’


The conversation broke up, and my father and I were left alone together.


‘So what is he doing here?’ he asked.


‘Do you remember the scheme that George proposed at the end of Erewhon?’


‘The plan to transport Erewhonians to Queensland to work for the colonists there?’


‘Yes. And to convert them to Christianity and then bring them back to Erewhon to convert everybody else.’


‘I remember. And it came to nothing.’


‘That’s right. And now Ruthra has come here to investigate the possibility of doing the opposite. There is not enough room in Erewhon for its growing population and he wants to bring Erewhonians here to convert us all to Sunchildism. He wants Erewhon to make Britain into a colony. It will be good for us, he says, just as the British Empire was good for the countries we conquered. He says the Sunchild says it is right.’


‘The Sunchild? Does he mean George?’


‘Yes, I think so.’


‘George was a Christian. He had high ideals.’


‘I don’t think Ruthra is a Sunchildist, but he has high ideals too.’


‘Take care. High ideals often mask low intentions.’


‘He’s helpful and eager and interesting and fun. I don’t see any reason not to trust him.’


‘Wait and see.’

  





*
*
*

On Saturday my mother showed Ruthra round the garden, herself making the remarks that she expected him to make. 


‘Just look at this philadelphus. We only planted it a couple of years ago. Beautiful. But we have it for the smell, of course. Smell it.’ She held the a sprig under his nose. 


‘Simply delicious,’ she said. ‘And just look at those roses!’ She left a brief pause, which Ruthra did not fill. ‘Such a wonderful, deep colour.’


When she went indoors to make some midmorning coffee, Ruthra hurried out of the garden and wandered on his own down to the village. We asked him about his impressions over lunch.


‘Many roads,’ he said. ‘Many cars. It is dangerous to walk.’


‘We couldn’t manage without a car,’ said my mother. ‘I have to use it for shopping.’


‘No shops,’ said Ruthra. ‘Where are shops?’


‘In Petersfield. Five miles away.’


‘In Erewhon shops are near our homes.’


‘That sounds very sensible,’ said my father. ‘But the houses are scattered, round here. They can’t all be close to shops.’


‘I fear cars. In Ealing it is bad, but it is all the time. Here it is only some of the time. I feel safe and then vrrrooom, there is another one. It is dangerous.’


‘Three thousand fatalities a year,’ said my father.


‘Three thousand?’


‘Three thousand people killed every year. It goes up and down a bit.’


‘It can’t be true, Henry,’ said Jennifer. ‘Tell me it’s not true.’


‘The car is a god,’ said Ruthra. ‘In Erewhon we do not kill people to please any god.’


‘We don’t kill people to please gods here either,’ said Jennifer, anxiously.

‘He means it’s like a sacrifice to a god,’ I said. ‘Ruthra can’t see it as accidental, because if it was, people would have stopped having cars. So he thinks it must be a deliberate payment to the god of transport which has to be made every year.’


‘Three thousand people?’ said my mother. ‘I find it hard to believe.’


‘It’s only about one in twenty thousand,’ I said. ‘We all know people who have been killed in road accidents. It’s the price we have to pay.’


 ‘In Erewhon we are not killing people in road accidents, because we are not having roads.’


‘What?’ said my father. ‘How do you get around?’


‘We fly.’


‘That needs a good deal of explaining, Dad. They do. They have discovered cavorite, the stuff that H. G. Wells predicted would be found to interrupt the force of gravity.’


‘This is all totally incredible.’


Jennifer stood up and walked across the room to look out of the window so we could not see how shaken she was by the regular sacrifices to the god of transport.


‘I find it totally incredible that we allow three thousand people to be killed every year just so that we don’t have to walk to do our shopping,’ she said. ’It’s much worse than drugs. It’s worse than terrorism. It ought to be stopped.’

On Sunday morning Dad insisted that we should all go to church. Ruthra had seen the church from the outside when he had explored the village, but he had not even gone through the gate into the graveyard.


‘For what are these stones?’ he asked.


‘That is where people are buried,’ said my father.


‘Buried?’ 


My mother mimed digging with a spade. My father looked round anxiously.


‘Marion!’ he said. ‘People will wonder what is the matter with you.’


‘When people die,’ said my mother, ‘they are buried. Buried under the ground.’


’Why are people buried?’


‘Only after they have died,’ said my father.


‘After a road accident, for instance,’ I said.


‘To bury people is bad,’ said Ruthra. ‘In Erewhon we burn them.’


‘We do that here as well,’ I said. ‘And then people sometimes bury the ashes.’


‘In Erewhon we are casting the ashes where the person was happy.’


‘We do that here as well.’


We sat fairly near the back of the church so that Ruthra’s behaviour would not attract attention. In the event he correctly copied our standing, sitting and kneeling, and his only mistake was to wave back when the vicar gave the blessing. The vicar noticed and smiled, but luckily the rest of the congregation were facing forward so they did not see.


Outside the church after the service we stood around while my parents chatted with their friends. The vicar came over to us expressly to speak to Ruthra. 


‘Good morning, Marion,’ he said. ‘Good morning Henry. And Jennifer and Paul.’

‘And this is Ruthra Strong,’ said my father, ‘who is staying with us for the week-end. Ruthra, this is Mr Rogers, our vicar.’


‘Good morning, my friend,’ said Mr Rogers. ‘Welcome to our little community. I noticed that you were not familiar with the order of our service. I am always pleased to welcome those who in the olden days were thought of as heathens.’



‘Heathens?’


‘People without God.’


‘At home in Erewhon we do have a god.’


‘Of course, of course. Allah, perhaps, or Jehovah?’


‘The Sunchild.’


‘The Sunchild? That is your word for the Son of God?’


‘No, no. The Sunchild is the child of the Sun. That is what the people are believing. It is a lie.’


Mr Rogers felt the conversation was becoming awkward. ‘How interesting,’ he said. ‘If you will excuse me I must just have a word with one of my parishioners before she slips away.’


Mr Rogers slipped away himself, and our party set off for home. 


‘A good definition of religion,’ I said.


‘What means “religion”?’


‘What you said. Religion is what the people believe and it is a lie.’


‘Religion is what people believe about God,’ corrected my father, ‘and there is one true religion and that is Christianity. Christianity is not a lie.’


‘What did you think of the service?’ asked my mother.


‘I did not like the noise,’ said Ruthra.


‘But everyone was very quiet!’


Ruthra was astonished.


‘But the noise,’ he said. ‘The noise from machine in the front, and everyone shouting. How can you say it was quiet?’


It was the organ and above all the hymn-singing that had offended him. In his book George Higgs had commented on the lack of musical ear among the Erewhonians, but none of us had realised that the Erewhonians would dislike our music as much as George had disliked theirs.


‘Apart from the noise,’ said my father, ‘what other impressions did you have?’


‘In the Musical Banks,’ said Ruthra, ‘we are having beautiful music and the people  are silent. In your church the people talk.’


‘Not while the service is going on,’ said my mother.


‘Yes, they do. Even while the service is going on. They are talking all together. They are knowing what to say, and they are saying it. Perhaps they are saying it without thinking. In the Musical Banks people may think about other things, but they are not saying them.’



‘It is Christianity that teaches man what is right and what is wrong,’ said my father, with an edge of anger in his tone. ‘Without religion man is a savage.’


‘Very well,’ said Ruthra. ‘I am a savage.’


He obviously did not understand the word. He was one of the most civilised people I have ever met. He was open and friendly and affectionate and eager to learn. My parents did not seem to appreciate all this.


‘One good thing,’ said Ruthra. ‘The priest is wearing his collar the right way round, just like an Erewhonian.’

  





*
*
*
On Sunday afternoon Jennifer, Ruthra and I walked up to the top of the Downs. To the north we had a view over the valley that reached as far as Liss – farmland, woods, scattered houses and a few villages. To the south there was a wide foreground of turf and bramble-bushes and beyond it, woods, and far beyond the woods the distant sparkle of the sea. To the east and west the Downs stretched out, open to the sky.


‘Wonderful,’ said Ruthra. ‘Wonderful. Plenty of space.’ 

CHAPTER TEN: AN ATTEMPT TO TEACH SOME HISTORY

Towards the end of June, on another evening when Mark had had supper with us and we were all lounging in the sitting-room with mugs of coffee, Ruthra asked us to tell him what had happened in Britain since the time of Queen Victoria. 

There was a silence.


Sophie and Mark, who had been huddled together on the sofa, working on a crossword, looked up and broke apart. Jennifer and I looked at each other to see which of us wanted to speak first.


‘Come, come,’ said Ruthra. ‘I telled you about Erewhon. What has happened here?’


‘This house was built, for one thing,’ I said.


‘Don’t be frivolous,’ said Jennifer. ‘He wants to know serious things.’


‘What do you know already?’ asked Mark. ‘I mean we started with a bit of knowledge about Erewhon from the two books, but he didn’t  write down what he thought about England.’ 

’Presumably because he didn’t need to, said Sophie. ‘He wanted to describe Erewhon because it was different, and no one in England would have been much interested in an ordinary description of their own society.’


‘In Erewhon he writed a report for the King,’ said Ruthra, sitting bolt upright, pleased to be the centre of attention.


‘Wrote,’ said Mark. 


‘Writed, wrote, who cares?’ said Ruthra. ‘He did not say much. He said that Britain was ruled by a Queen, name Victoria, but she could not make laws by herself, she had to be asking other people.’ 


‘Had to ask other people,’ said Mark.


‘Leave him alone,’ said Sophie. ‘He’s getting on like a house on fire. You’ll destroy his confidence.’


Ruthra’s confidence was far from being destroyed.  He went on to tell us that he knew of a writer called Dickings who writed books about the rich people who owned the land and had many servants, and the poor people who lived in dirty towns full of smoke from the many factories and railways which were powered by vapour engines. George had told the King that Queen Victoria had a large empire and was expanding it all the time. He expected her in the end to be the Empress of the whole world. That would include even Erewhon, because when he went home he would tell her about it.


We all nodded, guiltily, because we knew from his book that George had actually intended to arrange for thousands of Erewhonians to be transported to Queensland to work for the planters there. 


‘Britain ruled the land, and Britain ruled the sea,’ said Ruthra, and tunelessly recited the chorus of Rule Britannia in a loud voice, apparently under the impression that he was singing.


‘The tune seems to have changed over the years,’ said Jennifer. 


‘George has left a good deal out,’ said Mark, leaning forward. ‘Didn’t he tell you anything about medicine?’


‘Yes, he did. He said that in Britain they did not punish ill people, they tried to cure them. I hope that has been put right by now.’

‘It has certainly not,’ said Jennifer.

This brought the conversation to a shocked pause. Although we had all read about the Erewhonian attitude to illness we had automatically assumed that Ruthra did not share it, because it seemed to us too offensive to be taken seriously.. 

It was Mark who made an attempt to salvage Ruthra’s reputation by pointing out that the Victorians had a similarly harsh attitude to crime.


‘They didn’t look after criminals and help them to change their ways,’ he said. ‘They flogged them and transported them and hanged them.’

‘And did that cure them?’

‘Not really, no.’


‘And do you still do the same things?

‘Not now,’ said Mark. ‘Nowadays we just lock them away.’


‘The biggest changes,’ said Jennifer, eager to change the subject, ‘were social. Women had no right to own property in those days. And they had no vote.’


‘It wasn’t just the women who had no vote,’ said Mark. ‘It was only men who owned their homes who were allowed to vote. Isn’t that right?’


‘Either owned or rented for more than ten pounds per year,’ I said. ‘We didn’t get universal suffrage until after the first world war.’


‘And that was when women got the vote,’ said Sophie. 


‘Got the vote?’ said Ruthra. ‘What means “got the vote”?’


‘What does “got the vote” mean?’ corrected Mark. Sophie kicked him. Mark, Sophie and Ruthra all laughed.


‘Wait till your English is better,’ I said. ‘When George went to Erewhon women didn’t have it. And nor did most men. It was a huge change, but it doesn’t seem to have made as much difference as you would have expected. The women who want to succeed in politics have to behave like men.’


Ruthra was leaning forward. He had picked up a phrase which suggested a topic that he could understand. 


‘Just now you say “first world war,”’ he said. ‘First world war. Why was there a world war?’


‘Don’t ask,’ said Sophie. ‘It was too stupid. If women had been in charge it wouldn’t have happened. It was caused by men quarrelling over who should get the biggest slice of cake.’


‘Don’t blame us men for everything,’ said Mark. ‘Queen Victoria reigned over a few wars.’


‘You said ”world war”,’ said Ruthra. ‘Was it all over the world?’


‘No. It was mostly in Europe,’ I said. ‘We had to wait for the second world war to really involve the rest of the world.’


‘Two world wars,’ said Ruthra. ‘Why didn’t Queen Victoria stop them?’


‘She was dead,’ I said.


‘In Erewhon,’ said Ruthra, ‘we think Britain is a peaceful country.’


‘Britain has been more or less peaceful,’ I said, ‘but it doesn’t mind sending its soldiers to fight abroad.’


‘Two world wars,’ said Ruthra. ‘Many men killed?’


‘Many millions of men,’ said Mark. ‘That’s not an exaggeration. Many millions of men, women and children.’


Ruthra seemed to shrink into himself. 


‘Millions?’ he said. ‘Millions?’


‘Many millions,’ said Mark again.


Suddenly we all felt Ruthra’s shock. Jennifer began stroking the arm of her chair and watching her hand. Sophie bit her lip. We none of us looked at each other.


‘You need Sunchildism,’ said Ruthra. ‘Sunchildism forbids wars.’


‘So does Christianity,’ I said. ‘So do most religions. But they seem to encourage them at the same time.’


‘Two world wars,’ said Ruthra. ‘Wars between religions.’


‘No,’ I said. ‘Most of the people on both sides were Christians.’


‘I don’t understand,’ said Ruthra.


‘It’s like my friend Barry at the corner shop said. Just because it’s not allowed doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen.’


‘It couldn’t happen in Erewhon,’ said Ruthra.


There was a long pause.


‘Good things have happened here too,’ said Mark at last. ‘People have invented things.’


‘Think of the world Dickens described,’ I said. ‘Plenty of things have improved. No more starving crossing sweepers, no more mounds of rubbish and horse-droppings, no more pea-soupers, no more Little Nells.’


‘Crossing sleepers?’ said Ruthra. ‘Pee supers? Little Nells?’


‘Crossing sweepers,‘ said Mark, in an undertone to Sophie. She kicked him again, and they both grinned.


‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Fewer poor people. Less fog.’


‘Fog?’


‘Smoke and dirt,’ said Sophie. ‘So you can hardly see, even in the middle of the day, and people cough and choke.’ She coughed and choked, to demonstrate. ‘Less of that.’


‘Still too much,’ said Ruthra. ‘We could stop all that.’


‘We?’ I asked.


‘We, the people from Erewhon. We could come here and show you how to stop all that.’


‘The position of women has changed,’ said Jennifer. ‘It’s still not fair, but it’s getting fairer. Paul gets paid more than I did when I was earning a wage.’


‘Oh, come on, Mum, that’s not because he’s a man.’


‘Why is it, then?’


‘Well, you had me, for a start.’


‘And so did Dad. You may have noticed which of us it was who stayed at home to look after you. What will you do when you have children of your own?’


Sophie turned to look at Mark, but he did not respond.


‘In Erewhon,’ said Ruthra, ‘the father would decide. Fathers always decide.’ He frowned. ‘How is it that Britain had a queen and not a king? Do you not like to give men important jobs?’


‘That’s not it,’ said Jennifer. ‘It’s the other way round. The men have most of the important jobs. We don’t give them to them, they just take them.’



‘So have you now a king?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘We did have a row of kings, but we have had a queen for years now.’


‘Were the kings so very bad?’


‘They weren’t good or bad, they were just kings,’ I said. ‘In this country kings and queens don’t do anything much. They are just symbolic figures.’


‘Shambolic figures,’ said Mark.


‘Symbolic figures. There’s no need to correct me when I say what I mean.’


Mark noticed that Ruthra seemed to find this incomprehensible, and rather than trying to explain the difference between the words ‘shambolic’ and ‘symbolic’, changed the subject.


‘We’ve made thousands of important advances,’ he said. ‘X-rays. Antibiotics. The internal combustion engine.’


‘Nuclear power,’ said Sophie. ‘If you count that as an advance.’


‘Aeroplanes,’ said Mark. ‘Space travel. Computers.’


I held up a hand to interrupt him.


‘Not computers,’ I said. ‘Ruthra wouldn’t like computers.’


‘Of course. I’d forgotten. But that doesn’t stop them from being an advance.’


‘What is a computer?’ asked Ruthra.


‘It’s a machine that does all the boring thinking for you,’ said Mark. ‘It does calculations in just a few seconds that would take people years to do. It sorts through vast amounts of data and provides you with the information you need in no time.’



Ruthra’s face became rigid.


‘It’s a brain,’ he said.


‘Yes, you could say that,’ said Mark, smiling reassuringly. ‘It is a sort of brain. But it is only a tool. You can use a crane to lift heavy loads and you can use a computer to do heavy thinking. It has no more consciousness than a crane. It has no will of its own.’


‘How do you know it has no will of its own?’


‘It’s just a machine. It does what we want it to.’


Ruthra threw up his hands in dismay. 


‘There must be some more good things,’ said Sophie, hastily. ‘Almost everybody is adequately dressed and clean and has somewhere to live and enough to eat.’


‘Almost everybody,’ I said. ‘There are plenty of people who don’t.’


‘That’s right,’ said Ruthra. ‘Even the Sunchildists say that is right. “For he that hath, to him shall be given: and he that hath not, from him shall be taken even that which he hath.”’


‘George regretted ever having let you hear that,’ I said. ‘It’s one of the stranger declarations made by Christ. I don’t think he thought it was right.’


‘But it is right,’ said Ruthra. ‘It happens in Erewhon. I expect it happens here.’


‘That’s true, Paul,’ said Jennifer. ’It happens all the time.’

‘It’s true, but it’s not right,’ I declared, and felt I had said something naive and self-contradictory. 


‘Refrigerators,’ said Sophie, in a fresh effort to find uncontroversial improvements over the last hundred years. ‘Biros. Deodorants. Contraceptives.’


No one made any attempt to explain these words.


‘Those aren’t the things that really matter,’ said Jennifer. ‘What matters is the way people think. Universal education. Human rights. Multiculturalism. Oxfam. Médecins sans Frontières.’


Sophie saw Ruthra’s look of blank incomprehension and changed the subject.


‘I know,’ she said. ‘I have a practical idea. Education is another thing that has got much better. You ought to come and see my school.’


‘School I can understand,’ said Ruthra, with some relief.

‘I’ll see if I can fix it,‘ said Sophie. ‘You might be able to come in and talk to my class or something.’


‘Good,’ said Ruthra.


We had no idea at the time how big a part deception was going to play in Sophie’s plan, and how much suspicion would be aroused.


‘And now,’ said Jennifer, determined to lighten the tone of the conversation, ‘what about a game of snap?’ she said.


‘No, no, let’s move on,’ said Mark. ‘For a change, Ruthra, let’s teach you racing demon.’


So Sophie fetched the cards, we sat on the floor and that’s what we did. We all enjoyed ourselves and laughed a lot. Ruthra’s English was becoming virtually fluent. Everything seemed to be going very well.
CHAPTER ELEVEN:  RUTHRA GOES TO SCHOOL

Sophie asked her Head Teacher for permission to bring a Solomon Islander to see her class on the following Tuesday, when Miss Gordon, the regular teacher, was going to be away. He would, she explained, justify his presence by giving an interesting talk about life on the little island of Erewhona. 


Permission was granted, and after some research in the local library and looking through some photographs of Pacific islands in an old edition of the National Geographic, Ruthra felt he would be able to make a short presentation. If he was asked questions afterwards he could either refer the awkward ones to Sophie, or pretend his English was not good enough to give a coherent reply. 


He dressed for the occasion in his old Erewhonian top with his cravat hanging down his back and loose trousers. He looked suitably exotic.


He and Sophie arrived at the school gates at half past eight, in time to see the caretaker unlock them and the first few children scatter in the tarmac playground.  Sophie took Ruthra to the staffroom, where she checked her pigeon-hole for any current announcements and then to the Head Teacher’s office, where she introduced Ruthra.


‘The Samoan Islands,’ said the head. ‘I have a friend who took his summer holiday there.’


Sophie did not correct him, but Ruthra could not help himself.


‘The Solomon Islands,’ he said. 


‘How interesting,’ said the head. ‘I’m sure Miss Higgs will take good care of you.’


He turned back to the pile of forms on his desk, and Sophie took Ruthra to her classroom. Jackie, the teaching assistant, was already there, aimlessly adjusting chairs round five  hexagonal tables. There were several small bookcases and cupboards, a carpeted area in front of a whiteboard and a display of children’s paintings along the far wall. On a pinboard near the door there was a large sign saying, ‘I always try to do my best.’ Under it there were some lists and typewritten notices. The windows were just high enough off the ground to prevent anyone who was sitting down from being able to see out of them.


‘Jackie,’ said Sophie, ‘this is Ruthra Strong, who I told you about. This is Jackie, our classroom assistant.’


‘Hello there,’ said Jackie. ‘Welcome to our classroom.’


‘Thank you,’ said Ruthra. ‘Where are the children?’


‘Not allowed in until the bell goes,’ said Jackie.


‘Why not?’ 


‘You’ll see when they come in,’ said Jackie. ‘They would just racket around. Wouldn’t they, Sophie.’ This was a statement, not a question.


‘It would be chaotic,’ said Sophie. ‘By the way, Ruthra, you mustn’t call me Sophie when the children come in from the playground, you must call me Miss Higgs. And Jackie is Mrs Grant.’


‘In Erewhona, Miss Higgs,’ said Ruthra, ‘the children in the deformatories sit down at their tables all day. A playground would be waste of space.’


When the bell rang​ – not a musical hand-bell, but a shrieking electric trill ​– the children in the playground, now several hundred of them, lined up outside the building and waited for their teachers to come out with their clipboards and lead them in.


Sophie took Ruthra with her into the playground to observe the performance. One by one, the classes were led inside, the teachers in the front and the classroom assistants halfway down the line to stop the children talking. When it was time for Sophie’s class to go in they followed her to her classroom. She stood by the door to greet them by name and check their uniforms. 


‘Yellow socks again, Kiera? ’


‘Sorry, Miss. I couldn’t find any others.’



Sophie made a mark on the list on her clipboard. 


The children hung their up bags in the cloakroom area and returned to sit on the chairs round the tables. There was a lively buzz of conversation.
‘Shush!’ shouted Jackie. ‘Miss Higgs can’t hear herself think. Just because Miss Gordon is away it doesn’t mean you can behave like hooligans.’ 


The conversation continued, a little more quietly for a while. 


‘More time wasted,’ said Ruthra. 


‘Shush, Ruthra,’ said Sophie.


That was not the end of what he considered to be a waste of time. Sophie marked the register, and when she asked for a volunteer to take it to the office, almost every child raised a hand including many who had not been listening and did not know what they were volunteering to do. She picked a worried-looking boy who asked whether he could have a friend to help him, so she let him choose a friend and the two took the register with an air of importance and left the classroom.


Sophie called the rest of the class to sit on the carpet and introduced Ruthra. 


‘This is Mr Strong,’ she said. ‘He is going to be with us all day, so I am sure you will make him welcome. In the afternoon he is going to tell us about his home in the Solomon Islands, and you will be able to ask him questions.’


Then the class lined up again and she led  them off to the school hall for assembly. The children sat in rows on the floor and the teachers sat on chairs at the ends of the rows. There was much whispering and shushing.


This stopped when the Head Teacher came in and took his place at a lectern on the stage. 


In the echoing Hall Ruthra found it difficult to understand what was being said. He noticed that few of the children seemed to be paying much attention. Then all at once he heard the words, ‘. . .  privileged have a distinguished visitor from the Samoan Islands, Mr. Ruthra Strong.’ Children turned to look at him, smiled and sometimes even waved. Ruthra waved back, and the children waved again. This was more interesting than the rest of the assembly. Sophie gritted her teeth.


When the head had finished, two or three other teachers made announcements and then the routine for returning to the classroom began. One class after another, the children were led out of the hall by their teachers, with the teaching assistants halfway down the line.


‘It’s a quarter to ten,’ said Ruthra when they had got back to the classroom, ‘and the children haven’t done anything.’


‘That’s how it’s set up,’ said Sophie. ‘It’s their turn now.’ 


The children’s turn meant numeracy hour. They sat at the tables and Sophie and Jackie handed out work sheets. 


‘The clever ones do it on their own,’ said Jackie, ‘Miss Higgs works with the middle group and I help the slow ones. We get along all right, don’t we?’


She smiled at her slow ones, but there was no response.

 
Ruthra told us afterwards that he considered this inappropriate. Everyone should have been working on the same exercises, and those who did not understand them should have been allowed to fall behind.  Ruthra declared that there was no point in pretending that everyone was equally clever, but thought it would be fairer to follow the Erewhonian system and set the same work for everybody. It would be very easy for the top group, who would learn that they were of superior ability, and very difficult for the bottom group, who would learn the opposite. He had seen immediately that the material that was being taught had no practical value; all that the children were learning was where they stood in relation to the rest of the class. He assumed that that was the purpose of the system – a purpose which he approved of, because it resembled that of the schools in Erewhon.


At eleven o’clock the school bell rang again, and Sophie led her class off to the playground. When she came back she smiled at Ruthra, and said, ‘Well?’


‘It’s eleven o’clock,’ he said, ‘and the children have not done anything useful. Your way of wasting time is different from ours, but it is just as good.’


‘How do you waste time in Erewhonian schools?’


‘We make the children learn things by heart. They learn the school rules. They learn the Sunchild’s sayings. They learn to tell lies.’


‘You teach them to tell lies?’


‘It is good to know how to lie,’ said Ruthra. ‘If you don’t learn to lie you can get into trouble.’


‘We think it is important to tell the truth,’ said Sophie.


When the children came back at the end of break they had their literacy hour. Sophie required them to write stories beginning with the words, ’John was always in trouble,’ and including at least one adjective in every sentence and an adverb in each paragraph. She had thought of the first sentence herself, she explained to Ruthra, but the words ‘adjective’, ‘adverb’ and ‘paragraph’ were prescribed by the national curriculum. Neither she nor Jackie noticed that there was no adjective in this first sentence.


The children wrote, nudged each other, borrowed rubbers and stared out of the window until the school bell shrieked again, and Sophie led them back to the assembly hall for lunch.. 


Ruthra waited in the classroom until she returned.


Sophie had brought a packed lunch for both of them, and during the break she asked Ruthra the question that had been festering in the back of her mind.


‘You said, Ruthra, that one of the things you do in your schools is teach children to lie. How do you do that?’ 


‘It’s easy,’ said Ruthra. ‘We punish them for telling the truth.’


Sophie drew in a breath between her teeth. 


‘Punish them for telling the truth? How do you do that?’


‘We are doing it all the time. Tommy throws a rubber across the room. The teacher asks, “Did you throw that rubber, Tommy?” If he says yes, he is punished.’


‘And if he says no?’


‘If he says no, then that is good. Children must learn to lie when it is sensible. Not lie all the time, only when it is sensible. It is an important lesson.’


The afternoon went well. Ruthra’s clothes were enough to rouse the children’s curiosity, and the feeling that something interesting was going to happen spread through the whole group. Sophie brought them all to the front of the class to sit cross-legged on the carpet. She and Jackie sat on chairs to one side.


‘As Mr Matthews told you this morning,’ she said, ‘we are lucky to have with us Mr Strong, who is going to tell you about his home in the Solomon Islands and answer any of your questions. He will be with us for the rest of the day, so you will have plenty of time to talk to him.’


Ruthra, who had been fixing a map of the world on to a pinboard, turned to face the class. 


‘Good afternoon,’ he said. 


‘Good afternoon, sir,’ came the chorus.


‘I dwell in a little island called Erewhona. It is one of the Solomon Islands. If you look for it on the map of the world you will find the Solomon Islands, but Erewhona is so small that you will never find it. The Solomon Islands are about ​. . . ‘ 


He looked round at the map and signalled to Sophie. ‘Miss Higgs will show you.’


Sophie put her hand over the south western Pacific and searched anxiously.


‘I can see them, Miss,’ said a helpful voice from the floor.


‘Come and show us, Satish,’ said Sophie.


Satish stood up and showed them. 


‘Right in the middle of the sea,’ he said.


Suddenly Ruthra realised that he had never seen the sea except in the photographs in the National Geographic. For a moment he was unable to speak.


‘Who else has lived by the sea?’ asked Sophie, and a few hands went up, so Ruthra was able to collect his thoughts while the children gave descriptions of beaches in the Mediterranean and the Canary Islands.


With help from Sophie, Satish and two or three other children, Ruthra managed to spin out his talk for half an hour. There was much interest in his clothes, and how he kept warm. He had to exercise his skill in lying and avoid any such scientific advances as cavorite and materials that retained heat .  He was able to give the authentic Erewhonian words for his different garments, and then to imagine other exotic finery. Then he began to ask questions himself.


‘Now I  ask you about your school,’ he said. ‘It seems very strange to me. Where I dwell the teachers hit the children if they are bad.’


‘I wish Miss would hit Laurie sometimes,’ said a voice at the back of the carpet. There was some laughter.



‘Why should she hit Laurie?’


‘Because he’s an idiot.’


‘Laurie’s not an idiot,’ said Sophie, ‘and that was a horrible thing to say.’


‘He says horrible things to us, Miss.’


‘This could not happen in my country,’ said Ruthra.  ‘In Erewhona children do not use words like “idiot”. We all think the same way, so if one person is an idiot we are all idiots. The teachers are wiser than the children because they know what to think. Other, wiser people have told them already.’


‘That’s what they tell us here, too, sir,’ said Satish.


At the end of the day Sophie read a Hans Andersen story out loud. The whole class listened, and Ruthra quietly disapproved. This was not education, he thought, it was entertainment. 


The stories the children had written during their literacy hour, which Ruthra saw when Sophie stayed behind after school to correct them, illustrated the breadth of achievement level. ‘John was alwys in troble,’ wrote one author. ‘It was a suny day.’ Inspiration had run out. Sophie gave the work a large tick, and wrote, ‘Sunny is a good adjective.’ She did not realise that both the word and its spelling had been suggested by Jackie.


Another, written by someone who remembered the instruction about adjectives and adverbs, ran, ‘John was always in trouble. He was in trouble with his busy mother, he was in trouble with his tall teacher. He was in trouble with his fat friends. I do not need to put another adverb in this paragraph because always is an adverb.’ The writer had then made a list of useful adjectives and adverbs. There had not been enough time to use them.


Some of the stories introduced interesting situations, but by the end of the hour they had had to be completed, so many of the last paragraphs ended with irrelevant conclusions, such as, ‘And then it was time for bed,’ or ‘And then they went home,’ or ‘That was that,’ or ‘Then she woke up. It had all been a dream.’ Most of the children wrote THE END in capital letters under the last line of writing, however inconclusive their last sentences had been.


‘It is good that they should have to write when they have nothing to say,’ said Ruthra, when Sophie was tidying her desk before going home. ‘That is what they will have to do when they are grown.’ 

  





*
*
*

In the evening Ruthra spent some hours writing up what he had seen, and after supper he had questions he wanted us to answer.


‘In Erewhon,’ he said, ‘most children go to schools not like Sophie’s, but more stricter. It is not just clothes that are the same, the girls have their hair the same longness, and the boys’ hair is short. It all helps them to be the same. That is the good thing the children learn, but it does not take all day so they learn a lot of other things and their parents are free to go to work all day. It is a good way, but there is another way which is even better. Rich parents pay a lot of money for it. Why do you not have such schools here?’


‘We do,’ I said. ‘They are private, but the famous ones are called public schools.’


‘And are the children better than the ones in Sophie’s school?’


‘I think my kids are great,’ said Sophie. 


‘There are two big differences,’ I said. ‘Many of the private schools are boarding schools, which means that the children are taken away from their parents for two thirds of the year. And the other is that private schools have about twice as many staff per child as the state schools do.’


‘One good thing, one bad thing,’ said Ruthra.


‘Which is which?’ asked Sophie, anticipating disagreement.


‘Having many teachers is bad. Big classes are better because there is no time for teachers and children to be friends.’


‘I was afraid you would say that,’ said Sophie.


Ruthra shrugged his shoulders.


‘I wish I could show you what happens in Erewhon.  Teachers have no time to be friends because  they have work to do, planning their lessons and writing down what the children have been learnt. At the very best private schools the children don’t have any free time at all, even when the day’s lessons are over. And they are kept away from their parents.’


‘And so you think it is good to take children away from their parents?’


‘Yes, of course. Parents are sometimes listening to their children and even taking seriously what they say.’


During this discussion I had been thumbing through Erewhon to find the chapter on education. I was having some difficulty because unfortunately it is not headed ‘Education’ but ‘What they mean by it.’


‘Here it is,’ I said at last. ‘What George said about boarding schools. “It astonished me to see what sacrifices the parents would make in order to render their children as nearly useless as possible.”
 Yes, and he says that a boy is “incapacitated for doing this, that or the other  . . . at which time he ought to have been actually doing the thing itself.”’


‘That is right,’ said Ruthra. ‘Nobody knows what is true, so children may think they are understanding it. What they must learn in school is that what they think does not matter. Before they grow up they must have learnt to think the same as everyone else.’


‘What George Higgs says,’ I insisted, ‘is that the young are being “deliberately swindled in some of the most important branches of human inquiry, and directed into false channels or left to drift in the great majority of cases.”’


‘That is old,’ laughed Ruthra. ‘That is what it was like a hundred years ago. Things have changed now. The professors at Bridgeford have made a list of all the things that children have to learn at school. Now everybody is taught the same things.’


‘I’ve been sitting here listening to all this discussion,‘ said Jennifer, ‘and I think you are all talking a lot of abstract rubbish. Why don’t you talk about what you learnt at school yourselves? When I left school I could do long division sums. What was the point of that?’


‘It is what I am saying,’ said Ruthra. ‘It does not matter that you could not do what you were teached. All that matters is that you were teached it.’


‘But that’s horrible,’ said Sophie. ‘It means school is just a waste of time.’


‘That is what is good about your ways,’ said Ruthra. ‘You waste time while the children do nothing. It is very good.’


‘They aren’t doing nothing,’ said Sophie. ‘They are learning to think for themselves.’


I waved my copy of Erewhon in the air.


‘I’ve found it. I’ve found the bit I was looking for. It’s what the Professor of Worldly Wisdom said. “It is not our business to help students to think for themselves. Surely this is the very last thing which one who wishes them well should encourage them to do. Our duty is to ensure that they shall think as we do, or at any rate as we hold it expedient to say we do.
”’


‘Expedient?’ said Ruthra.


‘To our advantage,’ I said.


‘Advantage?’


‘Good for us.’


‘Expedient!’ said Sophie in a tone of disgust.


‘Yes,’ said Ruthra, approvingly. ‘I must remember that word. Expedient.’
CHAPTER TWELVE: WHAT HAD HAPPENED IN EREWHON 
I had been shamed by having to confess to Ruthra that Britain had waged two world wars in the last hundred years, and wondered whether there had been any events in Erewhon that might match their horror.


‘You’ve learnt a lot about our world,’ I said to him one sunny evening, when he was sitting with us on  the patio by the rotary washing line, ‘but you haven’t told us much about yours. Are you keeping it secret on purpose?

‘I am keeping nothing secret,’ he said.


‘Would you be happy to answer questions?’


‘Ask me what you want,’ said Ruthra, ‘and we’ll see what happens.’

‘Good, good, good. At last. Hurrah!’ said Sophie, and pulled a leaf from a dandelion that was pushing up through a crack between the paving stones to mark her place in the book she was studying.


‘Where do I start?’


‘In the year dot. Literally,’ I said, and grinned at Jennifer. ‘You’re always telling me not to talk about the year dot, but this time it’s right. The Erewhonians count their years from the Sunchild’s ascent into the sky.’’


Jennifer shook her head at me. ‘It’s not the year dot you want him to start from, it’s the year twenty. The year after John Higgs disappeared.’


Sophie laughed. I am outnumbered when Mark is not here to support me.

This is a summary of what Ruthra told us, augmented by a few notes that I took from my ancestor’s books.

In the Erewhonian thirties, which were our nineteen hundreds, there was trouble with Bishop Kahabuka’s missionaries, who had entered the country from Erewhemos and had been allowed to set up a few mission stations in the west. The King’s intention, in granting permission for this, had been to establish friendly relations with a neighbouring country, but the bishop’s intention in taking advantage of it was to overturn Sunchildism and oblige everybody to follow Christism, his own religion. Christism involved a belief in absolutes which allowed no room for the compromises and vaguenesses that are central to Erewhonian culture. Ruthra quoted what he believed to be a particularly absurd example of the missionaries’ doctrine, the declaration that it was more difficult for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven than it was for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle. In the hope of attaining this imaginary reward, the missionaries lived like paupers, but collected as much money as possible for the furtherance of their work. This money, in fact, was used only to enhance the dignity and wealth of the bishop himself, who was, as Ruthra commented, apparently indifferent to the risk of never reaching the kingdom of heaven. 


It was at this time that George Strong had written to my great-great-grandfather, beseeching him to come to the aid of the country, which was, as he said ‘at sixes and sevens.’ This is some of what he said, as recorded in Erewhon Revisited: 

St. Panky is dead, but his son Pocus is worse. . . . I can do less against St. Hankyism than when I was a private man. A little indiscretion on my part would plunge the country in civil war. Our engineers and so-called men of science are sturdily begging for endowments, and steadily claiming to have a hand in every pie that is baked from one end of the country to the other. The missionaries are buying up all our silver, and a change in the relative values of gold and silver is in progress of which none of us foresee the end. The King and I both think that annexation by England, or a British Protectorate, would be the saving of us, for we have no army worth the name, and if you do not take us over some one else soon will.’
 


My great-grandfather’s attempt to respond to this letter was, as I have already related, a disaster. but as it turned out, the problem was eventually solved quite simply. Erewhonians are extremely conservative, they had enjoyed a long period of peace and they were indignant at being disturbed in their complacency. The King, Victor XII, saw that he could be sure of vigorous support if he personally took action, so he simply made an announcement banishing the missionaries. A dozen of them, who refused to leave, were promptly bluepooled by the peasantry.  Later a few committed missionaries crept back into the country, at first along the roads but later, when frontier posts were erected, through the woods and across the mountains. Further action was needed, and between the years of 35 and 42 a huge wall was built along the frontier between Erewhon and Erewhemos.

The wall was hundreds of miles long, and consisted not merely of a ten-foot concrete barrier, with a curved overhang towards the top to make it impossible to climb, but also two electric fences with an area of sand between them which was full of land-mines. Old roads were interrupted, villages were split in two, farmland was destroyed and families were broken up.

For a few years the wall served its purpose, but soon after its completion cavorite was discovered and developed, and it became possible for anyone to fly over it without difficulty. This was an extreme demonstration of the futility of wall-building. Luckily, by the time cavorite had become commonplace Bishop Kahabuka had died and his mission had finally collapsed.

However, around the year 50 a battle for power began between two branches of Sunchildism. One branch declared that the Sunchild was immortal and the other branch believed that he had died and been absorbed back into the body of his father, the Sun.


As long as Bishop Kahabuka’s missionaries were around, preaching their Christism, this schism was peaceful, but when the missionaries were finally banned and the wall between Erewhemos and Erewhon was finished the rivalry became more and more bitter.


 No one dared to question the actual teachings of the Sunchild but the question of  his mortality was disputed with the utmost fury. The immortality faction took to wearing their clothes reversed, while the monotheists wore theirs in the English style. When it became clear that there were not only doctrinal and sartorial differences between the two sides, but also a geographical one, those in the north favouring the immortality theory and those in the south believing that the Sunchild was now part of the sun, there were riots, assassinations and the destruction of whole villages. 


Victor XII, who had heard the true story of George Higgs, and knew that he was just as mortal as anyone else, was at his wit’s end. If he tried to convince his people of the true identity of the Sunchild he would be attacked by both factions as a heretic, almost certainly deposed and possibly executed. (This situation reminded me of the seventeenth century in England, and I comforted myself with the thought that we were three hundred years ahead of Erewhon, but then I remembered our world wars, that were on a calamitously larger scale.)

Erewhon was being destroyed by a dispute about a fiction, but no one would accept the truth. Eventually the King and his prime-minister, George Strong, Ruthra’s great-grandfather, decided that the only way to convince the nation that its civil war was futile would be to contrive a miracle. The supposedly miraculous elevation of the Sunchild had aroused the religious enthusiasm of the people in the first place. What was needed now was another miracle to persuade them of their error.

As John Higgs wrote in his introduction to Erewhon Revisited, ‘If there be a single great, and apparently well-authenticated, miracle, others will accrete round it; then, in all religions that have so originated, there will follow temples, priests, rites, sincere believers, and unscrupulous exploiters of public credulity.’ Sunchildism had acquired all these attributes, and the result was civil war. A new miracle was essential.

George Strong advised the King to consult his mother, Yram, who was by now an elderly widow, much respected as the wife of a former Mayor of Sunchildston. She revealed that she possessed two buttons and a lock of George Higgs’s hair that he had given her as a memento when he presented the rest of his terrestrial garments to the queen for the national museum, where they were displayed on the wooden dummy. She had secretly treasured these mementos, but she thought that they might now be used for the good of the country.


For the new miracle to be effective, it would have to be seen by a large number of people from both factions. The King took advantage of a prolonged spell of bad weather, which culminated in a huge thunderstorm. He persuaded the leaders of the Musical Banks to declare that the weather was a punishment for the division in Sunchildism, and called all the important figures from either faction to attend an assembly in what afterwards became known as the Valley of Glory, a cleft in the mountains which was wide enough to accommodate many thousands of people. 


The dummy figure that had been kept in the national museum to demonstrate how English clothes were to be worn, was brought out and erected on a raised wooden platform at the foot of a high cliff. By noon on the appointed day it was surrounded by robed priests and dignitaries facing row upon row of eager fanatics. 


The King, wearing his crown and his most extravagant robes, stepped up onto the platform and began to speak.

As he told us about this, Ruthra stood up and delivered the speech with due authority.

‘My people,’ he said, ‘loyal Sunchildists all, I have a message from the Sunchild. For thirty years He has been seeking two missing buttons from His holy costume, and a stolen lock of His hair. While He has been hunting, the country has fallen into dispute. During the recent great thunderstorm a flash of lightning broke open a rock in the cliff behind me, and buried in the rock we have found what He was seeking – the holy buttons and the golden tress. I have called you here today to witness the return of these holy relics to their true owner, so that He may finally rest in peace. All the unrest in the country has been a reflection of His distress. From now on there will be peace in Erewhon.’ 


Ruthra continued to act the King’s performance as he told the story.


‘He moved towards the wooden figure.’ 


Ruthra stepped towards the rotary washing-line.

‘I hereby return the first sacred button.’

Ruthra gestured as if he was casting a coin.

‘Badoom, badoom, badoom!’ he said in a resonant tone. ‘There was a rumble of thunder, all round the valley.’

‘I hereby return the second sacred button.’


‘Badoom, badoom, badoom, badoom!’

‘I hereby return the golden tress.’


And then Ruthra crouched back away from the washing line. 


‘A huge flame leapt up from beneath the wooden figure,’ he said, ‘and it sank down through the platform and disappeared. A flock of black and white storks rose from the top of the cliff and flew off into the distance.’


Ruthra waved his hands to indicate the departure of the storks, and Sophie laughed and applauded.

The King, Ruthra admitted, did not have a loud voice, and there was no amplification, so hardly anyone had heard what he had been saying, but they had heard the thunder, seen his actions, gasped at the sudden flame and cried out when the storks appeared. A number of people scattered in the crowds began to call out, ‘Peace! Peace!’ and soon the whole valley was erupting with the cry. Members of the opposing factions were weeping and embracing each other.


That evening the platform was dismantled. The sheets of metal that had produced the sound of the thunder were carted away under the wood and ashes that were all that remained of the platform. It was Ruthra’s opinion that not only the teams of men responsible for the fire, the thunder, the storks and the scattered voices shouting for peace, but also all the dignitaries on the platform and most of the people in the crowd must have known that the whole performance was a fraud, but because they wanted to put an end to the fighting they found it expedient to accept it as a miracle. In Erewhon expedience takes priority over truth.


So ended the great war of religion. If only the British and the Germans had been as sensible in 1914 and 1939.


‘And now, what about scientific advances,’ I wanted to know, again hoping that I might hear something to put our civilisation above the Erewhonian.


Ruthra told us that the discovery of cavorite in the year 58 (or, as we would say, 1928) had led to far wider changes than merely giving people the ability to jump over walls. 


Horizontal plates of cavorite interrupted the rays of gravity, but when they were raised to a vertical position they had almost no effect, just as a board which leaves a broad shadow when it is at right angles to the source of light, hardly leaves any shadow when it is aligned with it. Switching a cavorite board from one position to the other made it possible to harness the force of gravity as a source of energy. It was used to generate electricity, to set up flywheels and to create air-pumps powerful enough to drive elevated vehicles at great speed. Direction of travel was achieved by adjusting the angle of the cavorite plates, just as adjusting a mirror diverts rays of light. There was also a superlubricant, discovered at about the same time, which eliminated loss of energy through friction and wear and tear.


Vehicles for personal travel were designed that were no larger than wheelchairs, and could be linked together to transport groups of people or quantities of luggage when required. Many young people preferred to travel through the air with nothing more than a cavorite shoes for elevation and a small solidified gas motor strapped to their backs to drive them forward.

A subsequent advantage was that vehicles no longer had to run on prepared tracks, whether rail or tarmac, because they could rise vertically into the air and then move directly towards their destination, greatly reducing the distance travelled. There was no more traffic congestion on roads, because there were no more roads. Victor XIII, who had an amateurish interest in science, claimed this to be the result of his wisdom and foresight.


As the population of Erewhon grew, new sources of food were needed and scientists developed a method of farming protein cells, which could be given flavour and texture to make them palatable. Real fruit and vegetables became luxury foods, and carnivores were regarded as little better than cannibals.


Scientists worked on the development of empathy as a means of curing criminal tendencies, and the number of people suffering from such ailments reduced greatly over the years. Many forms of crime, such as embezzlement and burglary, were almost stamped out.


There was much work done on the distinction between waves and rays (waves of sound and rays of light, for instance) and the development of cavorite led to the development of other materials that blocked sound and heat more effectively. Much recent research was being directed towards magnifying brainwaves so that messages could be transmitted without words. This had not yet been achieved.


Leyline travel, although used extensively by geographers and occasionally by young tearaways, was not yet understood. It had been discovered when a group of archaeologists were investigating the giant statues on the frontier. One adventurous young man had climbed up the biggest of the statues and stood up on top of it. His colleagues saw him raise one hand above his head to wave, and then suddenly stop and stare upwards. He raised his other hand and, to their dismay, disappeared. He reappeared after a few moments, and explained that his attempt to wave had been blocked by some invisible line of power, and that as soon as both hands were in contact with this line, he had been instantly transported to a desert area where he found himself on the top of the architrave of what he assumed to be a ruined temple.
 Still holding on to the invisible line to save himself from falling, he turned to look behind him and found himself once again on the top of the Erewhonian statue. 


This experience was easily replicated. Most man-made peaks were found to be focus points for junctions of this mysterious power, and by feeling with one hand for a line going in a desired direction, and when it was found, bringing up the other hand to complete the connection, it was possible to be moved instantaneously to the nearest junction on that leyline


‘For a moment you feel as if you have left your body behind,’ said Ruthra.


‘Yes, I get it,’ said Sophie. ‘Like the feeling you get going down in really old-fashioned lifts, when they start their downward journey with a drop.’

The rediscovery of the leylines gave a new meaning to the ancient stories of sacrifice to the idols. Perhaps the victims were not killed, but merely banished. That would explain why this method of transport had died out thousands of years ago. To travel this way came to be regarded as a disgrace, and the statues, columns and pyramids were allowed to fall into ruin.

‘Just like they have been in our world,’ said Sophie.

In the last few years the geographers had been mapping the routes of the leylines, but Ruthra’s journey to England was the first mission with any other purpose than simply identifying leyline junctions.


Ruthra was greatly enjoying his newly developed fluency and was not going to waste this opportunity of exercising it. He told us that in the year 75 (1945 by our calendar) Victor XIII died and his son Victor XIV ascended to the throne. Erewhon was, and still is, a monarchy, and the King has enormously more power than even Queen Victoria had. She was metaphorically in charge of a huge empire, but the Kings of Erewhon were active rulers of their country. The Erewhonians have no elections, and indeed no parliament. The leaders of the Musical Banks, the industrialists, the scientists and the landowners negotiate with each other and exercise authority over their inferiors, but the King appoints his own cabinet and is able to overrule any proposal to which he has personal objections. This has usually worked well, but sometimes the Musical Bankers would attempt to assume authority over personal behaviour or the industrialists would oppress their workers or the landowners would raise the price of food, and when that happened the king would simply tell them not to, and such was the Erewhonian respect for tradition that they would do as they were told.

However, in the ten years of the reign of Victor XIV affairs of state went sadly awry – not because of the behaviour of his subjects, but because of the behaviour of the King himself. He allied himself with the powerbrokers and allowed them to do as they wished, as long as they permitted him to hold extravagant parades and build luxurious palaces, and in other words turn Erewhon into a world of splendour rather than contentment.


This widening of the gap between rich and poor was at first broadly accepted, but when the oppression of the peasantry extended into the subjection of the middle classes to a small group of the ultra-powerful, even Victor XIV realised that things had to change. 


Erewhon had no police and an army of only a few hundred handsomely clad young men who paraded on important occasions but had no other duties. The national harmony depended entirely on the goodwill of the people, and when that was lost there was no means of enforcing obedience to the laws of the land. There were, indeed, barely any laws apart from those banning illnesses. Tradition and conformity ensured orderliness without any need for compulsion.


When the King and the other influential figures in the country began to flout tradition and conformity it soon became clear that most of the population wanted to do the same. Within a year people had begun, for instance, to offer or demand bribes when there was any chance of profit. Others occupied empty houses without paying for them. and many refused to pay taxes. 


Victor XIV wisely abdicated, and his son, Victor XV, appointed a new prime minister and together they restored things to normality. Those who had been hoping to establish a theocracy or a plutocracy found themselves obliged to submit once again to a benevolent dictatorship.


Victor XIV’s reign had, however, left an unfortunate legacy. The one idea that persisted into the new King’s reign was that the best way to ensure the security of the nation was to increase the size of its economy. Instead of abundance and prosperity, growth became the principal objective. Everything had to grow, including the population. People felt they had to have more clothes, more luxuries, larger houses and more children. This meant that they also needed more room, and it became clear that without some form of action, this endless growth would be a problem.


There were two reactions to this. One was to postpone any action for as long as possible and to build as many houses as were necessary, and the other was to reduce the size of the population so that there would be fewer people to make use of the national assets and each individual would actually be better off.


Ruthra himself was on the side of the population-growth deniers. He did not of course actually deny that the population was growing, but he did deny that there was any need to do anything about it. If there were too many people all they had to do was colonise other parts of the world. The purpose of his visit to Britain was to see whether it had room for an influx of Erewhonians and would be a suitably hospitable environment.


Ruthra derided those of the opposite persuasion as pessimistic dreamers. He described their recommendation that families should not have more than two children as barbaric authoritarianism. They had in the end, he told us, divided the country not merely metaphorically but literally. They had set themselves up as a separate nation, within the boundaries of Erewhon, and those who disagreed with their ideas were invited to leave. Of course, according to Ruthra, anyone of any sense preferred to remain within the mother state if they lived there, or move house if they did not, but a few drifted weakly in the opposite direction. He did not think this breakaway state was of any importance.


There was no point in building a wall between the two communities because cavorite transport would make it possible to cross without any problem, but there is a river that defines a natural boundary. On one side the population and the economy grow, and on the other side they shrink. The shrinking nation has taken the name of Aipotu, which is an Erewhonian word meaning ‘perfect society.’ This seems to Ruthra to be laughably inappropriate. 


‘They twist  everything,’ he told us. ‘Once you start saying growth is bad you run into all kinds of contradictions. How can the economy improve if it doesn’t grow? Profit  drives business, and in order to increase profit you must have growth.’


The Aipotuans, he also told us, have a ridiculous notion that it is not the size of nation’s wealth that matters, but the speed with which it changes hands. 


I mentioned this idea to Nancy Pendleton when she dropped in a few days later on one of her frequent visits to see how Ruthra was doing.


‘Whatever else these Aipotuans may be doing wrong,’ she said, ‘they are right about this. If you have a hundred pounds and you keep it under your bed in a sock, at the end of a year you will still have a hundred pounds but no one will be any better off. But if straight away you pay someone a hundred pounds for some job or service, and the next week that person pays someone else, and so on, by the end of the year there will have been £5,200 worth of transactions done.’


‘And you will be £100 worse off,’ said Ruthra.


‘In Britain,’ I said, ‘the argument for growth is slightly different. Our politicians tell us that if the population does not grow, an ever-shrinking number of young people is going to have to pay for the care of an ever-growing number of pensioners.’


‘Pensioners?’ said Ruthra.


‘People who have stopped working because of their age, and are now paid by the government rather than employers.’


‘Paid for doing nothing?’ said Ruthra, astonished.


‘Paid for having served society so well in the past.’


‘You’re as bad as the Aipotuans,’ said Ruthra. ‘We have no such problems in Erewhon. The King would not allow it.’

CHAPTER THIRTEEN: FIRST SERIOUS SIGNS OF TROUBLE

When Ruthra’s English had improved enough for him to be able to understand newspapers, he had taken to going out every morning to buy one or two, but after he had read everything he thought might be useful and written up his notes he began to spend more and more time wandering round the streets and trying to strike up conversations.


The adults he spoke to would generally respond courteously, but soon offer some excuse and go. Children and teenagers, on the other hand, were prepared to talk for a quarter of an hour or more.


This gave Ruthra a different view of society from the one that he acquired from the newspapers. From the papers he learnt that there were about a dozen principal areas of interest in our civilisation, the relative importance of which could be established by the amount of space given to each topic. Sport came top of the list; politics came lower than crime, scandal and celebrity. Finance would always have a few pages in every edition. TV featured every day, and fashion and cookery several times a week. There was little about events in other countries.


Given this range of interests, Ruthra was astonished to find that the only topic for conversation that was bound to get a response from any an adult stranger was the weather. The weather forecast occupied only a small corner in the newspapers, but most of the people he spoke to, in the streets or in pubs, seemed unwilling to talk about anything else.

Young people of any age up to seventeen or so were more communicative, and would sometimes ask questions of their own, such as, ‘Where are you from?’ or
 ‘Why are you always staring at people?’ and ‘Why are you always asking questions?’


Ruthra enjoyed this, and was able to put his own questions in return.

I sometimes went out with him and stood in the background to listen to the conversations, that might go something like this: 

‘Where are you from?’


‘Erewhon.’


‘Where’s that?’


‘In the Solomon Islands. A long way away. Where are you from?


‘I’m from, like, round here.’


‘What’s it like, round here?’


‘It’s, like, OK. My Dad says there are too many immigrants but I think it’s just, like, mundane.’


‘What would you change, if you could?’



‘More places for us to go. Clubs, and that. It’s OK if you’re, like, sport mad, or a skateboarder or something, but there’s nowhere to go where you can just, like, be.’


‘What do you do in the evenings?’

There were only three answers to this one, two of which shocked Ruthra profoundly: ‘Do homework,’
‘Watch TV,’ and ‘ Play on the computer.’ And this was before the reign of Facebook and universal mobile phones, which would have shocked him even more.


I heard him ask, hoping for a congenial answer, ‘Don’t you go to your friends’ houses?’


‘Not much. They’re always, like, watching TV or playing on the computer.’


‘What do you do in the evenings?’ they might add.

‘Read books and talk.’


‘Read books and talk? What kind of a life is that?’



Young people would also ask questions that adults avoided for fear of giving offence.

‘Why do you walk in that funny bouncy way?’ I heard a small boy enquire.

‘Aha,’ said Ruthra, ‘have you seen my shoes?’


And he took  off a shoe and offered it to the questioner, who was astonished to find that it was not merely weightless, but actually seemed to be trying to shoot upwards into the sky.


‘What the hell?’


‘They’re special shoes that we all wear in Erewhon. You can walk in them, or you can use them like a skateboard.’


And Ruthra put the shoe back on again, and slid around on the pavement to demonstrate what could be done.

Another exchange I overheard went like this:


‘Haven’t you got a job? Why are you always hanging about?’


‘I have got a job and I’m not hanging about.’


‘What do you mean? You’re always, like, hanging about.’


‘That’s my job. I’ve come to find out what life is like here, and the way I have to do that is hanging about.’


‘Sounds a comfy job to me.’


‘I have to write it all up later on. It isn’t just chatting.’


Conversations like this would soon attract a small group and sometimes Ruthra would take them to a café for a snack. Not all the local parents were happy about this.
There was a minor crisis at Sophie’s school about another issue. One of the parents had found out that there was no island in the Solomon Islands called Erewhona, and complained to the head. Sophie was called to his office and asked to explain.

‘I thought it would be interesting for the children to hear about another way of life,‘ said Sophie.


‘You must understand, Miss Higgs, that it is young minds we are training at this school. We are not trying to interest children, we are trying to teach them information.’


‘He held the children’s attention. They asked him lots of questions.’


‘I will thank you not to contradict!’ said the head, raising his voice. ‘Children do not come to school to ask questions, they come to learn answers. To give them dishonest answers about a non-existent island is to limit their opportunity to learn about what is true. Your lesson with Mr Strong was not so much a lesson as a tasteless practical joke. I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to give a very good report on your teaching practice while you have been here. If only you had you stuck to the curriculum you would never have lost your way so disastrously. I can only hope that you have profited from your experience here to make more of a success of any subsequent placement.’


Sophie, as he intended, had been struck dumb.


‘The parents have been complaining about Mr Strong’s session,’ he went on, ‘and it has been drawn to my attention that he is living in your parents’ house as a permanent guest. It does not reflect well on the school. Mr Strong obviously has a bad influence on you, and if you wish to improve my opinion of your work, you should consider asking him to leave.’


He saw Sophie was close to tears and relented a little.


 However, that I have seen that you have had some minor successes in Miss Gordon’s class.’


‘I hope I have helped some of them to enjoy their learning and feel that it is worth while.’


‘Good morning, Miss Higgs. It is time you went back to your class.’





*

*

*
We should have seen it coming, but it was a shock when a policeman arrived at our door one Friday evening, just after I had got back from work. He knocked loudly, as well as ringing the bell. Jennifer opened the door.


‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘Are you Mrs Paul Higgs?’


‘Yes. What can I do for you?’


‘Might I step inside?’


‘Come in.’


I had been reading the paper in the kitchen and came out into the hallway as the policeman entered. Jennifer opened the door to the sitting-room and we all went in.


‘Mr Higgs?’ said the policeman.


‘Yes.’


‘I understand you have a foreign gentleman living with you.’


‘Yes.’


‘Is he in the house?’


‘No.’


‘Where is he?’


‘Our daughter has taken him into central London to do a bit of sight-seeing.’


‘And how old is your daughter?’


‘Twenty-three. Why are you asking all this?’


‘What is this gentleman’s name?’


‘Ruthra Strong. R, U, T, H, R, A.’ I spelt it out as the policeman was already taking notes.


‘I have to tell you that there have been complaint about Mr Strong’s behaviour in the streets.’


‘That’s absurd,’ said Jennifer. ‘He’s the politest man you could imagine.’


‘It’s not a question of courtesy, Mrs Higgs, it’s a question of behaviour. The complaint is that he has been spending a lot of time chatting up teenagers and young children.’


‘He’s here to make a report on our society,’ I said. ‘That includes teenagers and young children.’


‘You haven’t got it,’ said Jennifer to me, urgently. ‘Someone thinks he’s a paedophile.’


‘He has also been observed at St. William’s Primary School, wearing a peculiar form of fancy dress. Children have reported this to their parents.’


‘Yes, of course he’s been to the primary school,’ I said. I understood now 

what the trouble was. ‘He is interested in education. He comes from a country which has a different system. He was showing the children the clothes that people wear in his country.’

‘And what country does he come from?’


‘Erewhona. It’s one of the Solomon Islands. E, R, E, W, H, O, N, A.’


‘And how long is he expected to stay?’


I looked to Jennifer for an answer.


‘We don’t know for certain,’ she said. ‘He’s a cousin, so he has an open invitation.’


‘You must realise that parents are naturally worried when they see their children making friends with a stranger in the street. It is not normal behaviour for adults to make friends with children outside their own families. It gives rise to suspicion.’


‘Is that all that he is accused of?’ I asked. ‘Arousing suspicion? Have you been sent round just for that?’


‘We take such suspicions very seriously. The next step must be to establish that this man is who you say he is. Ruthra Strong, from Erewhona, in the Solomon Islands. He presumably has a passport?’


Jennifer and I shared an anxious glance.


‘He must have a passport, I suppose,’ I said. ‘How else did he get into the country?’


‘When he gets back, please tell him to bring his passport down to the station. If he’s done nothing wrong he has nothing to be afraid of. Just make sure that he stops talking to children in the street.’


And the policeman left.


Jennifer and I looked at each other.


‘A passport,’ I said.


‘Accused of being a paedophile,’ said Jennifer.


‘He’ll have to do the lying about the passport,’ I said. ‘We’re not good at lying. They didn’t teach us properly at school.’


‘We’ve got to get people to see the truth,’ said Jennifer. ‘There can’t be any real evidence.’


We went into the sitting-room and sat in our usual chairs, facing each other across the fireplace.


‘He’ll have to say he’s lost it,’ I said.


Jennifer stroked the arm of her chair.


‘We must find out who went to the police,’ she said, ‘and get them to withdraw their complaint.’


‘He left it in a hotel bedroom somewhere,’ I said. ‘Oh, it’s useless. I can’t think what we can possible do. How many people do you think know about all this?’

‘Let’s go and ask Barry what he knows about it,’ said Jennifer.

As usual she had a practical proposal. I felt a powerful need to at least do something,  and as her proposals are anyway usually right, we acted on it. When we got there Barry’s shop was empty of customers, and he was sitting by the till, reading the Ealing Times. He looked up as we came in.’


‘The Times hasn’t got it yet,’ he said, folding the paper in half.


‘Hasn’t got what?’ said Jennifer.


‘All the gossip about your foreign friend.’


‘What gossip?’


‘Hanging around in the streets with the kids. Grooming, some say. Paedophile, say others. He’s going to get himself into hot water.’


‘Oh my god,’ said Jennifer, successfully giving the impression that this was the first she had heard of it. ‘How have they got such stupid ideas into their heads?’


‘Only too easy,’ said Barry. ‘Everyone loves a bit of scandal. And here are the Higgs family, as nice as can be, harbouring some kind of pervert.’


‘He’s not a pervert,’ I said. ‘He’s my cousin.’


Barry laughed. ‘That may be a disadvantage,’ he said, ‘but it’s not a proof of innocence.’


‘Who’s been talking about it, anyway?’ asked Jennifer.


‘Everyone. Someone comes in to buy a paper and says something about it and then someone else will chime in. They’ve all seen him around with the kids.’


‘If he was trying to do anything illegal,’ I said, ‘he wouldn’t be doing it in public.’


‘Maybe he doesn’t know. He’s come from some foreign country. Maybe they think differently out there.’


A young woman with a child in a push-chair came up towards the till and then turned away when she saw us. We bought a bar of chocolate and left.


‘I have another idea,’ said Jennifer. ‘We must get help from Nancy.’


So I rang her up and she came to lunch the next Saturday. When we had finished eating Sophie and Mark cleared away and loaded the dishwasher while Jennifer and I described the two problems that had arisen. Ruthra was bewildered, and made no contribution for some time.


‘You say that someone has made an official complaint to the police about Ruthra and the children in the street,’ said Nancy. ‘That seems to me to amount to slander. We should be able to put a stop to that. I’ll write a letter to the police tomorrow morning from the office. And I shall contact the Ealing Times, so we get in first. Our accusation of slander needs to get in before the slander itself, and then the paper may not even publish it. The gossips, if they want to persist, will have to contradict what we have said, instead of us having to contradict them. I shall explain that Ruthra is a distinguished anthropologist investigating different societies, and that as suburban London was one of the areas of most interest, he has naturally come to Ealing.’


‘Brilliant,’ I said.


‘But Ruthra,’ said Nancy, ‘you will either have to stop talking to the children altogether, or, if you do talk to them again, be sure to have a clipboard or a notebook with you, and write a great deal down.’


‘Clipboard?’ said Ruthra.


‘Like this,’ said Nancy, pulling one out of the briefcase she had brought with her. ‘It might be a good idea to have some bar charts and graphs as well.’


‘Bar charts?’ said Ruthra.


‘I can help you with that,’ I said. ‘We’ll invent a whole pile of them.’


‘The passport, however,’ said Nancy, ‘is a much harder problem. Did you bring anything with you that looks like an official document? It doesn’t matter what it says, because I don’t imagine anyone will understand Erewhonian.’


‘No,’ said Ruthra.


‘Anything printed at all?’


‘I brought a translation of George Higgs’ book.’


‘That will probably do. A page of that, and a photograph of you and a lot of numbers.’


‘There’s a photo-booth in the tube station,’ said Jennifer. ‘I’ll get Sophie to take you down there. Sophie?


‘What is it, Mum?’


‘We need you.’

‘I could manage on my own,’ said Ruthra. ‘I know where the tube station is.’

‘I thought you were terrified of it,’ I said.


‘I’m getting braver,’ said Ruthra.

‘Yes, but you may not like the machine,’ I said. ‘Sophie will be able to show you how to control it so you don’t worry. It’s only too easy to set it off before you are ready, and then you can’t stop it.’


‘It sounds dangerous,’ said Ruthra. 


‘You come with me,’ said Sophie and led him out.


In spite of Sophie’s help they did not get successful photographs at their first attempt. One of the pictures included the back of Sophie’s head, and none of the other three showed the whole of Ruthra’s face.


At the second attempt they succeeded in producing two adequate pictures. Ruthra put them in his pocket, and Sophie threw the rest into a skip that they passed on the way home.

‘What about the cover for the passport?’ said Jennifer, when they had gone. ‘Passports always seem to have special strong covers.’

Nancy turned to Ruthra. ‘What’s your translation of Erewhon like? Is it a hardback?’


‘Hardback?’ said Ruthra.


‘Can you bring it here so we can have a look at it?’


Ruthra fetched the book. It had a satisfactorily stout binding, with incomprehensible squiggles on the front cover.


‘It looks good,’ said Nancy. ‘I like the way it has different sizes of letters ​ – I assume they are letters?’


Ruthra nodded.


‘But the book itself is too thick,’ said Nancy. ‘Do you mind if we take it to pieces?’


‘Do what you like,’ said Ruthra. ‘I can get another copy when I get home.’


‘We’ve got a machine at the office that clamps pages together pretty permanently,’ said Nancy. ‘Trying to find someone who can translate it will keep them busy for a week or two.’


I was not persuaded. 


‘Surely they won’t believe us? Everyone has heard of Erewhon, and they don’t think there’s any such place.’


‘You’re always over-estimating the number of people who have read Erewhon,’ said Jennifer. ‘They’re not all librarians, like you. And even if they have heard of it, hardly any of them will know what it is about. The very fact that they recognise the name will make it more likely that they will believe the whole story.’


‘Right, let’s get going,’ said Nancy, and she and Jennifer set about tearing the book to pieces in a way that I found professionally distressing. 


To keep my mind off this vandalism,
I spent the next twenty minutes or so devising a suitably futile questionnaire for Ruthra to have on his clipboard.

‘Age: Gender:,’ it said at the top and then there were the usual five columns – Agree strongly, Agree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Disagree, Disagree strongly. After that came a list of statements:


Maths is important.


Maths is well taught at my school.


I am proud to wear my school uniform.


Everyone in my school is above average.


People behave worse in lessons when it is windy.


Girls should be treated exactly as if they were boys.


Boys should be treated exactly as if they were girls.


Parents are a nuisance.


And so on. I hoped no one would actually inspect my work.

When Ruthra went out for one last time on the Monday afternoon to prove that he really had been doing research, the children were so keen to provide answers to his questions that the policeman who came to check up on what he was doing had difficulty in reaching him. The clipboard and questionnaire served their purpose, and Ruthra came home with his authenticity established.


Nancy took the passport to her office on Monday morning, complete with photograph and a number of stamped and smudged entries, and when she brought it back neatly bound that evening she escorted Ruthra to the police station and handed it in.

On Tuesday the Ealing Times had a small notice at the bottom of a column about a distinguished anthropologist choosing Ealing as a subject for research. For the time being Ruthra was safe.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN: ANOTHER VISIT TO THE COUNTRY
Ruthra wanted to learn more about Christianity, and his English was by now fluent. My father and I wanted to learn more about Sunchildism too, so we arranged to spend another weekend at South Dene. 


The preceding Thursday was July 7th, the day of the notorious suicide bomb attacks on London Transport. Ealing was safely distant, but we were still shaken. Fifty-two people were killed and over seven hundred injured. 


Ruthra was unmoved.


‘You have told me about your two world wars,’ he said. ‘Your civilisation is extremely unstable. I am glad not to have been present, but I cannot say I am surprised.’


We saw no reason to cancel our visit, and indeed felt slightly relieved to be going out of London. We drove down on Friday evening and the bombing gave us plenty to talk about until lunchtime on Saturday, when the vicar, Mr Rogers, and his wife were due to join us for our discussion of religions. 


The bombing conversation started again with the new arrivals, and occupied us throughout the meal, but after lunch we went out to sit in the garden. Mrs Rogers looked a little anxious, so my mother took her to look at the flowers.


It was my father who raised the subject of religion..


‘My great-grandfather,’ he said, ‘was a devout Christian, as I am myself. When he found himself in Erewhon he did his best to teach the Erewhonians about the one true God, but they could not understand his teaching.’


He went on to give a brief account of the trouble George got into and his eventual escape by balloon. and ended with a blunt announcement of the result: 


‘The people eagerly accepted the idea that he was the son of the Sun, and this became the basis for the new Erewhonian religion. My great-grandfather became known as the Sunchild, and as  the Sunchild he became God.’


‘It is not unnatural for primitive people to make wrong choices when they look for God,’ said Mr Rogers. 


‘Of course you are right, but Ruthra’s people are not primitive,’ I said. ‘They are able to do many things which are far beyond us.’


‘But in terms of religion,’ said my father, ‘they are barbarians.’


‘Barbarians?’ said Ruthra.


‘People with no civilisation,’ said Jennifer. ‘People who do not know right from wrong.’


‘Then perhaps we are barbarians,’ said Ruthra. ‘Right and wrong are not important to us. What matters is not right and wrong, but sensible and stupid.’


‘Perhaps that is another way of expressing the same idea,’ said Mr Rogers.


‘We do not throw bombs at each other,’ said Ruthra.


My father ignored this interruption. 


‘What worries me most,’ he said, ‘is the way Sunchildism has taken on many beautiful passages from the Bible and totally distorted their meaning. My great-grandfather came to regret having tried to teach them.’


‘Can you give some examples?’ asked Mr Rogers.


‘Only too easily. “Forgive us our trespasses but do not forgive those who trespass against us,” for instance.’


‘I am no Sunchildist,’ said Ruthra, ‘but the other version was absurd. Do Christians seriously wish God forgive those who have offended them?’

 
 ‘I believe so,’ said Mr Rogers.


‘They certainly say the words in church,’ I said, ‘but do they think about what they mean?’


‘I believe so,’ said Mr Rogers again.


Another quotation occurred to me. ‘”Freely we have received,”’ I said. ‘”Freely therefore let us take as much more as we can get.”’


‘Is this serious?’ said the vicar.


‘It may not be serious,’ said Ruthra, ‘but it is sensible.’


‘Cursed be they,’ said my father, who was getting into his stride, ’cursed be they that say, “Thou shalt not serve God and Mammon” for it is the whole duty of man to know how to adjust the conflicting claims of these two deities.’


‘Mammon a deity?’ exclaimed Mr Rogers. ‘This is pure heathenism.’


I thought I would join in. I remembered the example Ruthra had given when we were telling him about our own history.


‘Unto every one that hath it shall be given,’ I said, ‘but from him that hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath.’


My father gave me a surprised look.


‘Jesus did sat that. That is out of the Bible,’ he said. 


‘The material meaning, the superficial meeting may seem unjust,’ said Mr Rogers, ‘but on a spiritual level it is unanswerable.’’



‘It’s the biblical justification for Tory politics,’ said Jennifer.


‘Don’t bring politics into it,’ said my father. ‘We are talking about religion. Religion and politics don’t mix.’


‘I have been reading your newspapers,’ said Ruthra, ‘and there is a lot about politics and a lot about sport, but hardly anything about religion. In Erewhon most people go regularly to the Musical Banks and they always claim to take them seriously.’


‘What are Musical Banks?’


‘The Erewhonian churches,’ said my father. ’They have all the failings of Catholicism.’


‘Catholicism?’


‘There are two major kinds of Christianity, Ruthra, Protestantism and Catholicism.’


‘They are like Hankyism and Pankyism,’ I explained, naming the two principal branches of Sunchildism. ‘They don’t always get on well together. Five or six hundred years ago they used to burn each other alive.’


‘That could never happen in Erewhon,’ said Ruthra. ‘Hankyists and Pankyists argue and quarrel, but they see that it would be stupid to burn people. If you burn other people, it makes it likely that they will burn you in revenge.’


‘It was indeed a terrible period in our history,’ said my father.



‘And was all this sacrificing of people a part of Christianity?’ asked Ruthra. ‘People used to be sacrificed in Erewhon, too, but that was more than a thousand years ago.’


‘It wasn’t sacrificing,’ said Mr Rogers. ‘Both sides thought they were waging a holy war. And it wasn’t part of Christianity. Christianity is a peaceful religion.’

Jennifer raised a hand as if she was going to speak, but remained silent. I thought of Vietnam and Iraq and the twentieth century’s two world wars, but I did not want to upset my father, because I am a peaceful man.

‘What are the myths of Christianity?’ asked Ruthra. ‘The myth of Sunchildism is that George Higgs rose up into the sky to meet his father, the Sun, and ask him to end the drought. Lots of people saw him rise up into the sky and the drought ended, so they decided that he was the son of the Sun, and therefore he was God.’


‘Christianity is not based on myth, it is based on historical fact. Jesus Christ, the Son of God, came down to earth and gave up his life so that the people should be saved from everlasting damnation.’


‘I’ve read about it,’ said Ruthra. ‘And do you really believe all that? And the rising from the dead, and so on? I am only asking because I know that the Sunchild story is fiction.’


’Yes, I do believe all that. And what I would like to hear from you is how you know that it is a sin to burn people alive, if it is not through the word of God. Christians understand that it is a sin.’


‘Sin?’ asked Ruthra.


‘Wickedness. Action against the will of God.’


‘I didn’t say it was against the will of God,’ said Ruthra. ‘I said it was stupid.’


‘We Christians know that there are seven deadly sins, gluttony, avarice, lust, envy, rage and pride.’


With my librarian’s concern for accuracy I couldn’t resist commenting.


‘That’s only six,’ I said.


‘And sloth.’


‘Sloth?’ said Ruthra.


‘Laziness.’


‘In Erewhon when people suffer from such complaints we try to help them to recover.’


‘And if it is not the word of God that guides you to perform act charitably towards them,’ said Mr. Rogers, ‘what does encourage such behaviour?’


‘Conformity,’ said my father. ‘Old George put it very bluntly. “Conformity until absolutely intolerable.”
 It is the law of Ydgrun.’


‘Ydgrun?’ said Mr Rogers, following Ruthra’s example.


‘The god of conformity.’


‘The god of conformity?’


‘Another false god to sit beside Mammon.’


The vicar turned back to Ruthra.


‘So your moral guide is not the word of God, but the customs of the people?’


‘What the people want,’ said Ruthra, ‘is the greatest good for the greatest possible number.’ He must have remembered this from our translation work.

 
‘A starkly materialistic approach, then,’ said Mr Rogers. ‘Is that what is taught in your Musical Banks? How do the officials encourage virtue?’


‘In the Musical Banks they try a different way.’ Ruthra paused, and then recited, in the toneless way people repeat passages they have learnt by heart, a quotation from Erewhon: ‘The main argument on which they rely is that of economy, for they know that they will sooner gain their end by appealing to men’s pockets, in which they generally have something of their own, than to their heads, which contain for the most part little but borrowed property.’


‘And is there no penalty for wrong-doing?’ asked the vicar. ‘No hell-fire?’


‘Why should there be a penalty? We do not punish people who do stupid things. We help them to become less stupid.’


Ruthra illustrated his point.


‘There was a time, about two hundred years ago, when a much-respected old man persuaded the people that it was wrong to kill and eat animals. He claimed to have the knowledge from an unseen power, with which he alone was in communication. When people objected to his views he referred the matter directly to this unseen power, and it always assured him that he was right. In the end it turned out that he was wrong. He became less stupid, and so did we. We learnt not to  trust people who claim to be in contact with unseen powers.’


‘I claim to be in contact with unseen powers,’ said the vicar. ‘Do you not trust me?’


‘Don’t ask,’ said my father hastily.


‘He was too rigid in his beliefs,’ said Ruthra. ‘Another of the Sunchild’s sayings deals with that. In chapter twenty-two, verse fifteen, he says, “When the righteous man turneth away from the righteousness that he hath committed, and doeth that which is a little naughty and wrong he will generally be found to have gained in amiability what he has lost in righteousness.”’


Mr Rogers was becoming agitated, so my father changed the subject.


‘Tell us, Ruthra,’ he said, ‘what do Sunchildists expect to happen to them when they die?’


‘That, for them, will be the end. Nothing more will happen to them, because they will no longer exist.’


‘You’ve been reading Richard Dawkins,’ said my father, but it was too late.


‘No heavenly reward for virtue?’ said Mr. Rogers. ‘No punishment for sin?’


 ‘No Nirvana?’ I said, in another attempt to divert the conversation.


‘Nirvana?’


‘Absolute bliss in losing your self and at last becoming one with the universe.’


‘We are part of the universe already,’ said Ruthra. ‘That’s all we are. No one expects to become one with the Sunchild. We expect to live out our lives in accordance with convention until the moment when such conformity becomes impossible. And when it becomes impossible our Health and Fitness Authority quickly puts an end to it.’


‘So human life is not sacred?’ said the vicar.


‘Sacred?’


‘A gift from God.’


‘A gift from God?’


‘Yes, a gift from God.’ Mr Rogers was becoming emphatic.


There was a hush. 


‘It’s certainly not a gift from the Sunchild,’ I said, foolishly hoping to raise a laugh.


‘Thou shalt not kill,’ said the vicar. ‘Nothing could be clearer. Killing is simply wrong.’


‘In Erewhon we don’t worry whether an action is right or wrong, we just ask ‘Is it sensible? Or is it stupid?’


‘Let’s try to find something we can agree on,’ I said.


‘Find some similarities?’ exclaimed Mr Rogers. ‘There are none. Sunchildism is a myth and Christianity is a religion.’


‘What about the Trinity?’ said Ruthra. ‘Three in one and one in three. We have our trinity just like yours – the Sungod and his son to worship, and conformity for moral guidance.’


Mr Rogers, who had been leaning forward in preparation for some intervention, flopped back in his chair.


Luckily at that point my mother and Mrs Rogers came to join us, bearing coffee.


 ‘Are you all right, darling?’ asked Mrs Rogers.


‘Yes, I’m all right and this man Ruthra is all wrong.’


Ruthra laughed. ‘I am not a Sunchildist,’ he said, ‘but you have a lot to learn from Erewhon.’


My mother recognised the tension and introduced a topic that would be easier to handle.

‘What sort of relationship is there between men and women in Erewhon? Do men do the washing-up there?’

‘Oh, Mum,” I said. ‘You haven’t done the washing-up, have you? I thought you were showing Mrs Rogers round the garden. I’m so sorry.‘


‘We thought we’d leave you to argue,’ said my mother. ‘We managed all right without you.’


‘We were planning to help after Mr and Mrs Rogers had left,’ I lied.


‘That’s lucky,’ said my mother. ‘It’s still waiting on the draining-board. You’ll get a chance later.’


There was laughter. My mother began asking us how we liked our coffee, and we descended safely into general conversation about the weather.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN: HEALTH AND CRIME
‘You seem to be extraordinarily fit,’ said Mark to Ruthra, as he bounced along beside us when we all set off for a walk in the park one sunny evening, ‘and you don’t seem to need to go to the gym or play squash or anything. How do you keep it up?’

‘You’re more or less the same age as Dad,’ said Sophie, but you look miles younger.’


‘Don’t rub it in,’ said Jennifer. ‘Poor old man.’ 


‘In Erewhon everyone is fit,’ said Ruthra.

‘Oh, come on,’ said Sophie. ‘People must get ill sometimes – even if it’s only a cold or a tummy upset. Careful!’


Ruthra, still a little vague about traffic, had been about to cross the road when the lights had just changed against him. A taxi hooted angrily. He had one foot in the gutter when Sophie pulled him back. The cavorite in his shoes meant that he flew backwards and bumped into a jogger who was continuing to jog on the spot as he waited for the lights to change again.


‘Watch it, mate,’ said the jogger. 


Ruthra apologised, Mark and Sophie both laughed and Sophie reinforced the apology. 

‘It’s these slippery shoes he’s got,’ she said. ‘He slides about all over the place.’ 

At last the lights changed and the jogger sped away, We crossed the road and went through the gates into the park. A whole pack of joggers, male and female, in singlets and shorts, powered past us.


‘More of our local health freaks,’ said Mark.


‘Wicked,’ said Ruthra. 


‘Wicked? Where did you pick up that word?’]


‘From the young people I have been talking to.’


‘You know it really means the opposite of that,’ I said. ‘It doesn’t really mean good, it means bad.’


‘Of course he knows, Dad. He’s not stupid.’


‘I don’t know what you are going to do,’ said Jennifer, ‘but I am going to sit here in the sun.’


She plonked herself down on a park bench, and I  joined her. Ruthra, Mark and Sophie sat on the grass behind us after having cautiously inspected it for dogs’ messes and chewing gum. Jennifer and I twisted round so that we could take part in the conversation.


‘You haven’t answered my question,’ said Sophie. ‘What happens to people in Erewhon who get colds or collywobbles?’


‘Collywobbles?’ said Ruthra.


‘Diarrhoea,’ said Mark.


‘It’s considered extremely bad behaviour. If it does happen to you, you do all you can to hide it.’


‘Maybe you can hide diarrhoea,’ said Sophie, but you can’t hide a cold. Not if you are sneezing all the time, or something.’


‘If you can’t hide it, you are locked away. That sort of behaviour cannot be allowed.’

 
‘And what happens if you get a really bad disease? Oh no, don’t tell me, I can guess,’ said Sophie. ‘There’s that awful bit in the book about the young man with TB who is tried in a criminal court and gets sentenced to hard labour until he dies.’


‘If he had TB all those years ago here in Britain he would have died anyway,’ said Mark.


‘You mean that he would have died even if he was not punished?’ said Ruthra. 

‘In those days he would certainly have died, but nowadays TB is no longer a  major problem in this country.’ 

‘I am glad to hear it. It is no longer a major problem in Erewhon either.’


‘We all want to get rid of disease,’ said Jennifer. ‘We just have different ways of dealing with it.’


‘And we all want to get rid of crime,’ I said. ‘We just have different ways of dealing with that.’


‘Yep,’ said Sophie. ‘In Erewhon you try to keep it a secret if you have a cold, and here you try to keep it a secret if you have stolen some paper-clips from the school office.’


‘If you steal paperclips from the office,’ said Ruthra, ‘you need help. We have people who can help you with that kind of problem. And it is important to get help as soon as possible, because not only can stealing paper-clips develop into major theft, but it is also highly infectious.’


The joggers came past after having completed another lap. 



‘So how do you treat people who are suffering from paper-clip theft?’ asked Mark
‘What sort of treatment do they get?’ 


‘We tell them what is wrong about stealing paper-clips, and that is probably enough. For people with a major stealing problem we offer long periods of counselling.’


‘But you punish people for getting colds,’ said Mark, ‘and imprison them for more serious diseases. You don’t make any effort to cure them.’

‘Of course not. People with severe conditions are tried in the Courts of Health and if found guilty they are imprisoned.’


‘Not imprisoned, surely,’ said Mark, hoping that he was only clarifying a difference in vocabulary, ‘hospitalised.’


‘No, no, hospitals are for the criminals. We can help people who suffer from criminality. Illness can only be controlled by police action. The worse the illness, the longer the sentence, but even so illness is still a problem. Our prisons are full of wicked people who would wander freely among the healthy and infect them with all kinds of illness if we did not stop them.’


‘So your prisons are quarantine centres,’ said Mark.


‘Quarantine?’


‘‘Quarantine means being kept away from other people. Unless they have infectious diseases, ill people are looked after all together in hospitals.’

‘Looked after?’


‘Put to bed and cared for until they are cured.’

‘Quarantine is good,’ said Ruthra, ’but punishment is better.’   


‘Sick people go to hospitals to get cured.’


‘Quarantine, yes, but hospitals, no.  You need prisons to punish the ill people.’


‘What happens to the people who are imprisoned for being ill?’ asked Sophie. ‘Do they get cured?’


‘Whether they are cured or not is up to them. They must decide for themselves. Prison is a punishment, not a cure.’


‘That is uncomfortably like it is here,’ I said. ‘That’s what prison does, I suppose. It punishes people but it does not make them any better.’


‘So who do you put in your prisons?’


‘People who commit crimes.’


‘Sickness is a crime.’


‘No, no. Sickness isn’t a crime, it’s a misfortune. It can usually be cured. Crimes are things like robbery and murder and blackmail and fraud.’


‘Those are not crimes to be punished,’ declared Ruthra. ‘They are things that people can choose to do or choose not to do. If they can choose to do them, they can also choose to stop. They can be cured.’

‘So how do you treat a patient whose symptoms are robbery, murder, blackmail and fraud?’

‘The treatment used to be very painful,’ said Ruthra. ‘We used to beat people with sticks to help them to cure themselves. We have now realised that treating people like that is not necessary. We put them in hospitals where nurses care for them and mind-doctors treat them with drugs.’


‘It sounds like a reward,’ said Sophie.


‘The true reward is cure,’ said Ruthra. 


‘And how often does your method of eliminating robbery, murder and so on actually work?’ asked Mark.


‘Not always. Sometimes they are incurable. But it is much better than it was in the past.’


‘It’s the same here,’ said Mark. ‘Some diseases won’t go away.’


‘If you punish illness,’ said Ruthra, ‘the ill people die and the rest of the people are healthy. That is why my health is so good.’



‘If you punish crime,’ said Sophie, ‘it doesn’t seem to make everybody virtuous. And it didn’t even when all the criminals were exported to Australia. People still went on committing crimes here.’


‘Surely that proves it,’ said Ruthra. ‘Punishing crime doesn’t work. Punishing illness does.’


There was a pause.


‘I think Mark ought to take Ruthra to see a hospital,’ said Sophie.

‘And a prison, maybe. If we can get in.’


‘Perhaps Nancy could get him in.’


‘I should be very interested,’ said Ruthra. ‘I expect I would learn a lot.’


He stretched and stood up.


‘Come on, Mark. Let’s see if we can overtake those joggers.’


‘OK,’ said Mark, standing up. And because he liked to snatch at any possible advantage, he ran a few paces before he shouted, ‘Go!”


Ruthra completed three laps in the time it took Mark to do one, but it was not entirely his health that did it. He also had the advantage of cavorite shoes.

As it turned out, Nancy was visiting a client in jail in a few days time, and she arranged to take Ruthra with her as a trainee. Ruthra was to write notes while Nancy and her client held their interview.


When they arrived at the prison there was already a crowd of visitors outside. At a quarter past two a gate was opened, and they were all allowed into a locked space where their identities and their bags were checked. Then the door at the far end was unlocked and a warder led them to the hall where the prisoners were to be brought to meet them. There were hexagonal tables with chairs round them just as there were in Sophie’s classroom in the primary school. The main difference was that here there were uniformed warders standing round with their backs to the walls. There was no sign saying ‘I always try to do my best.’

When the visitors were seated the prisoners were brought in, all wearing identical blue t-shirts and grey tracksuit bottoms. Fathers were greeted by their young families and young women gave strained smiles to the prisoners who appeared to be their partners. Nancy stood up to greet her client, who looked much like any of the other prisoners. The uniform suppressed any individuality.

Ruthra, who in spite of the information we had given him was astonished at the apparent health of the prisoners, made notes, but he did not pay much attention to Nancy’s client, who was accused of embezzlement. Nancy was looking for ways to minimise her client’s responsibility for a crime that had certainly been committed, but Ruthra, who thought that all that was required was a month or two of psychotherapy, was interested in the other relationships between prisoners and visitors, visitors and warders and warders and prisoners. It was all strangely quiet and almost friendly. It was as if all three groups were co-operating to make an irrational system run as smoothly as possible.


When the prisoners were led away again after an hour there were some tears among the youngest of the child visitors, but otherwise, apart from the frequent locking and unlocking of doors, it might have been an encounter in a coffee-shop.


Nancy drove a baffled Ruthra back to Manor Terrace, where Mark had joined us to hear how the afternoon had gone. We sat round the kitchen table with mugs of tea. Ruthra started the conversation with a question.


‘Do the prisoners have special punishments when the visitors have left?’ he asked.


‘No,’ said Nancy. ‘There is no internal punishment regime unless they misbehave in the prison itself. They are just kept away from the general public.’


‘And they are given clothes, and somewhere to live, and regular meals?’


‘Yes, they are.’


‘It must be very expensive. Why do you do it?’

‘ There are two objectives,’ said Nancy. ‘One is retribution and the other is deterrence.’


‘And does it work?’ said Ruthra.



‘Work?’


‘Does it actually compensate the victims and discourage further crime?’


Nancy shrugged her shoulders. ‘You can’t be sure,’ she said, ‘but it gives the public the feeling that something is being done to put things right, and it encourages criminals to conceal their crimes.’


‘In Erewhon criminals tell everyone about what they have done. ‘It is a major  topic of conversation among older people. They love to compare their crimes and sympathise with each other.’

  





*
*
*
Mark was not able to take Ruthra to see an operation, but he was able to take him on a brisk tour of the hospital where he was a trainee.  It was a huge, modern building on seven floors. In the entrance hall there were shops selling confectionery, newspapers, flowers and cosmetics, and a café selling unappetising sandwiches and cakes. 

‘You provide all this for sick people?’ said Ruthra, amazed. 


‘They have to pay for things in the shops,’ said Mark. ‘The treatment is free, but the luxuries you have to pay for.’


‘You are crazy,’ said Ruthra. ‘You are just encouraging people to be ill.’


Beyond the café was a maze of identical corridors, distinguished only by signposts pointing to incomprehensibly technical departments – endoscopy, maxillo facial and haemodialysis, for instance.  Ruthra did not ask to have these terms explained.

Mark marched him hither and thither, upstairs and downstairs, past one waiting-room after another, some filled with patients awaiting attention, some completely empty. Occasionally motionless figures on trolleys were wheeled past them by men in green uniforms. Mark took Ruthra into one actual ward, which he visited regularly as a student. The patients looked comfortable but bored. The beds were just too far apart for easy conversation between them. All the beds had individual television screens, which Ruthra carefully avoided, and an array of electronic equipment for the use of the doctors and nurses. 


‘This must all be very expensive,’ said Ruthra, when we were discussing his visit that evening.

‘It is indeed,’ said Mark. ‘It is becoming difficult to afford everything we need. And the population is ageing.’


‘Of course,’ said Ruthra. ‘They age in Erewhon, too.’

‘And is that not against the law?’ Mark felt he had gained a point.


‘It is not against the law to get old, it is against the law to get ill. There is a penalty for getting ill, and for old people it is the death penalty.’


‘Euthanasia by neglect,’ I interpolated.


‘Your system is mad,’ said Ruthra. ‘Why do you try to keep people alive when they have been stupid enough to fall ill? Illness must be against the law, and then as long as the sentence is severe enough it will be eradicated.’


‘Human life is sacred,’ said Mark, and looked surprised. ‘I never thought I would hear myself say that.’


‘What is this word, ‘sacred’?’ said Ruthra. ‘Life is life, and when it is over it is over. In Erewhon we believe that human life only has value when it is enjoyed.’

‘There are occasional malingerers,’ said Mark, ‘but most people want to get well. And it is our duty to help them to do so.’ 


‘Then why do you allow them to drink alcohol?’ said Ruthra. ‘Why do you allow them to grow fat? Why don’t Paul and Jennifer join the joggers?’


‘It’s something individuals have to decide for themselves,’ said Mark. ‘If people prefer idleness to exercise we still have to do our best to cure them.’


‘In Erewhon, we punish them.’

‘And does it work?’


‘Work?”


‘Does it actually reduce the amount of illness?’


‘It may not reduce it, but it encourages people to conceal it.’


‘What all this boils down to,’ said Jennifer, ‘is that in Erewhon you punish physical illness and try to cure mental illness, and here it is the other way round.’


‘Why can’t we try to cure both?’ said Sophie. 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN: WE ARE INVITED TO A PARTY.
Susan Tarleton, the friendly and inquisitive neighbour who had persuaded Jennifer to introduce her to Ruthra in the supermarket in the early days when his English was still extremely limited, unexpectedly rang up one evening to invite us over for drinks the following Friday at half past six.


‘And you must bring your foreign visitor,’ she said. ‘He is arousing so much interest and none of us know anything about him.’


Jennifer was hesitant, but Susan insisted, and eventually she accepted. There was some anxiety in the family because Ruthra’s social status in Ealing was uncertain, and we felt he must be made to look respectable. He himself was pleased, because he would be meeting people from a background he had not yet been able to investigate.


Sophie decided that he should wear trousers and not jeans, and she and Mark helped him to buy a pair at the local M and S. We agreed that he would not need to wear a suit, and neither would I. When we arrived at the Tarletons’ we saw that we had aimed too low. All the men except Ruthra and me were wearing suits and ties..


‘Hello, hello, do come in,’ said Susan. ‘Mr. Strong – I hope I may call you Ruthra?’


‘Yes, you may,’ said Ruthra. ‘And I hope I may call you Susan. Is that acceptable in your culture?’


‘Yes, of course. We’re all drinking Pimms’. Will you join us? Or are you teetotal in your country? Do you not touch alcohol? Would you prefer something soft?’


‘Something soft?’


‘Something non-alcoholic.’


‘Oh no, thank you. At home we drink alcohol.’


This reply was remembered against him. It was assumed to mean that he drank alcohol instead of water.


Susan gave us our Pimms’ and took Ruthra and me over to the window, where there were two people who had been talking together, and appeared to be expecting us.
 


Jennifer, left temporarily on her own, thought this was an unfortunate beginning.

She knew that they were members of the local Conservative Association, and Tom Coulton, the man, was something of a reactionary. Mary Gordon, the woman, was renowned for her strong views on immigration.


‘You’re staying with the Higgses, I gather,’ said Tom. ‘How are you getting on in this country?’


‘Very well, thank you. Mr and Mrs Higgs are very kind and hospitable.’


‘Ruthra and I are cousins,’ I explained.

‘And what brings you here?’ 


‘Work,’ said Ruthra. ‘I am here as a part of my work. I am preparing a report for the government at home.’


‘What kind of report?’


‘An anthropological study,’ said Ruthra.


‘How interesting,’ said Mary Gordon. ‘Usually it is us westerners who make anthropological studies about people like you.’


‘You haven’t paid much attention to us, though,’ said Ruthra. ‘The last Englishman to visit us came in 1900. He was Paul’s great-great-grandfather.’


‘How fascinating,’ said Mary, plainly unfascinated.


‘May I ask you a few questions?’


I was worried about what these questions might be, but Tom was not.


‘Fire away,’ he said.


‘Have your families been wealthy for some generations, or have you had to establish you own position in the world?’


‘Not that sort of question,’ said Tom, emphatically. ‘In this country we don’t ask that sort of question.’


Ruthra tried another approach. ‘Are you Christian?’ he asked.


‘Of course we are Christian,’ said Mary. ‘That is an insulting question to ask.’


‘Steady on, Ruthra,’ I said. ‘This isn’t the right occasion for that sort of interview.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Ruthra. ‘I did not understand.’


There was an awkward pause.

‘What do you make of this bombing, then?’ said Tom.


‘Nothing much in comparison with the Blitz,’ said Ruthra. ‘You seem to enjoy this sort of thing.’

Mary gasped and Tom looked at the ceiling. For a moment neither of them could find anything to say.


I did my best to laugh, as if Ruthra had been joking.



Luckily Susan had been keeping an eye on us from the other side of the room, and reacted promptly. 

‘Ruthra, come here,’ she called, and herself came over to take Ruthra by the hand and lead him away to be introduced to a grey-haired woman with a bead necklace. I was left with Tom and Mary, and watched Ruthra out of the corner of my eye.

‘This is Carol Masterson,’ said Susan to Ruthra. ‘She has been longing to meet you ever since she first caught sight of you in the street. You must know that you are very conspicuous around here.’


‘Mr Strong,’ said Carol, taking his hand. ‘What a pleasure. You must tell me all about yourself.’


‘I would rather hear all about you,’ said Ruthra. ‘That is why I have come to England – to find out what the people are like.’


‘How fascinating. Well, I have plenty to tell you. I run a University of the Third Age here in Ealing, You might be interested in us. And we would certainly be interested in you. Would you be willing to come and talk to us about your country and its customs?’


‘What is University of the Third Age?’ asked Ruthra.


‘It is a whole range of groups, all round the country. It is for older people who have particular interests that they want to follow up after retirement.’


Ruthra afterwards commented that her particular interest had been the University of the Third Age itself. She certainly told him about it at length. 

When she repeated her suggestion that he should come and speak to her group, Ruthra remembered his experience at Sophie’s school and declined.


Susan appeared with a plate of twiglets and he helped himself generously. 


‘You must meet everybody,’ she said, and took him off to be introduced to her husband, who was not enjoying the party because he did not enjoy parties as a matter of principle. They managed to discuss the weather and the bombs, but then the conversation dried up.


Tom and Mary remained  together by the window. After watching Susan’s  manoeuvres with Ruthra for a short while I thought I heard the word ‘terrorist’, and turned back to them, but they immediately broke apart, and gave  me encouraging smiles. I felt that they were pleased to have the opportunity to speak to me. This was surprising, as I am not often a success at drinks parties.


‘Tell us, Paul, tell us all about your cousin.’



‘Is he really your cousin? You don’t look at all alike.’


‘He’s a very distant cousin,’ I said.


‘So you don’t know him particularly well?’


‘I do now,’ I said. ‘He’s been with us for six or seven weeks.’



‘And it’s still going all right, is it?’ said Mary. ‘Relations who overstay their welcome can be a great nuisance.’ She laughed, unconvincingly. ‘And foreigners can be even worse.’


‘We like him very much,’ I said. ‘And Sophie and her boyfriend take him around a bit. They’ve shown him the sights of London – Big Ben, St Paul’s, the Houses of Parliament – and of course places like schools, churches, hospitals, that kind of thing.’


‘Is it a primitive society he comes from?’ asked Tom.


‘Far from it,’ I said. ‘It is very different from ours, but it is not primitive.’


‘Different religion?’


‘Yes – although it has a lot in common with Christianity.’


‘Buddhist? Muslim? Jewish?’


‘No, no, none of those. It is their own religion. Partly derived from Christianity.’


‘Fundamentalist, are they?’


I was feeling uncomfortable. It would have been so easy to say, straight out, that Ruthra was from Erewhon and had arrived via Battersea Power Station, but it would have served no useful purpose. No one would have believed it, and Jennifer and I would have been seen as gullible idiots.


Jennifer was having similar difficulties on the other side of the room. I only hoped that we weren’t contradicting each other, and that Ruthra was not going to tell the whole truth.


We stayed for about an hour and a half and left promptly when the party began to break up. That may have been a mistake, because, as we saw through the window when we set off down the street, those who had stayed behind collected into a single, excited group.


Susan rang Jennifer up the next evening.


‘Your Ruthra created quite a stir,’ she said, ‘but he remains a mystery. I felt just like Tom Coulton, who said he wasn’t racist but when a mystery person turned up with no back-story and a dark skin he was inclined to be suspicious.’


‘Suspicious about what?’ asked Jennifer, although she knew what the answer was going to be.


‘Terrorism,’ said Susan. ‘We all have to be on the alert. I hope you don’t mind, but I thought you ought to know. We hardly learnt anything about him, you see, he might be anything. He wasn’t exactly cagy, but he wasn’t open, either. And he kept asking questions.’


‘He is researching British culture.’


‘That’s ridiculous. Everybody understands British culture. There’s no need to research it. Are you perfectly sure he’s all right?’


‘Yes,’ said Jennifer. ‘Perfectly sure.’


‘But I saw the police at your door the other day. What was that about?’


‘It was a misunderstanding. Nothing came of it.’


‘Isn’t there anything you could tell us to make us feel less anxious about him? We need to be reassured.’


‘Just believe us,’ said Jennifer. ‘We’re not idiots, and we have had him staying with us now for almost two months. He is a good, kind, friendly man.’


‘That’s how spies establish themselves,’ said Susan. ‘Just you take care, that’s all I want to say. Just you take care.’
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: THE CITIZEN’S ADVICE BUREAU.

Ruthra thought Susan’s worries were comical rather than threatening, and spent much of his time adding to the series of reports he had already written. After supper on Sunday evening when Sophie and Mark were with us he brought up the subject of his visit to the prison.

‘I was puzzled,’ he said. ‘I know you have this upside-down system where you treat character faults as crimes and reward bad health with elaborate treatment, but the prison we visited does not seem likely to help its clients. They were all nourished and warm, and cared for by many wardens.’


‘Warders,’ corrected Mark, pleased to find that Ruthra still sometimes made mistakes in his English. ‘Wardens look after people and places, but warders keep people locked up.’

Sophie punched his arm.

‘Thank you, Sophie,’ said Ruthra, grinning. ‘Warders or wardens or whatever, they keep their prisoners locked up and looked after, as I saw, but not treated for their symptoms. People who commit crimes need help. You don’t seem to offer it.’


‘We ought to do better,’ I agreed. ‘It is a bad system.’


‘If it is a bad system,’ said Ruthra, ‘why don’t you change it?’

‘It’s not the only bad system we have,’ said Sophie. ‘You really ought to go to the Citizens’ Advice Bureau with Mum if you want to find out more about bad systems.’


‘Yes,’ said Ruthra. ‘I would like to do that. I know that Jennifer works for a Citizens’ Advice Bureau and I want to hear more about it. We do not have any such thing in Erewhon. We have our King, and our King is not interested in listening to advice from his citizens.’


Jennifer laughed.


‘I’ve never thought of that,’ she said. ‘It does sound as though it means giving citizens a chance to advise the government, but that’s not what we do. Citizens don’t come to us to give advice, they come to us when they need advice themselves.

They come to us when they have problems with bureaucracy that they don’t know how to cope with. Problems about pensions, or benefits, or housing, or immigration, or tricky things in contracts written in small print.’


‘Are there no laws about such things?’

‘Yes, there are plenty of laws. Far too many, in fact. People can’t cope with them all. Rich people employ lawyers and accountants to sort out their affairs, but ordinary people can’t afford to do that, so they come to us.’


‘So the laws are not easy to understand.’


‘It’s partly that they’re not easy to understand, and partly that they keep changing.  And they are expressed in official language which is quite unlike ordinary English. And they sometimes contradict one another.’


‘Yes,’ said Ruthra. ‘It sounds as though they have been skilfully written. Our King requires laws to be confusing. When things are uncertain, he can choose to interpret them however he likes.’


‘We have no king to tell us what to do,’ said Jennifer, ‘and if we did have one I don’t think it would work.’


‘Margaret Thatcher had a shot at taking absolute power,’ I said, ‘but it caused riots. We try to rely on our sense of justice.’


‘Quite right,’ said Ruthra. ‘Conformity must be the fundamental principle.’


‘Yes,’ said Mark. ‘If you want to play the game, you have to stick to the rules.’


‘Conformity and a sense of justice are not the same thing,’ I said.


‘What is the difference?’ asked Ruthra.


We Higgses all had our answers.


‘Conformity is doing the same as everyone else,’ said Jennifer.’


‘And what other people do is not always just,’ said Sophie.


‘Conformity is a fall-back position for people who can’t think for themselves,’ I said.


‘All that I have learnt so far,’ said Ruthra, ‘is that Jennifer goes to the Advice Bureau to help people who don’t understand the rules. Who are these people?’


It was Jennifer who answered. 


‘All kinds of people. From people who need help in filling in forms to people who you would think would be able to cope on their own – even solicitors and doctors, sometimes.’


‘And isn’t this very expensive for them?’


‘No one has  to pay anything. It’s run as a charity. The advice is free.’


‘So how do you get paid?’


‘I’m a volunteer.’


‘Yes, but how do you get paid?’


‘I don’t get paid. That’s what volunteer means. I do it because I see there’s a need for it.’


‘That’s ridiculous. You English people are hopelessly sentimental. If people can’t obey the rules, they must be punished. You’re as bad as Mark, Jennifer, with his stupid hospitals.’


‘I’m not sentimental,’ said Mark. ‘You can’t be sentimental if you are a doctor. And anyway, doctors get paid.’


‘I know,’ said Ruthra. ‘It’s another bad system. You get paid for preventing people from dying when they are ill. You may be doing it just for the money, but it would be better for other people if you didn’t. And it would save the government a fortune.’


‘Of course he’s not doing it just for the money,’ said Sophie, angrily.

‘If you aren’t working for the money, Jennifer,’ said Ruthra, ‘what are you working for?’

‘Come along with me to the Citizen’s Advice Bureau tomorrow,’ said Jennifer, ‘and you will be able to see for yourself.’ 


Sophie wanted to go on arguing, but Jennifer had had enough, and Mark proposed an alternative activity.


We followed his suggestion, and spent the rest of the evening trying to teach Ruthra to play bridge. It was not a success. Mark said afterwards that it was probably like what Jennifer had to do at work, helping people to cope with rules they did not understand.
  





*
*
*

The Citizens’ Advice Bureau is only three streets away from us, so the next day Jennifer and Ruthra went there on foot. He was expecting an  imposing building like the library where I work, and was surprised to find himself pushing past a queue of people waiting to get into what seemed like a perfectly ordinary small shop, except that the bottom half of the glass in the windows was coloured, to prevent passers-by from seeing inside. 

A small crowd had gathered round the entrance, and a woman was handing out numbered tickets. Jennifer greeted her and led Ruthra into the waiting-room. There were rows of seats, which were gradually filling up.  


A woman at the reception desk was opening a thick envelope which contained a folder of printed papers.


‘That bundle that has just arrived,’ said Jennifer, ‘is an update on the information
 that we keep in our files. They are always trying to improve the laws. It’s no wonder that people need advice on how to cope with them. You can see from the size of the bundle that it is even more complicated than bridge.’


‘It sounds to me like a sensible system,’ said Ruthra. ‘It is important that laws should be difficult to understand, so that the authorities can do whatever is expedient.’


‘But our laws are not made difficult to understand on purpose – or at least that’s not what the law-makers  say they are trying to do. They say they are trying to design laws that cover every possible situation,’ said Jennifer, ‘and the result is an ever-growing number of regulations. It’s often almost impossible to understand. We advise people how to sort things out when they have got into a mess.’


Jennifer introduced Ruthra to the woman at the reception desk and explained why she had brought him with her.  The woman asked Ruthra to sign a confidentiality form that she pushed towards him.


Jennifer had to explain the term ‘confidentiality’. 


‘If you sign it, it means you won’t tell anyone about what you hear.’


‘But that is exactly what I have come to do. I am collecting information to pass on to King Victor.’


‘It’ll be all right if you promise not to mention any names.’


Ruthra promised. Later he remarked he would not have thought it sensible to keep his promise, but he had not recorded any names because most of them would have been impossible to spell.


After signing the form he looked round at the clients who had already arrived. They did not speak to each other, but sat with their eyes on the floor, waiting to be called. Most of them were clutching bundles of papers. One man was in a wheel-chair. There were two women with children, one very young with a baby in her arms and the other harassed and snapping angrily at a child of about three. They all looked unhappy.

Jennifer took Ruthra through a door into what had been the store-room for the shop. It had now been divided into small offices for the interviews with the clients. She led him into one of these offices and asked him to sit on a chair in the corner. As clients came in she asked them whether they objected to his presence. He had to go back to the waiting-room whenever anyone objected.


The problems he did hear about were various. One man had had several hundred pounds sent to him by HMRC because they thought he had paid too much tax. He had spent the money, only to receive a letter a few days later saying that there had been a mistake and he must pay it all back. A woman who had had a row with her husband and had gone back to her parents did not know whether this would affect her benefits, and as this depended on whether she had moved out temporarily or permanently and as she did not yet know which she was doing, she did not know what the law might require her to do. There was a student who had maxed out on three different credit cards and did not know how he was ever going to repay his debt. There was an eager, anxious man who had never learnt to read fluently and needed help with filling in an application form for a new driving licence to replace the one he had lost.

‘The point of having laws,’ said Ruthra, in a gap between clients, ‘is to make things simple, so everyone knows what is expected of them. Your laws seem to be designed to make sure most people can’t understand them, and break them by mistake.’



‘That is not the intention,’ said Jennifer.


‘But it does seem to be the result,’ he replied. 


He was excluded from Jennifer’s office from time to time when clients objected to the idea of revealing their personal problems to a third party, but even so by the end of the morning he had had enough of misery. He left the office at lunchtime and wandered back to our house, so he had plenty of time to think about what he had seen before we met again in the evening.

‘It seems to me, Jennifer,’ he said, after supper, ‘that you are trying to help the wrong people. I’ve looked up where George described what we do in Erewhon. “Ill luck of any kind,” he said, “or even ill treatment at the hands of others, is considered an offence against society inasmuch as it makes people uncomfortable to hear of it.”
 You seem to be encouraging people to make others unhappy. I can’t understand why you do this.’


‘Precisely because it makes people unhappy. Their unhappiness makes me unhappy too. It makes all of us unhappy. That is why I work in the Citizens’ Advice Bureau. The whole system is wrong.’


‘You are always using this word, “wrong,”’ said Ruthra. ‘You’re always talking about right and wrong. In Erewhon we say – ‘


‘Sensible and stupid,’ said Jennifer and I, in chorus.


Ruthra was mildly surprised.


‘Do I say that so often?’ he said. ‘No, I only say it when you talk about right and wrong.’

‘There is a difference,’ I said.

‘I’m not going to argue,’ said Ruthra. ‘I have come here to find out, not to criticise.’ 

‘And what did you find out today?’ asked Jennifer.


‘That you seem to make life difficult on purpose,’ said Ruthra. ‘Everything is simpler in Erewhon, There is no need for all this confusion. Why do you allow it?’


‘We don’t allow it,’ I said. ‘It just happens. It is imposed on us by politicians, but they don’t create confusion deliberately.‘


‘From what I saw in Jennifer’s office,’ said Ruthra, ‘there would be much less trouble if there were fewer laws. Why don’t you introduce a simpler system?’


‘I have plenty of ideas,’ said Jennifer, ‘but there would be no chance of  them getting anywhere. We have too many stupid rules, but they seem to be necessary. When the powers that be recognise that some rule is foolish, they don’t change the rule, they just write some more rules to cover up the mistake. That was what was in that big envelope when you first arrived. More rules.’


‘That’s what I shall have to write in my report. Too many rules. It’s like that bridge game that you and Mark tried to teach me. Following suit and trumping and bidding and honours and vulnerability and revoking. I would rather play snap.’

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: AIPOTU

Over the weeks Ruthra had occasionally mentioned the breakaway country that had once been part of Erewhon. We had learnt that it was called Aipotu, but he seemed  reluctant to give any details. One evening when Jennifer was out and he and I were alone together I asked him directly what it was that he so disliked about it.


‘I don’t just dislike it, I am ashamed of it,’ he said. ‘Until almost fifty years ago Aipotu was a prosperous part of Erewhon, marked off by the course of the great river Dweet but governed by Victor XIV. Then in the year 90
 there was a revolution and Aipotu became a separate nation.’


‘Why was there a revolution?’

‘It was utterly stupid,’ said Ruthra. ‘A group of people refused to accept the authority of the King. They said everyone was equal. They even twisted the words of the Sunchild. They said he told them that they should inherit the earth.’


‘That’s out of the Sermon on the Mount.’


‘ I don’t know anything about sermons on mounts, but what the Sunchild actually said was, “Blessed are the meek, for they do not want to inherit the earth.”’


‘And was the whole revolution just about that one sentence?’


‘There was more. There was much more. There was an arrogant mob of anarchists and intellectuals who thought they knew more about how to govern a country than the King did. They made a list of demands which King Victor rightly condemned as a vicious programme of greed. He saw it would destroy the whole social system.’


‘And did it?’


‘Of course it did. The wealthy were reduced to the status of ordinary citizens and had to do their own laundry, so naturally most of them emigrated.’


‘It wasn’t that the ordinary citizens were raised to the status of the wealthy?’ I said, cautiously, ‘or is that just another way of saying the same thing?’


‘Everybody was reduced to poverty.’


As might have been expected,  most of the business class had chosen to move out of Aipotu into Erewhon, but, inexplicably in Ruthra’s opinion, a small proportion of the working class, encouraged by extreme left-wing academics, had moved in the opposite direction. There had been no violence, but contact between the two countries was broken off, and in Erewhon Aipotu was despised. The very name of the place became a swearword, just as the word ‘hell’ had become a swearword in Victorian England.


‘What matters,’ said Ruthra, ‘is not status, but stability. The educated classes were threatened by instability, so naturally they fled to Erewhon. The Aipotuans were not even sorry to see them go. They relished the reduction in the population. They declared that continual growth was impossible, and that everyone’s life would be better if there were fewer people to enjoy it. Even after almost fifty years they have not  understood the importance of growth.’


‘What sort of changes have they made?’ 


‘One of their policies,’ snorted Ruthra, ‘was to deliberately cut down on manufacturing.’


‘I suppose that was a mistake,’ I agreed. ‘Margaret Thatcher did the same thing. She wanted to destroy the power of the unions.’


‘Unions?’


‘You must have read about them in the papers, Ruthra. The press hates them. They are groups of workers who club together to defend their rights. Margaret Thatcher was more interested in defending the privileges of the employers. After she had finished there were empty factories, abandoned coal-mines and destitute communities where they used to build ships.’


‘That could never happen in Erewhon. The King would never allow it. In Aipotu it was not the King who destroyed the factories, it was the workers themselves who destroyed their own work-places. They said that when they worked there they had been treated as little better than slaves. That was not true. They were treated better than slaves.’

‘Workers are treated better than slaves here, too, as I am sure you will have noticed. But I am puzzled that you talk about factories. I thought machinery was against the law in Erewhon.’


‘Yes, indeed, at the time of our great-grandfather’s visit. But now, partly through the discovery of cavorite, we have realised that machines can do much useful work. What is forbidden is any machine that thinks for itself, like your traffic lights.’


‘But traffic lights only do what we tell them to do.’


‘Oh yes? Have you ever tried to persuade a traffic light to change its mind? Have you ever asked it why it is remaining red when you want to be green? You have trained it to be obedient, but once it is obedient it is also tyrannical.’


‘It contributes to general safety.’


‘We only allow machines when everything is physically observable. Five years ago we had something like your radio and television, but who can understand the motives of such machines? The waves come invisibly through the air, and no one knows what other machines are listening and watching. Electricity comes along wires, and so do telephone calls, but radio is invisible.’


‘What about cavorite? Isn’t gravity invisible?’


‘I suppose you think you can walk about without gravity having any perceptible effect? Gravity is a natural force, not an independent machine.’

‘So what happened in Aitopu?’


‘Less and less manufacture. No international trade. It is heading for collapse.’
‘And does that affect Erewhon?’


‘Of course it does. Where are our goods to be sold, if not to our neighbours? The King needs Aipotu to survive if Erewhon is to grow.’



‘So how do the Aipotuans survive, if there is no trade?’


‘They shrink the population. I have heard that no family has more than two children, most have only one, and many married people do not have any children at all. As the population shrinks, the country needs less and less and becomes poorer and poorer. The government is entirely without ambition.’


‘So do they manage to balance things to ensure that there is still a decent standard of living? Do they succeed in shrinking the population at exactly the same rate as the economy?’


Ruthra ignored these questions. 


‘They started with a mad theory,’ he said, ‘based on the idea that what makes a nation rich is not the amount of money it has, but the speed with which the money changes hands. In Erewhon we concentrate on wealth, and make sure that most of it is privately owned. We pay managers proper salaries – salaries which are wisely invested, rather than spent. Whereas in Aipotu they decided to pay managers just the same as the cleaning ladies. No one has any money to invest.’


Ruthra shrugged his shoulders and threw out his hands.


‘I know it sounds incredible, but it is true. It meant ridiculously high wages for the uneducated, who spent the money immediately on whatever they fancied at that particular moment, and ridiculously low salaries for the educated people who had used their money responsibly. Of course what happened was that nearly all the properly qualified people left Aipotu and returned to Erewhon. In Erewhon they can benefit from bonuses.’

‘So without these properly qualified people, the country fell apart?’


‘No, it was not as spectacular as that. It just shrank. It used to have a flourishing landscape of developing towns and factories and shops and cavorite power-stations but now it has gone backwards. They have actually demolished many important buildings and turned over large areas to agriculture.’


‘So does that make them self-sufficient in food?’


Ruthra ignored this question too. 


‘In 105
,’ he said, ‘they did something even more ridiculous. They abandoned the duty of reconciling God and Mammon, as commanded by the Sunchild, and stopped using money altogether.’


‘Stopped using money altogether?’


‘I know it sounds unbelievable,’ said Ruthra. ‘They used to understand that poverty was not a misfortune but a vice, but of course abolishing money made everyone poor. Aipotu is a nation of paupers.’


‘Contented paupers?’


‘How can you tell? But contented or miserable, they are heading for disaster with their population problem. If they go on at the present rate the population will shrink faster and faster until there are no Aipotuans left at all. It is inevitable.’


‘Here in Britain,’ I said, ‘we feel the opposite way about population growth. It will go on growing faster and faster, and in the end there won’t be enough room for all the people. It is inevitable.’


We sat in silence for a while, contemplating our twin visions of disaster.


‘Well, at least they don’t have a housing problem in Aipotu,’ I said.


‘Oh yes they do. They have too many empty houses,’ said Ruthra. ‘That is what their housing problem is. When there was no money the landlords couldn’t charge rent, obviously, so they simply had to abandon their properties. In the early days, when they still used money, they actually paid people to pull houses down, but they could not pull them down fast enough.’


‘It’s better than having people sleeping in the streets,’ I said.


‘They don’t sleep in the streets in Erewhon,’ said Ruthra, indignantly.


‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that it happened in Erewhon. It does happen here.’


‘In Erewhon people who have no house to live in are obliged to go to official homes where they are given shelter and unskilled work and enough food to keep them alive. They are not allowed to disturb the tranquillity of the healthy citizens by displaying their distress.’


‘We used to have that system,’ I conceded, trying to find some small area of agreement. ‘The homes were called workhouses, and the occupants were miserable.’


‘You shouldn’t worry about that. The people who live in places like that are used to it. Poor people are accustomed to their poverty. It doesn’t affect them as it would affect people like us.’



I could no longer wholly restrain my indignation at Ruthra’s complacency over poverty, but I still expressed my feelings cautiously.

‘It sounds to me as if, even though the population in is Aipotu falling, there must be greater happiness for a greater proportion of the people.’

‘Impossible. And anyway in Erewhon we have set ourselves a higher target. We are not working for the greater happiness of a greater proportion of the people as a whole, we are working towards the greatest possible happiness for the greatest possible number of people like us.’


I recognised this as the capitalist objective of the greatest possible wealth for the smallest possible number, but it is of course a mistake to equate wealth with happiness.


‘The Aipotuans are actually working against this ideal,’ said Ruthra. ‘They are working for an ever-decreasing number of people, which means they are working towards an ever-decreasing total happiness. It is completely stupid. Wrong, as you would say.’


I tried a different angle, giving Ruthra another chance to redeem the Erewhonian approach.


‘As the population of Aipotu contracts, does this not mean that there are fewer people to do the complex work that is essential for the good of the community? In Britain the main concern would be hospitals and medicine, which of course would be irrelevant in Erewhon, but what about curing the criminals? What about the scientists and the teachers? And the librarians?’


‘Who knows?’ said Ruthra. ‘I did once pay a short visit to Aipotu. I know what I am talking about. In the few short hours I was there I did not have time to analyse their problems, but I did have time to see a great deal that shocked me. I saw, for instance, a total absence of any kind of hierarchy. I had heard about the abandonment of many magnificent houses which have either been allowed to fall  down, or adapted for purposes for which they were never designed – as museums or libraries or government-funded hotels – but I was distressed when I actually saw evidence of it. It was shocking to see the splendour of the past so mindlessly misused.  Instead of building on past achievements, the Aipotuans entertain themselves with vandalism.’


‘Here in Britain,’ I said, ‘we have too many people and not enough houses for them to live in. And there are too few jobs for the people to do. My father used to tell me that when he was young there were more jobs than people looking for them. It was called “full employment”. Business leaders complained, because it meant they had to increase wages in order to attract staff.’


‘That has happened in the past in Erewhon, too,’ said Ruthra. ‘It goes round and round. You will find the situation will adjust itself automatically. Within a few years you will be wondering what you were worrying about. Soon there will be more jobs than people looking for them.’


‘But I suppose it doesn’t happen like that in Aipotu,’ I said, ‘because the number of people is contracting faster then the number of jobs.’


‘It doesn’t matter what happens in Aipotu,’ said Ruthra, ‘because in a generation or two there will be hardly anyone left. When there are only a few hundred of them  they will be eager to be submit to Erewhon once again, and we will lead the survivors back to a more rational system.’


‘But is it really rational to go on expanding like you are?’


‘There are two ways of dealing with population. In Erewhon we manage expansion and we provide for the resultant population. That is what I call the positive solution. The Aipotuans have gone for the negative option. They are going for a reduction of everything.  Naturally the King rejects this negativism because he understands the necessity for continual growth. If we need more land we must look for it.’



‘And luckily you will soon be able to expand into Aipotu.’


‘The king has already made plans.’

  





*
*
*

 I was interested by the Aipotuan theory about the speed with which money changes hands being more important than the  amassing of wealth, but the work of a librarian does not require financial expertise. The only person I knew who dealt with money all the time was Barry, at the corner shop. He had a car and took his family to Spain for their summer holidays, and I wondered how he managed when the goods he sold seldom cost more than a pound or two.


After my conversation with Ruthra I went to buy our Guardian and put the problem to him.


‘You don’t have to sell expensive goods to make a living,’ he said. ‘What matters is the turn-over. My mate Pete sells cars. He’s got several thousands of pounds worth of cars parked outside his garage. I haven’t got a thousand pounds worth of stock in the whole shop. Cars cost more than potatoes, but Pete’s family doesn’t live any better than we do. We’ve both paid off our mortgages and we both live comfortable lives. He sells a car or two in a week, and makes about the same as I make from selling groceries and that all day long.’ 


‘He doesn’t have to work the same hours as you do, though.’


‘I don’t know about that. When someone consults Pete about buying a car he probably isn’t actually going to buy one. Anyone who comes to me to buy potatoes, buys potatoes.’


‘So money is changing hands all the time?’


 ‘Of course.’ Barry crossed his arms, and lent back against a shelf behind  him, which meant he had plenty to say. ‘I’ve got another story about that. My grandad was a tobacconist, and I remember my dad telling me that when he helped him with his accounts he had to learn the seventeen shillings and elevenpence times table. Seventeen and elevenpence was the price for a hundred Players, the commonest fags at the time.– five packets of twenty.’


‘That sounds crazy. Five can’t go into seventeen and elevenpence.’


‘It’s five times three shillings and sevenpence. Work it out.’


‘I’ll take your word for it,’ I said. ‘Thank god for decimal currency.’


‘And a box of cigars cost a fiver. The profit was tuppence on twenty fags, and two pounds ten on the cigars. That sounded crazy to me at the time, but my dad explained it. It was about 4% profit on each packet of fags, and 100% profit on the cigars. The money we got for the cigarettes went straight away to buy more stock, and we stocked up every week. In the time we sold one box of cigars for 100% mark-up on two pounds and ten shillings, that was two pounds ten in profit. On every pack of cigarettes we only made tuppence, but for two pounds ten we could buy 14 packets, and in six months we sold them twenty-six times over. At a mark-up of tuppence for each packet that makes tuppence times fourteen times twenty-six – that’s about two pounds twelve and thruppence. The cigars sold once every six months and we made two pounds ten each time, but for the same outlay on cigarettes – two pounds ten – we made about an extra two and thruppence. And we got the money sooner. If we bought more cigarettes every time we had the money we would have made even more. Work it out.’


‘Thank god for decimal currency,’ I said again, weakly.

‘My dad got those sums by heart, and he made me learn them too. If a man is rich that means that he has a lot of money sat there in a bank somewhere, where it doesn’t benefit anybody. But if you give a poor man a lump of money he spends it at once and person he has bought from orders more supplies. The money goes to work again immediately. In just a week the hundred pounds has gone from the original poor man to the shop-keeper and from the shop-keeper to the wholesaler and from the wholesaler to the grower and done four times as much work as the money the rich man has put in the bank.’


I reported this conversation to Nancy when she next dropped in to see how Ruthra was getting on.


 ‘I wish I understood,’ I said. ‘Ruthra says I don’t understand, and he’s right.’


Nancy was enthusiastic.


‘It’s a small-scale illustration of the Keynes-Hayek controversy,’ she explained. ‘Hayek thought that when your business was in trouble you had to shut up shop, take the money and run, and Keynes thought you had to get your customers to spend more, and to spend it more often.’


‘But how is Aipotu to survive? Ruthra says it hardly does any trade at all. The wealth of the country is shrinking away.‘


‘It doesn’t matter if the wealth of the nation shrinks, because there will be fewer people around to share it. Whatever you have to start with, it works the same way. If you share twelve slices of  cake between a dozen people they get one slice each, but if there are only six people involved, they each get two. If there are only three people there is more cake than they can eat. I reckon the Aipotuans are probably doing very well.’


‘I hope they are. Ruthra says they aren’t.’


‘My guess is that he’s wrong.’


‘So in your book, growth is not a good thing? Ruthra thinks we would do well to allow Erewhonians to come to Britain to bring growth and sort things out for us.’


‘I’m a solicitor, not an economist, but it seems to me that it depends what sort of growth you are talking about,’ said Nancy. ‘Cancer is a growth. Maybe growth’s a cancer.’

CHAPTER NINETEEN:  DEMOCRACY
 Ruthra could be a demanding guest. One evening when Jennifer and I were discussing this problem in a relaxed way with Sophie and Mark, he came thumping down the stairs and burst into the room with the Chambers dictionary I had lent him dangling open in his hand.


‘Hey, careful with that book,’ I said. ‘You’ll break the spine.’


He paid no attention.


‘What means democracy?’ he demanded.


‘What does democracy mean,’ corrected Mark.


Embarrassed at having been privately criticising him, we looked at each other for a moment in silence.


Ruthra was irritated, and brandished the book. The binding creaked.


‘What is the matter with you? Why will no one answer? Are you ashamed of it? What means democracy? I look it up in the dictionary and it says, ”A form of government in which the supreme power is vested in the people.” What is this word, “vested”? I look up “vested” and it says, “Clad, robed, wearing vestments, not contingent or suspended.” Do they make it difficult to understand on purpose? “Vested in the people,” it says. What people? What means “vested”? Who are these people who get it vested in them?’


We looked at each other to see who was ready to answer.


‘All of us,’ said Sophie. ‘”The people” means everyone. But god knows what  “vested” means.’


I ventured an explanation.


‘It means that we’ve got the supreme power and no one else has.’


‘Children don’t have it, though,’ said Jennifer.


‘Are children not people?’ said Ruthra.


‘Not in England,’ said Sophie. ‘They are a sort of half-people.’


‘It’s one of the rules of the game,’ said Mark. ‘You can’t play until you are eighteen.’ 


‘And can you play when you are older? I don’t see any of you showing much power,’ said Ruthra. ‘Even if you are . . . ‘ He paused and looked at the dictionary again. ‘“Clad and robed.” What power have you actually got?’

 
‘Personally,’ I said, ‘not a great deal.’


‘That’s what I thought,’ said Ruthra. ‘No one I have seen seems to be doing any ruling. The ruling seems to be done in secret.’


‘By a bunch of anonymous civil servants,’ said Jennifer.


‘And most of them men,’ said Sophie.


‘We get a bit clad and robed every four or five years,’ I said. ‘We have what is called a general election, and we can all choose who we want to rule us. We all choose the MP who is going to represent us.’


‘MP?’


‘Member of Parliament. Everyone in the country is represented by a Member of Parliament.’


‘So there are  millions of members of parliament.’


‘No, no. Each MP represents thousands of people.’


‘But how can one person represent the opinions of so many others?’


‘Its done by the election system, which gives everybody a chance to say who they want to represent them.’


‘Let me get this clear,’ said Ruthra.  ‘In a democracy every four or five years everyone except the children gets a tiny little bit of power. All they are allowed to do is to vote for one person, and when they have voted all their power is gone?’


‘That’s right,’ said Jennifer. ‘We have elections, which means that different groups of people say what they think the government ought to do, and we choose between them.’


‘Please put the dictionary down,’ I said. ‘It’s going to break.’


Ruthra banged it down on the table.


‘How many people do you choose?’


‘You can only choose one.’


‘And how many get chosen?’


‘Six hundred and fifty.’


‘So that is all you can do? Pick out one person in six hundred and fifty?’


‘No, no, it doesn’t work quite like that.’ I laboriously explained about parties and candidates and voting,. hoping to convey some of the advantages of the system, but Ruthra missed the point


‘It must be very expensive,’ he said. ‘It would save a lot of trouble to have a king.’


‘Perhaps a king can cope with a country the size of Erewhon,’ I said, but in Britain there are over sixty million people.’


‘All clad and robed in power once every four or five years?‘


‘That’s about it.’ 


‘Except for the children’ said Sophie. ‘And the teenagers.’ 


‘It’s just a few officials who get a little bit clad and robed,’ I said. ‘Particularly after an election, when the new parliament opens. That’s when most of the robing and cladding goes on. The people who are elected all dress up in their best clothes and go to the Houses of Parliament and the queen makes a speech.’


‘Aha,’ said Ruthra. ‘The queen makes a speech. So she does have power.’


‘No, she doesn’t. She just reads a speech prepared by the party that has won the most seats.’


‘Seats?’ said Ruthra. ‘Everybody tries to win seats at a party?’


‘You make it sound like musical chairs,’ said Sophie. 



I explained about the party system again.


‘It’s like a great big game,’ said Mark.


‘Go on, then,’ said Ruthra. ‘Tell me the rules.’


I blundered in with another unsuccessful explanation.


 ‘Sixty million people obviously can’t all take part in decisions about how the country is run, which is why we are divided up into six hundred and fifty constituencies, and each constituency chooses one person to represent it.’


‘What means constituency? How are the people divided up into six hundred and fifty groups?’


‘It’s done geographically. The whole country is divided up into six hundred and fifty localities.’


‘Why localities? Why not professions? Or age, or wealth, or intelligence, or interests?’


‘Or gender,’ said Sophie.


‘It would be too complicated.’


‘It might be complicated,’ said Sophie, ‘but it would be better.’


Mark supported her. ‘It’s a very interesting idea. It would get a fairer representation of minority views.’


‘Gender would still only divide us into two groups,’ I observed.


‘It would have to be gender plus other things,’ said Mark.


‘Please no more talk about how your system might be improved,’ said Ruthra. ‘What I want is to find out what actually happens now.’


‘What you ought to do,’ said Jennifer, ‘is go to the House of Commons and then you can see.’


‘I have already seen the House of Commons,’ said Ruthra. ‘And I have seen Big Ben.’


‘You must go inside, and see it in action,’ said Jennifer.

  





*
*
*
I took Ruthra to the Houses of Parliament one Wednesday when I was free. 
We went by bus, because he preferred it to the underground system where he had spent so many unhappy hours when he first arrived in London. We took the 211, which went all the way. There would have been plenty for him to look at as we passed through Chelsea and Knightsbridge, but we were engrossed in conversation.


I started by telling him about the House of Lords and the House of Commons. At first he naturally assumed that the House of Lords was superior, so I had to explain that although the House of Lords sounded grander, and was even called the Upper House, the Lower House was actually the one that did most of the work. I reminded Ruthra that  MPs in the House of Commons were elected in the various constituencies and told him that membership of the Lords was either hereditary or by appointment, and that both the MPs and the Lords were divided into the Government and the Opposition as well as Cross-benchers (just in the Lords), and that there are two kinds of Lords, the Lords Spiritual and the Lords Temporal, and the Lords Spiritual sit with the Government and the Lords Temporal sit with the Opposition.


Ruthra scribbled notes in the pad he had brought with him.


‘A skilfully designed muddle,’ he said. ‘It must mean that there will always be someone else to blame.’


‘Yes, they do spend a good deal of time blaming each other.’


‘And six hundred and fifty of them manage to sit there and have a serious discussion together?’


‘The whole six hundred and fifty are hardly ever there. There isn’t room for them all, anyway.’


‘I thought you said that in the election they all won seats.’


‘They do win seats, but there aren’t enough to go round. Some of them have to stand. But most of the time they just aren’t there. And even when they are there, only a few of them say anything. They just listen and sometimes boo and shout, and then when the argument is over they go out into lobbies, the Ayes to the right and the Noes to the left, and they see who has won.’


‘The eyes to the right and the nose to the left?’



I explained
.


‘So what do they do in the way of work, if most of the time they are just sitting in the hall doing nothing?’


‘They sit on committees and they deal with constituency business. It’s only in major debates and at Prime Minister’s question time that they nearly all turn up.’


‘And when that happens, do they all speak at once?’


‘No, no, there is someone in charge of who speaks when. He’s called the Speaker. MPs who are there and want to say something stand up, and the Speaker chooses whose turn it is.’


‘The language seems to be deliberately confusing,’ said Ruthra. ‘Lords who are not lords, seats where you have to stand and a speaker who doesn’t speak himself but lets other people speak.’


‘There won’t be all that many people there when we get in,’ I said. ‘It’s questions for the Secretary of State for International Development. A secretary,’ I added hastily, ‘is not a secretary but an important person in charge of a department.’


‘As I might have guessed,’ said Ruthra.


‘And most MPs aren’t much interested in international development.’


I felt in my pocket and produced a document.


‘Look, these are some of the questions he will be asked.’


‘He already knows the questions he is going to be asked?’


‘Yes, they’re published in advance.  He may even have answered them already.’


Ruthra read out the questions.


‘”What steps is he taking to ensure UK aid rewards good governance in the developing world?” Who’s bothered about that? “Will he make a statement on the humanitarian situation in Darfur?” That just needs a yes or no answer. “What steps have been taken to reduce the conditionality of overseas aid, and if he will make a statement.” I don’t understand it, but the second part is another yes or no.’


I began to enjoy this mockery. ‘We won’t be allowed to stay for Prime Minister’s questions,’ I said, ‘which are, of course, actually Prime Minister’s answers, but there is one wonderfully unimportant one.’


 I pointed further down the list. 


‘“When he next plans to visit North West Leicestershire on official business,”’ I read out. ‘Perhaps it has some hidden meaning.’


At that moment Ruthra luckily looked out and saw we were passing Big Ben. We got off the bus and went to stand in the queue outside the Cromwell Green visitor entrance. It was three quarters of an hour before we were allowed in.


Ruthra was amazed by the building.


‘We have nothing like this in Erewhon,’ he said. ‘This is bigger than the biggest of the Musical Banks. And grander.’


We were carefully shepherded into the Visitors’ Gallery, and warned not to talk. 


There were perhaps thirty or forty MPs in the chamber, scattered on either side of the house. The Speaker called those who had presented written questions to read them out, and the Secretary of State avoided answering them, blaming the opposition for irrelevant things they had done wrong in the past when they were in power and mentioning irrelevant successes achieved by his own side.


Many MPs wandered in and out as this was going on, but all of a sudden a bell rang and there was a rush of incomers. This created enough noise for me to be able to whisper to Ruthra. 



‘They are all coming in because there is going to be a vote.’


After a ten minutes or so, during which nothing much happened, apart from a shuffling into and out of the lobbies and finally the announcement of the result of the vote, the routine of question and answer started again. 


Eventually the Visitors’ Gallery was cleared for Prime Minister’s Question Time, and we had to leave. On the bus going back to Ealing Ruthra was full of questions. 


‘When all those people came in at the end of a discussion,’ he said, ‘how did they know there was going to be a vote?’


‘There’s a thing called a division bell. You heard it. It doesn’t just ring in the Chamber, it rings all round the place for eight minutes, and if you don’t get there in time you can’t vote.’


‘And how did they make up their minds? They hadn’t heard any of the arguments.’


‘They probably hadn’t made up their minds. They were just supporting their own team.’


‘Are you serious?’ said Ruthra, who had been so bemused by the language that he was ready to believe anything. ‘These people who are supposed to be governing the country take sides in an argument that they haven’t heard?’


‘Yes. And if it is an important decision, they may get whipped.’
‘Whipped?’


‘Yes, whipped. Each party has a number of whips who make sure all their members vote the same way.’


‘Whatever they think?’


‘Yes.’


‘And if you vote the wrong way, you get whipped?’


‘No, no, you get whipped to make sure you vote the right way. If there weren’t any whips then the government could not be sure that it was going to get its own way.’


‘I didn’t see anybody getting whipped.’


‘No, no, whipping doesn’t mean whipping. Parliamentary whips are people whose job it is to make sure that all members of their parties are collected together and persuaded to vote in some particular way, even if they disagree. It doesn’t matter what they think themselves, they just have to vote for their own team.’


‘So what is the point of all the discussion? If the government is sure it is going to win, why does anyone bother to challenge it? Why go to all that trouble when the only answer you can give is either yes or no, and everyone knows which is going to win?’


‘They don’t know for certain who is going to win. The opposition tries to show what is wrong with what the government is planning, and to get it put right.’


‘And does that ever happen?’



‘Not very often.’


‘Seats where you stand, whips which are people, voting in favour of things that you don’t understand because a whip tells you to . . . There doesn’t seem to be much power to get robed and clad in.’


Then Ruthra asked about what might have happened after we had had to leave for Prime Minister’s Question Time.


I had of course seen it many times on TV, so I was able to tell him that the Prime Minister and the members of the Cabinet (which is a group of people and not a cupboard) and their rivals on the other side of the house  show off their skills in not saying anything that the other side can laugh at, and upsetting the opposite side by laughing at things that are not at all funny. 
‘They don’t actually argue,’ I said, ‘they just try to catch each other out.‘


‘It sounds like one of Mark’s games,’ said Ruthra. ‘Everything seems to be a competition.’ 


‘That’s right, I agreed. ‘There’s always a winning side and a losing side, and it’s the winning or losing that matters, not the decisions people are making. And in fact, as you saw, MPs often vote on things that they haven’t actually thought about for themselves at all.’


‘You mean, they aren’t worried about whether something is sensible or stupid, they just worry about whether they are going to win?’


‘That’s about it.’


 Then I saw that I was denigrating the finest parliament in the world.


‘They are doing their best,’ I said. ‘Or at least I suppose they are. They have got so tied up in ritual and tradition that they just can’t behave normally. When there are big crowds of them there they boo and shout like a football crowd.’


‘If you ask me,’ said Ruthra, ‘I think you would be better off with a king.’

CHAPTER TWENTY: JENNIFER’S QUESTION
‘You must think us terribly unfriendly,’ said Jennifer one Friday evening, as she brought mugs of coffee into the sitting-room where we had moved after finishing the fish and chips and mushy peas that Ruthra particularly requested. She distributed the mugs to Sophie, Ruthra and me and then went on with what she was saying to Ruthra.


‘You’ve been here for quite some time and we have never once asked you about your family. I don’t even know whether you are married.’


‘Of course I’m married,’ said Ruthra. ‘Men of my age and class nearly always are. I  am unusual in that I have only one wife. In Erewhon it is more usual to have two.’


‘Here it is considered a crime to have two wives. It’s called bigamy.’


‘The system does not seem to work well,’ said Ruthra. ‘Your papers are always writing about famous people ending marriages and then marrying someone else. Or else not ending marriages at all but carrying on with someone else just as if they were married.’


‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘Nowadays forty-five per cent of marriages in this country end in divorce.’


‘You say it is a crime to have more than one wife,’ said Ruthra, ‘but you don’t believe it. Most men end up with at least two – just not two at once.’


‘And can women have more than one husband?’ asked Sophie.


‘Yes, of course. But only one at a time.’


‘Halfway to equal rights,’ said Jennifer. ‘Are there any situations where women in Erewhon actually have the same rights as men?’


‘Of course not. Do women have the same rights as men in this country?’


‘We have the same rights,’ said Sophie, ‘only most men don’t respect them.’


‘Could there ever be a queen in Erewhon?’ I asked, frivolously.


Ruthra laughed.


‘Here you have a queen who has no power,’ he said. ‘In Erewhon we have a real king.’


‘Still?’ I said. 


‘What do you mean, “still”? For thousands of years we have been ruled by a king, and so we will be for thousands of years more.’


‘What’s your wife’s name?’ asked Jennifer.


‘Nosila.’


‘’Nosila. I’ll try to remember it. I never get the hang of these Erewhonian names. What’s she like? Tell us about her.’


There was a hush while we waited for his answer, but it never came. Ruthra just looked mildly puzzled.


‘Why didn’t you bring her with you?’ asked Sophie, eventually.


‘She has a house to look after,’ said Ruthra. ‘She is a good house-keeper and a good mother. We have been married for twenty years. She is respectful and obedient.’


‘Obedient!’ exclaimed Sophie, with a sudden gesture than spilt some of her coffee. ‘Oh bugger.’


I was nearest to the kitchen door.


‘I’ll get a cloth,’ I said.


She stood up and drained her mug while she waited for me to return.


‘These trousers don’t matter,’ she said. ‘It’s the carpet I’m bothered about.’


‘Never mind the carpet,’ said Jennifer. ‘It’s not the first time it’s had anything spilt on it.’


I came back with some kitchen paper and a damp cloth and knelt down to deal with the mess.


‘In my house a maid would do this work,’ said Ruthra


‘Obedient,’ said Sophie again, as she sat down. ‘Does your wife have to be obedient?’


‘But of course,’ said Ruthra. ‘Just as Jennifer is obedient to Paul.’


Jennifer and I exchanged a look of surprise.


‘I did promise to love, honour and obey,’ said Jennifer, ‘but I never took it very seriously.’


‘Wives make a similar promise in Erewhon,’ said Ruthra, ‘and in Erewhon they stick to it. It would not be thought honorable  for a husband to clear up spilt coffee. If there was no maid, the wife would do it.’


‘It’s pretty unusual in this country,’ said Jennifer. ‘Paul is rather exceptional.’


‘I have been observing your family life,’ said Ruthra, ‘and I have seen that it runs smoothly. Paul is very patient.’


‘Patient!?’ said Sophie. ‘He’s not patient, he’s lazy. He waits for other people to do things.’


Ruthra looked shocked. Not only was Sophie’s comment disrespectful, but my activity on the floor contradicted it .


‘Tell us about Nosila,’ said Jennifer again. ‘Have you got any children?’


‘We have two sons, aged nineteen and seventeen. Regor is still at the School of Unreason, and Nomis is studying at Bridgeford.’


‘What is he studying?


‘Worldly Wisdom.’


‘It sounds wide field.’


‘Wide, but useful,’ said Ruthra. ‘Nosila wanted him to study something less academic, like Mismanagement or Social Status, but I over-ruled her. He will be grateful to me in the end.’


‘So he has to obey you as well,’ said Sophie. 


‘Of course. “Honour thy father and thy mother,” the Sunchild says. Both the boys are handsome young men, I am proud to say. And luckily we have no daughters.’


‘Luckily?’ barked Sophie.


‘Why, yes, luckily. Girls would not continue our family line.’


Sophie made a despairing gesture.


‘People used to worry about ancestry here in England too,’ said Jennifer. ‘We seem to have got ahead of you in this instance.’


‘It was particularly the aristocracy who worried,’ I commented, from my position on the floor, where I was tackling an old stain that I had noticed when I was mopping up the new coffee.


‘I don’t believe this!’ said Sophie.



 ‘Think of Victorian times, Sophie,‘ I said. ‘As far as I can judge from our ancestors’ books Erewhonian families and British families were much he same a hundred years ago. No contraception, dozens of children, fathers earning all the money, mothers caring for the children. We’ve changed direction, and Erewhon has clung to tradition.’


‘What particular differences have you noticed, Ruthra?’ asked Jennifer. 


‘The way women are treated. For example, Sophie asked why Nosila did not come with me on this journey. I said because she had work at home. But there would have been no point in her coming with me. She would not have been able to contribute to my research.’


‘Oh no?’ said Sophie. ‘I bet she would have done better than you on social issues.’


‘What particular differences have you noticed,’ insisted Jennifer, ‘between the roles of men and women in Britain and Erewhon?’


‘It’s a long list,’ said Ruthra. ‘In Erewhon we see that men are physically stronger than women, whereas you seem to deny it.’


‘Some men are stronger than most women,’ said Sophie, ‘but some women are stronger than most men. I can arm-wrestle Dad.’


‘But it remains true, here as in Erewhon, that there are many heavy jobs that can only be done by men. I have not seen any women digging up roads or building houses. And men are better at exerting authority.’


‘You mean that they are better at shouting and threatening,’ said Sophie, remembering her recent encounter with her head teacher.


‘And they are more  effective managers. I have been alarmed to read in your newspapers how many women are in really quite important positions. There are no such mistakes in Erewhon.’


‘For God’s sake!’ said Sophie.


‘Women in Erewhon do not take important positions because they may become pregnant, and then they must stay at home as soon as their pregnancy becomes visible, just as anyone with chickenpox or mumps must hide away.’


‘You can’t compare pregnancy with chickenpox,’ exclaimed Sophie.


‘We have a law against displaying sickness and disability,’ said Ruthra. ‘In the same way everyone over seventy is confined in one of our senilaria and cared for by specially trained families. This ensures that they are not wandering round the streets, displaying their disabilities, and that they are dying before their illnesses have caused pain and distress to others.’


‘Does everyone obey this law?’ asked Jennifer.


‘That is a foolish question,’ said Ruthra. ‘Does everyone obey your laws?’


Jennifer did not reply.


‘We look after our women,’ said Ruthra, ‘and to help them out with domestic work we employ servants. I have been worried that Paul has not employed anyone to help Jennifer.’


I went back to the kitchen, to get rid of my damp cloth.


‘We don’t need servants in a house this size,’ said Jennifer.


‘You might not need them, but you would find them useful. You would have more time to lead a graceful life. Someone else would clear up spilt coffee.’


‘Get real,’ said Sophie. ‘For god’s sake get real. We don’t need a servant to clear up the coffee. Dad will, or I will.’


‘Or I will,’ said Jennifer. ‘I wouldn’t like to have someone always hanging around in our house who was not part of the family.’


‘Things have changed a good deal here,’ I said as I came back after dropping the damp cloth among the dirty pans on the draining board. ‘It seems to me that they have changed for the better.’


‘In my opinion you have made a number of grave mistakes,’ said Ruthra. ‘You have appointed some women to important and responsible positions where they have to bear considerable stress. It is not only ineffective, it is cruel. And I have the impression is that women in Britain whose parents have not found them husbands actually have to work for a living. They can’t just sit around comfortably in their parents’ houses, waiting for them to die, as they do in Erewhon. Take you, Sophie. Wouldn’t you rather have a secure married life than spend all your time in a school, preventing children from doing anything useful?’


‘I thought I liked you, Ruthra, but if I had known . . . ‘


‘Shush, Sophie, shush,’ said Jennifer. ‘You’re going to say something unforgivable.’


‘Unforgivable? What Ruthra is saying is unforgivable. He wants women to be slaves.’


Fortunately at that moment there was a ring at the door-bell. Sophie went to answer it, and it was Mark. We heard a loud kiss and a little murmuring and then she brought him into the sitting room.


‘Hello, everyone,’ he said, and looked round at our unhappy faces. ‘Something wrong?’ 


‘Hello, Mark,’ said Ruthra. ‘Thank goodness you are here. Sophie and Jennifer have got us mere men hopelessly out-numbered.’


‘Not possible,’ said Mark. ‘Two on each side. If they’re winning you have no excuse.’


‘No, Ruthra’s right,’ I said. ‘I was siding with the women.’


‘We were only asking him about his wife and family,’ said Jennifer. ‘It seems we hold incompatible views on the place of women in society.’


‘He thinks that if we ever get married I should promise to honour and obey you,’ said Sophie.


‘Are you married, Ruthra?’ asked Mark.


‘Yes.’


‘And does your wife honour and obey you?’


‘Of course she does. If there is a disagreement between us she does what I tell her to do.’


‘But that’s awful,’ said Sophie.


‘It means that there are no quarrels,’ said Ruthra. ‘It leads to a peaceful life.’


‘Peaceful but pretty bloody wretched, I’d say,’ said Sophie.


There was an awkward silence, broken eventually by Mark.


‘The reason I have come round,’ he said, ‘was not just to see Sophie, but also to invite Ruthra to come and watch a football match.’


Jennifer, who had been perched on the edge of her chair in her efforts to ease the situation,  lent back with a relieved sigh. 


 ‘Thank heavens,’ she said.


‘I’ve been meaning to do this for some time,’ said Mark. ‘You’ve seen parliament, and you’ve seen the places where we work, but that’s all been a bit limited. It’s time we took you to see something that involves almost everybody.’


‘Only half the population,’ said Sophie. ‘And not all of them.’


‘I’ve got a couple of tickets for the Birmingham match on Saturday.’


‘That would be excellent,’ said Ruthra. ‘I have learnt from your newspapers that football is the most important part of your culture.’


‘Yes indeed,’ said Mark. He looked round the room for approval, but we of the Higgs family were unresponsive, so he directed  his next remark directly at Ruthra.



‘It’s an important part of our culture for most people, but this household is an exception. They’re just not interested. You’d better come out and have a beer with me while I explain how the game works.’


‘Thank you. That would be excellent,’ said Ruthra again.


He stood up and made his way into the hall. 


‘Coming, Sophie?’ asked Mark.


She did not reply, so Mark and Ruthra went out without her.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE:  FOOTBALL

Mark settled Ruthra at a small corner table in the beer garden at the North Star and went to get two pints of lager, which he declared to be the appropriate drink for a discussion of football. 

 
‘Right,’ he said. ‘Where do we start? What do you know already? Have you seen any matches on TV?’


Ruthra looked worried and shook his head.


‘Sorry, no, of course not,’ said Mark.  ‘So what do you know?’


‘I know that it fills many pages of the newspapers. There are many photographs of players in coloured shirts jumping about and crashing into each other, and others where they are wearing long white trousers and some of them have clubs in their hands.’


‘You don’t want to bother with the ones in white,’ said Mark. ‘That’s cricket. That’s something quite different.’


‘And there are many lists of names with numbers beside them.’


‘That’ll be cricket again.’


‘And there are long articles which I can’t understand.’


‘It sounds as if I need to start at the beginning,’ said Mark. ’Do you play any ball games in Erewhon?’



‘Children play ball games. They throw a ball against a wall and try to catch it. Or they throw it to each other. Grown-ups do not play ball games.’


‘Here grown-ups do play ball games,’ said Mark, ‘and football is the most important. Thousands of people go to watch matches every week-end.’


‘They go to watch a lot of people playing with a ball?’


Mark nodded.


‘It sounds very dull.’


‘It’s far from dull. Whole crowds get wildly excited. They are desperate for their own team to win.’


‘Aha,’ said Ruthra. ‘To win. Like in your parliament. It is important to win. I see. And how do you win?’


‘You win by scoring goals.’


‘Scoring goals?’


‘Kicking the ball into the net.’


‘What is this net?’



‘Stop asking questions for a minute and let me explain in my own way. Football is played by two teams of eleven men on a big field that has a goal at each end.’


‘Two teams of eleven? There is not one team with more men, like in parliament?’


‘No, the two teams are the same size.’


‘So it is not like parliament, where you know who is going to win from the very beginning.’


‘No, that would be stupid. No one would want to watch that.’


‘And only men play?’


‘Yes. Only men play.’


(When I asked Mark several years later to correct what I had written, based on what he told me at the time, he wanted to alter this reply, but I persuaded him to let me tell the story as I remembered it.)


‘The goals are white wooden frameworks, twenty-four feet across and eight feet high, which have nets behind them. What the players have to do is to kick the ball into the net at their opponents’ end, and prevent the other team from getting the ball into the net at their end.’


‘Why do they do that?’


‘Because that’s the whole point of the game.’


‘That doesn’t sound very important. Why are there so many pages about it in the newspapers?”


‘Because people usually support teams from around where they live, and they badly want them to win. It’s a matter of local pride.’


‘So the players are local people and their friends come to watch them at play?’


‘No, they’re not all local. The clubs buy them to play for their teams. They come from miles away.’


‘Are they slaves?’


‘Slaves?’


‘You said the clubs buy them. You can only buy people if they are slaves.’


‘No, they are not slaves. They are often extremely rich.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘You won’t need to understand that bit. If you’re going to enjoy the game you’ll just have to understand how it works. There are eleven players on each side who try to kick or head the ball into the other side’s goal.’


‘Kick or head? What about catching the ball and running with it?’


‘No, that’s rugger. In football you aren’t allowed to catch the ball.’


‘Why not?’


‘It’s a rule of the game. You aren’t allowed to use your hands. But you can use your shoulders or your head.’


‘Then why is it called football? Why not headball?’


A man at a nearby table, who had been listening to this conversation, nodded to his friends. They came to stand over Mark and Ruthra and offer advice.


‘What’s up with him, then?’ one of them asked Mark. ‘Where’s he been all his life?’


‘In a country where they don’t play football.’


‘There’s no such place. People play footie everywhere.’


‘Not in Erewhon.’


‘They can’t be civilised.’


‘On the contrary,’ said Ruthra, offended. ‘We are highly civilised. And grown men don’t play ball games. In Erewhon ball games are for children. It’s grown men playing silly games that is uncivilised.’


‘Sorry, mate. No offence intended.’


There was a short silence.


‘Well, go on, then,’ said another of the eaves-droppers. ‘See if you can get him to understand.’


‘I’m taking him to the Birmingham match on Saturday,’ said Mark, ‘so he’s going to get an idea of how much it matters to all of us. But if he’s going to enjoy it, he’s got to understand the rules.’


‘I tell you what,’ said the first man. ‘Each of us will tell your friend one rule, and we’ll see if he can make sense of it.’


‘All right. I’ve already told him the players aren’t allowed to use their hands.’


‘Except for the goalie.‘


‘And when there is a throw-in.‘


‘Who’s going to tell him about the offside rule?’


‘You haven’t explained about the ref.’


‘Or the linesmen.’


‘And what about penalties and free kicks?’


‘All these words,’ said Ruthra. ‘I am not understanding.’


‘All you really have to know,’ said Mark, ‘is that there are two teams trying to kick the ball into each other’s nets. It involves an enormous amount of skill, as you will see.’


‘Where are your seats?’ 


‘In the Riverside Stand.’


‘Seats?’ said Ruthra. ‘In the stand? Is this like your parliament?’


‘Don’t bring parliament into it. It’s nothing to do with politics.’


‘What’s this about the Riverside Stand, then?’


‘That’s the best place to be. You’ll have to support the Cottagers. They’re the home team. You don’t want to find yourself shouting for the wrong side.’


‘I don’t want to find myself shouting at all,’ said Ruthra. ‘I don’t shout.’


‘Ah, you have to shout. That’s half the fun. Shouting and groaning.’


‘And singing.’


‘Singing?’ said Ruthra. ‘Is there a concert as well?’


‘Not a concert. Everybody sings.’


‘Look here, Mark, are you taking me somewhere where I am going to have to sing?’


‘You’ll see when the time comes,’ said Mark. ‘No, you don’t have to sing if you don’t want to.’


‘And we’re going to watch some men playing with a ball?’


‘That’s right. Twenty-two men.’


‘And the ref,’ said one of the by-standers. ‘And the two linesmen.’


‘Twenty-five people and only one ball?’


‘That’s right.’


‘What do all the other players do when someone has got it?’


‘They try to take it away from him.’


‘All twenty-four of them?’


‘There are two teams and one ball and a big field and two goals and you’ll get the idea when you see it.’


‘Good luck, mate,’ said the first of the eaves-droppers, shaking his head. ‘He’s not just foreign, he’s stupid.’


‘Stupid?’ said Ruthra. ‘Watching grown men playing children’s games is what is stupid.’


‘You’ll see,’ said Mark. ‘I’ll pick you up after lunch on Saturday. You’ll understand when you see it happening.’
He drained his glass and hurried Ruthra away, anxious to avoid a row. 


‘Cheers,’ he said over his shoulder to their audience.


‘Cheers,’ they replied, cheerfully enough.

  





*
*
*
On Saturday Mark walked Ruthra along beside the river from Putney Bridge to Craven Cottage. The closer they got to the ground, the greater the crowds, many of them wearing striped shirts and scarves. There was much shouting and laughter, and occasional bursts of song.


‘This seems to be a good deal more popular than your House of Commons,’ said Ruthra. ‘And a lot more funny.’


‘More fun,’ said Mark. ‘Not funny. It’s taken very seriously.’


‘And now I see why Sophie said only half the population were interested.’


‘There are a few women,’ said Mark. ‘If you look around you will find a few women.’


Mark and Ruthra established themselves in their seats a good half-hour before the game was due to start. Mark pointed out the two goals and explained the importance of the white lines round the outside of the pitch, the penalty box, the half-way line and the centre  circle. According to Ruthra he gave so much detail that by the time the teams came out onto the field he was more confused than enlightened. 


When the teams finally appeared to the usual roars Mark roared too, and Ruthra was alarmed. He was further confused by the fact that there were suddenly several balls at each end of the pitch and players were kicking them to each other and occasionally taking a shot at the goal.


‘They’re just warming up,’ explained Mark. ‘It’ll make sense in a minute.’


‘You said two teams and one ball,’ said Ruthra. ‘Is this a different game?’


‘This isn’t the proper game, yet. They won’t start until the man in black calls the captains together. Look, now.’


The referee called the two captains together for the coin toss. Ruthra and Mark were too far away to see what actually happened, but immediately afterwards the two teams scattered around opposite halves of the pitch. There was now only one ball, in the very middle of the field, and when the man in black blew his whistle someone kicked it and all the players began running about and getting in each other’s way.


‘This is more funny to watch than parliament,’ said Ruthra, ‘and everybody seems to be busy. In parliament most of the players just sat around doing nothing at all.’


The ball went from one end of the pitch to the other and the random cheering from the crowd in the stand where Mark and Ruthra were sitting occasionally turned into a high-volume chant: ‘La, la, la, la, la, la, Fulham, Fulham, FULHAM!’ When it died down a little Ruthra was able to hear the chanting from the other side of the ground, of which the only words he could make out were, ‘Keep right on to the end of the road,’ and then ‘Birmingham! Birmingham!’


‘It’s not unlike your parliament in one way,’ said Ruthra. ‘In both places the supporters of the teams do sit facing each other. The difference is that here they all seem to mind what happens.’


‘They mind in parliament, too,’ said Mark.


‘They may mind, but they certainly don’t show it. And there are only six hundred and fifty players in the parliament game, and there are thousands of people here.’


For a quarter of an hour the ball seemed only to fly from one player to another in the same-coloured shirt, until someone in a different-coloured shirt managed to intercept it, and then the team in shirts of that colour kicked the ball to each other until they were interrupted in their turn.


Then, all at once, several of the Fulham team, who Ruthra recognised because they were wearing white, had arrived  close to the Birmingham goal. There was frenzied shouting and someone kicked the ball at the goal, but the goal-keeper caught it and all the other players ran away from him.


Ruthra remembered that the goal-keeper was allowed to touch the ball with his hands, but was puzzled by the way both sides promptly fled. 


The same sort of thing happened after another half-hour, when a Fulham player kicked the ball at the goal and hit the crossbar. This seemed to Ruthra a particularly skilful play, and he was ready to shout approval until he heard the groans all around him.


At half-time Mark, hoarse and highly excited, took advantage of the temporary quiet to talk about what had been happening.


‘We’ve got a new captain,’ he said. ‘Luis Boa Morte. Did you notice him?’


‘They all seemed the same to me. Except the man in black. I watched him for a while because he sometimes ran backwards, but he never seemed to get a chance to kick the ball.’


‘No, no, don’t watch him. Boa Morte is the man to watch. He had that shot at the crossbar.’


‘Boa Morte?’ said Ruthra. ‘That doesn’t sound like an English name.’


‘No, no, he’s Portuguese.’


‘Portuguese?’


‘Portuguese. From Portugal. The country next to Spain.’


‘I thought you said it was a local club. You  called them the cottagers. I thought cottagers would all be local people. Why are they all shouting for a man from Portugal? Are the other players from Fulham?’


‘I don’t suppose any of them are. They’re only called Cottagers because of the pavilion in the corner there, which was built when football was pretty new. It’s called the Cottage, and the whole ground is called Craven Cottage. It’s not the players who come from Fulham, it’s the supporters.’


‘So the people who matter are not the ones kicking the ball about, it’s the people who are shouting.’


‘Maybe, but they wouldn’t be here shouting if there wasn’t a really good team to shout for, so the club has to employ the best possible players – from anywhere.’


Mark went on to expound on some of the other players, which meant nothing to Ruthra, and then asked whether he was understanding the game. Ruthra’s reply was non-committal. 


What little understanding he had gained, after having watched the first half, was almost destroyed when the second half began, and the teams were playing in the opposite direction. After a few minutes he re-adjusted and even joined in with some of the chanting, but was baffled when Fulham were given a free kick, saved by the goalkeeper, and when a Birmingham player headed the ball into the Fulham goal and instead of a burst of cheering from the opposite side of the ground the referee blew his whistle and there was a groan from the Birmingham supporters, followed by ‘Keep right on to the end of the road’ all over again.


The game ended in a goalless draw, and the spectators began to disperse in a murmur of excited discussion. 


Mark and Ruthra remained in their seats. 


‘Why did you want me to see all this?’ asked Ruthra.


‘Because you are investigating our civilisation, and football is an important part of it.’


‘All that I saw,’ said Ruthra, ‘was a huge crowd of grown men wasting time over a childish game.’


‘You got excited, though,’ said Mark.


‘Only because everyone else was excited.’


‘It was an example of our love of competition,’ said Mark. ‘We love to win. And in order for us to win, other people have to lose.’


‘So half the people are happy and the other half are unhappy,’ said Ruthra. ‘In Erewhon we do not worry about winning and losing. The winners and losers are obvious from the beginning, like in your parliament. The winners have the power, and they hold on to it. The losers know they are losers and accept the fact.  Everyone is happy. That is how you create a stable society.’


‘It sounds pretty dull,’ said Mark. ‘Competition is the spice of life.’


‘You’re mad about competition,’ said Ruthra. ‘It was the same when I went to watch your politicians. All they wanted to do was win, even when they did not know what was being voted about.’


‘Football is more sensible than politics,’ said Mark. ‘In football everyone knows exactly what they are trying to do.’


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO:  A VISIT TO AIPOTU 
On Sunday morning Ruthra addressed the family over breakfast. It seemed to be his favourite time for discussions. He waited till we all had our mugs of coffee and Sophie and Jennifer had their bowls of cornflakes. He was obviously rather agitated, and ignored the croissants that Jennifer had bought especially for him.


‘I did not get to sleep for a long time last night,’ he said. ‘I was thinking about the football match and wondering whether there was a rivalry between Erewhon and Aitopu that was similar  to the rivalry between Fulham and Birmingham and could be expressed in the same way, but I saw that it would be impossible, because Erewhon and Aipotu are playing different games. And then I thought that even if they were playing the same game I would be shouting for Erewhon, and all of you would still be on the other side of the ground. I went over what I had said to you and I saw that I had probably given a false impression, and I want to put it right. I don’t think you have understood the situation in Aipotu. I told Paul about it, but I don’t think he understood.’


‘We talked mostly about their population problem,’ I said.


‘I know, I know. And the population problem is bad, but it is not the fundamental problem. The fundamental problem is the way the Aipotuan way of life has been completely corrupted. They want to bring everyone down to their own level.’


‘I thought what Dad told us sounded rather good,’ said Sophie.


‘Yes, yes, that’s what I was afraid of. You have been poisoned. Their propaganda is so subtle that it spreads even through the words of someone who derides it, like I do. What has happened is that they have abandoned civilisation and returned to savagery.’


‘That’s not the impression I got from Dad.’’


‘Their ideas have spread and spread. Even unto the third and fourth generation. You remember the Erewhonian interpretation of the Christian injunction about God and Mammon? That the purpose of education is to teach people how to reconcile these two gods?’


We grunted agreement. 


Ruthra tipped up the cornflakes packet over his bowl and spilt some on the table. He brushed at it, irritatedly, with the back of his hand.

‘The Aipotuans have broken that great law. They have lost faith in Mammon altogether.’


‘Yes, you told Dad about it,’ said Sophie. ‘They have stopped using money.’


‘How can you talk about it so calmly?’ said Ruthra. ‘You don’t understand, you just don’t understand.’


He spooned rather too much sugar over his cornflakes.


‘They have rejected Mammon, the whole basis of our civilisation. You haven’t done that in Britain. You may be foolish but not that foolish. You still use money here. There’s even a Christite parable about it. The one about the master who gave three of his servants sums of money to look after while he went on a journey. Two of them used the money for trade, and made profits, but the third one hid it in a hole in the ground, so that it couldn’t get stolen. And the two trading servants were rewarded, and the one who had buried the money was punished. Even your Christ understood that money must be used.’

‘But he turned the money-changers out of the temple,’ I said, ‘and he called them a den of thieves.’

‘That was just a typical Christite idiocy.’ said Ruthra. ‘If you are putting forward a stupid idea you can always find some justification for it somewhere. You don’t believe it, anyway. Your whole society is based on the acceptance of money as the ultimate good.’

He slopped milk over his cornflakes and onto the table.


‘In the middle of the night I realised that if you were going to understand about Aipotu I would have to tell you more. They are not just stupid, they are  mad. I decided that I would have to tell you exactly what I found when I visited Aipotu.’


‘Yes, Dad said you had really been there. Go on, tell us more.’


Ruthra took two hungry spoonfuls of cornflakes, and told us. His story lasted much longer than his cornflakes. 


In the year 131 (2001 in our system) he decided to find out what had actually happened during the last forty years or so in that unmentionable country on which Erewhon had turned its back.. It took some courage, he said, because he had heard stories  of primitive behaviour – attacks on foreigners, in particular, and weird religious practices, extending even to human sacrifice. ‘As you may have noticed,’ he said, ‘I am extremely curious, and my curiosity was stronger than my fear.’

  





*
*
*
On a sunny morning in late August, he told us, he had mounted his cavorcar, crossed the river that separated the two countries, and landed in a patch of woodland next to a field where thirty or forty people were cutting wheat with scythes, binding it into sheaves and loading them into cavorwaggons that were drawn by horses. There were men, women and children all working together, and no one seemed to be in charge. 


Ruthra was alarmed about the scythes. He crept to the edge of the wood and watched from a clump of hawthorn, where he was discovered after a few minutes by one of the older male scythers who had come to relieve himself. Ruthra was not happy with the way he was holding his scythe, but he was not at all aggressive, and indeed offered his scythe to Ruthra with the suggestion that he might like to take his place in the field. It was hard work in the fields for a man of his age, he said. 


Ruthra explained that he himself was not an agricultural labourer, but something rather superior. 


He asked the old man how he would square his idleness with his employer, and that was when he began to realise the full extent of the collapse of Aitopu. The old fellow told him that he had no employer, and he was his own man. At first Ruthra thought this meant that he was the owner of the field, but this too was a mistake. It was apparently the property of the local village. Who had ordered him to help to cut the wheat? Nobody. The village people had just seen that it was ripe and they had all joined in the harvest. 


‘He seemed to be an educated man,’ said Ruthra, ‘so I asked him why he was not taking advantage of his status and setting himself up as a leader. He told me, and I promise you that this is true, that in Aipotu there were no leaders.’


He looked round into our faces and was surprised to see that we were interested, but not shocked. 


‘Don’t you see how absurd it all was?’ he said. ‘If he was telling the truth there were no employers to enjoy the fruits of this labour, and indeed no upper class to direct affairs and maintain the national culture. Abandoning money had resulted in abandoning social order.’

 
Ruthra had tried to persuade the scyther that he would be happier if he were able to  sit at home and pay other people to reap the corn. He was told that anyone who wanted to could sit at home, but everyone enjoyed the harvest. Harvest time was the best time of the year. 


‘How can you have a society without leaders?’ Ruthra had asked, but the old man had simply not understood the idea that national culture must be preserved, and that it depended on having a small group of people at the top who were able to afford luxuries and build Musical Banks and maintain order. Luxuries and musical banks, he told Ruthra, were unnecessary, and there was no need to maintain order because order was the natural condition of society. 

Ruthra had noticed the waggons running on cavorite rather than wheels, and asked why they did not use cavorite reaping machines as well. He was told that reaping was an enjoyable skill, and it was useful. When Ruthra pointed out that machines
 would do the work faster, and the reapers would not have to waste so much effort, the old man declared that they were not in any hurry. He pointed out that children run races and tire themselves with energetic games which have no practical use. Adults tire themselves with physical work that has a useful outcome. Using your strength is a pleasure, he said.


At this point in his story, Ruthra broke off the narrative in a burst of indignation.

‘It’s as mad as your football,’ he said accusingly, ‘but at least most of the people at a football match are spectators rather than workers. This old agricultural clown seemed to think that everyone ought to be reduced to the level of the labourers.’ 

Ruthra finished his cornflakes and returned to his adventure.


The next thing that had attracted his attention was a group of children who were playing a kind of marble game with round pebbles at the edge of the stubble. He asked them why they were not out in the field, helping the adults. 

‘That’s grown-up work,’ said one of the boys. ‘We’ll help when we get older.’ 
‘Where I come from you would not be allowed to play while your parents were working.’


Ruthra thumped his fists on the kitchen table. He noticed the croissants Jennifer had bought, seized one, tore it in half and applied butter and marmalade.


‘They don’t even make their children go to school,’ he said, with his mouth full. ‘The children idle while their parents and indeed their grandparents work.’  

The reapers were sweaty, dirty and tired, Ruthra told us. Someone began singing, and others joined in. Jennifer commented that he was making made it sound like the slaves in the cotton-fields of America, but he thought it was worse than slavery, because apparently no one was enjoying the luxury that slavery would have made possible for at least a few. Everybody had been brought down to the same level, he insisted.



 After these conversations Ruthra had gone back to his cavorcar and flown up above the level of the trees. He saw more fields full of reapers, orchards full of fruit, pastures full of cattle and beyond them a village, towards which he headed in the hope of finding someone who could offer him what he considered to be a more rational point of view.

At first he did not find any such person. Several of the buildings looked like shops, but there were no proprietors or shop assistants. Plenty of goods were on display – meat, bread, vegetables, fruit, tools, clothes – but no one seemed to be watching over them. 

He helped himself to an apple, bit into it ostentatiously standing outside the shop and was startled to be greeted by an old woman he had not seen, sitting on a bench in the shade of a chestnut tree. His first reaction was to hide the apple behind his back and to pretend he had not taken it, but he felt sure he had been seen. He took a different line.


‘What do I owe you for the apple?’ he asked.


‘That’s a curiously old-fashioned phrase,’ she replied. ‘You don’t owe anybody anything. Where do you come from?’


So Ruthra told her he came from Erewhon, where there was a sensible system of currency, and asked her whether it was true that the Aipotuans had abandoned the worship of Mammon. When she agreed that they had done so, he made some effort to persuade her that along with Mammon they had abandoned the ideas of wealth and social distinction and the value of labour and the sense of security that is a direct consequence of the possession of an adequate supply of money, but she simply laughed at him.


Ruthra looked round at us again.


‘How can an ignorant old woman in a village street not respect the ideas of an intelligent, well-educated man like me?’


None of us answered.


She had apparently taken the theft of the apple as a matter of course, and asked him whether he was looking for somebody. He had told her he was looking for anybody who could tell him more about Aipotu.

‘I am from Erewhon,’ he said. ‘Do you remember the days before Aipotu seceded?’


‘Yes, I do,’ she said. ‘I was twenty-eight at the time. I remember it very well.’


He asked her, confident of the answer, ‘Do you miss the old days?’


She laughed.


‘I miss my youth,’ she said, ‘but nothing else.’


As he told us this, Ruthra lifted his hands up level with his ears in a huge shrug. How empty her life must have been – without ambition, without individuality, without success,  and without any hope for the future! 


He looked round at us, plainly believing that we must share his point of view.


His next step had been to explore one of the nearby houses. It was for the  most part similar to the homes of his childhood, but somehow spare and threatening in spite of having a cavorite generator, electric light, and an electric cooker. There were simply not enough possessions. and what possessions there were lacked any sort of elegance. The crockery did not match, and much of it was cracked or repaired. The curtains were decidedly shabby. There were perhaps three books, all with the well-thumbed appearance that distinguishes library books. There were paintings on the wall that had probably been done by children, and Ruthra had felt a depressing certainty that if he had gone into any of the other houses he would have found the same indications of poverty.



He assumed that somewhere there must be larger houses inhabited by people of higher status, so he began to look around for some more imposing buildings.


There was no main street because cavorite technology had made roads unnecessary, just as in Erewhon, but here the houses were surrounded by gardens full of vegetables, fruit and flowers, whereas in Erewhon almost every patch of ground would have been wisely used for housing or industry. However, there were lanes between she gardens, and one of these lanes led away from the cluster of houses and up towards an imposing, old-fashioned building on a slight rise. It looked like the local manor-house, so Ruthra hoped that there he would find some signs of a developed culture.

When he got closer he saw that it extended far behind its elegant façade and was more of a palace than a manor. It might have been one of Victor XIV’s country residences. For a short time Ruthra began to feel at home.

However, as he approached he became aware of the hum of many cavorite generators, and realised that this was no longer a country residence, it was a complex of small industries.

He had found a group of people sitting on the grass near  the wide marble steps leading up to what had obviously once been the main entrance. It was a large enough group to be threatening, but at least these people did not have scythes. There were men, women and children here too, some in overalls, some in what was presumably ordinary everyday wear. He approached one of the women and asked to speak to whoever was in charge.

‘Who’s in charge today?’ the woman had asked, turning to the people beside her.


A girl who appeared to be about ten years old stood up.


‘It’s me,’ she said. ‘What do you want?’


‘I want to speak to someone of importance.’


‘It’s me,’ the girl said again.


One of the men nodded. ‘Yes, it’s her.’


This was so plainly absurd that Ruthra became indignant.


‘I have come from Erewhon,’ he said. ‘I am charged with investigating the progress that has been made in Aipotu in the last forty years. I am not here to chat to children.’


‘You don’t have to chat,’ said the girl. ‘If you want to know something, just ask.’


Ruthra became aware that he was now a subject of general attention and began to experience some anxiety.

‘All I want to know,’ he said, politely, ‘is who is in charge?’


‘I am,’ said the girl.


Ruthra asked her, with heavy sarcasm, how she used her authority to persuade all these people to work. ‘If you are in charge,’ he said, ‘ I assume the factory belongs to you?’


‘Of course it doesn’t,’ said the girl, ‘it belongs to everybody. And that’s why we work here.’


‘When we used money, people used to work in order to get paid,’ explained one of the older workers. ‘If you didn’t have money you couldn’t survive. Now we don’t need money any more because there’s plenty of everything for everyone.’


‘What do you mean, plenty? I don’t see any sign of wealth. Where are the big houses? Where are the idle rich? Where are the servants? I don’t call this plenty.’


‘We don’t have those things in Aipotu any more,’ said the man. ‘No big houses, no idle rich, no servants.’


‘So why do you work, then? Why should anybody work if there is nothing to gain from working?’


‘The work has to be done. Otherwise there would be no food.’


‘We work because we want to,’ said the girl. ‘We see the point of it.’


‘So I don’t suppose you go to school, then, do you? Can you even read?’


‘Calm down, calm down,’ said the man. ‘Of course she can read. Everyone can read.’


A crowd was gathering. 


‘What’s going on?’ someone asked.


‘We’ve got this stupid Erewhonian here who doesn’t understand anything,’ said the girl. ‘He doesn’t even believe that it’s my turn to be in charge.’


‘I think I have learnt quite enough,’ said Ruthra. ‘Thank you for making it so plain.’


He turned and walked deliberately slowly down the hill to his cavorcar, took off and flew back to his familiar world in Erewhon.

  





*
*
*


‘So you see,’ said Ruthra, after finishing his mug of cold coffee, ‘Aipotu is a country with no guiding upper class, no ambition to grow, no government and no trade.’


‘And it doesn’t sound as if there is any human sacrifice, either,’ I said.

 
‘The fact that I did not see it does not mean that it does not happen. Anything may happen when the population seriously submits to the authority of a ten-year-old girl. The Aipotuans have rejected the value of intelligence and experience and chosen to be guided by children and peasants. It would be funny if it was not so tragic. Now do you understand?’


‘I understand that we are more like Erewhon than Aipotu,’ I said.


‘Worse luck,’ said Sophie.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: A PENCIL AND PAPER GAME
There had been a change in the attitude of the young people with whom Ruthra had made friends when he first arrived. Older people had never been particularly friendly, but now he noticed that teenagers too were crossing the street to avoid meeting him. He was worried that Jennifer and Sophie and I might get blamed for his presence and also suffer from this rejection, which made him feel increased pressure to complete his research as quickly as possible. 


Early one evening when, as usual, Mark had dropped in on us, Ruthra returned to the subject of money. He had remembered a quotation from the teachings of the Sunchild, as expounded by George Higgs, that had been omitted from all Erewhonian versions of his teaching. It was the passage in which Christ declared that if you want to be perfect, you must go and sell what you have and give the money to the poor. Ruthra wanted to know whether this ludicrous injunction had ever been taken seriously. 

‘We had a sermon about it when we were at school,’ said Mark. We had

a visiting preacher who actually took it as his text.  “Go and sell all that thou hast, and give the money to the poor,” he said. “This of course does not mean that we should sell all that we have and give the money to the poor.” There was a sigh of relief, because we all came from fairly wealthy families.’


‘Sounds sensible to me,’ said Ruthra. ‘When he was in Erewhon George Higgs declared that it was an element of Christism, but there was much scholarly discussion at Bridgeford and elsewhere about how the words could be adapted to fit Erewhonian values. The professors tried emending the text, so that instead of “what you have,” it said “a little of what you have,” but that seemed utterly trivial, because everyone occasionally gave a few coins to a beggar. They tried arguing that the instruction had been given to a particular young man, at a particular time, and was not intended to have any general application: if it had no general application it was  not worth recording  Eventually they decided that as no one ever actually wanted to be perfect, the message was totally irrelevant, and the sentence should be omitted from the official canon altogether.’

Ruthra felt sure that Britain. too, must have found some excuse for not accepting the full force of the injunction.


‘If you sincerely accepted Christian values,’ he said, ‘surely you would want to be perfect, and therefore give away all that you have. Or do you agree with the Erewhonians?’

‘We certainly accept the text as part of Christ’s teaching,’ I said, ‘but nobody I know actually obeys the instruction fully. Nobody wants to be perfect if the cost is too high.’


‘That’s what I call a sensible reaction,’ said Ruthra.


‘We do give away what we can afford to,’ said Jennifer. ‘We do give money to charities. But we don’t sell everything and turn ourselves into paupers.’


‘We rely on the government to raise taxes so that the poor can be cared for,’ said Mark. ‘Whether we want to or not, we all pay for the National Health Service.’



‘I’d like to give all my money away,’ said Sophie, ‘but I won’t be able to, because if I did I wouldn’t be able to become a useful member of society. I want to be a teacher, and I want to earn my own living.’

‘You are just making excuses,’ said Ruthra. 


‘There is actually plenty of money for everyone in Britain,’ I said, ‘but the super-rich take vastly more than their fair share. If they gave away even half of what they have, no one would be obliged to live in poverty. It’s their fault, really, not ours. People like us who are neither rich nor poor don’t feel we have to take action.’


Ruthra laughed.


‘You are all Erewhonians at heart,’ he said. ‘Not Christite, not Sunchildist but just Ydgrunites.’


‘Ydgrunites?’ said Mark, who had not read the Erewhon  books as carefully as the rest of us.

‘Followers of Mrs Grundy,’ I said. ‘Respectable conformists. Mrs Grundy was the Mary Whitehouse of the nineteenth century.’


‘It’s all because of money,’ said Sophie. ‘If we abolished money like the Aipotuans did, there wouldn’t be any problem. Why do we need money, anyway? . . . Well? Why do we need money?’


No one could immediately think of an answer. It was so obvious that we needed money that the question seemed futile.


Ruthra attempted to sum up our feelings.

‘Money makes the world go round,’ he said, and nudged Mark. ‘Listen to me. I am learning proverbs as well as language.’


‘You’re just showing off,’ said Mark.


Over supper we talked of other things. Ruthra had adapted to our ways to the point where he helped me to clear the table and load the dishwasher, and when we joined the others in the sitting room we found Mark ready with five pencils and five sheets of paper. 


‘I have invented a new game,’ he said. ‘We all have to think of as many answers as possible to Sophie’s question, why do we need money?’

‘Firstly, to make people work,’ said Ruthra. ‘It is better than beating them if they don’t. If there was no punishment and no reward no one would do anything.’


‘Do we have to do this?’ said Jennifer.


Mark was undeterred. ‘Suppose we all lived in Aipotu,’ he said, ‘and we had children who had never seen money, and when they grew up they asked us what it had been for, what would we say? We all have to make secret lists and then we read them out.’

‘How is this a game?’ asked Jennifer. 


‘We score our answers. For each answer you get a score  according to how many people have said more or less the same thing. If everyone has it on their lists you score five. If you are the only person who suggests something it only scores one, or two if two people do, and so on. Whoever gets most points wins.’


‘And everyone else loses,’ said Ruthra. ‘Why do you British always have winners and losers?’


‘It makes it more interesting. The best strategy will be to start with the obvious ones which will score a lot, and then add a few of your own original ideas at the end to get just a little bit ahead of everybody else. It’s the opposite of most games like this – you don’t win by being the most original, you win by being the most ordinary.’

‘An Ydgrunite system,’ I said.


We agreed to give it a try.


There was a pause while we all thought.


‘There isn’t really much to say,’ I said. ‘It is just obvious.’


 ‘It is to buy stuff with,’ said Sophie, ‘but our children would say, “Why do you want to give money for stuff when you can just go and get it for nothing?”’


‘But if everybody went to the supermarket and took whatever they wanted, the shelves would be emptied,’ I said.


‘That’s more or less what happens anyway, for anyone who can afford it,’ said Jennifer. ‘You just go to the supermarket and take whatever you want, and the shelves fill up again.’


‘It’s to make people work,’ said Ruthra, ‘because if they didn’t work they wouldn’t be able to buy what they wanted.’


‘But people want to work, anyway,’ I said. ‘People hate feeling useless. Think of what you saw in Aipotu.’

‘Aipotu!’ snorted Ruthra. For him the very word was despicable.

‘Everyone would want to have expensive cars if they didn’t cost anything,’ said Mark. ‘There wouldn’t be enough expensive cars for everyone. You’d have to control the distribution somehow, and money is an easy way of doing it.’


‘We’re supposed to be writing things down, not talking,’ said Jennifer. 


So we began writing.


I can’t remember who won, but I still have the combined list of all the different suggestions:-


To make people work (or to make people work harder).



So you can buy things you want.



To confirm your status. 


For bribes.



To reward merit.



To give macho men something to boast about. (Sophie suggested that



 one.)



To make it easy to give to charity. (That was Jennifer.)



To control distribution, or to ration things out.


To give people a sense of security.



To satisfy people’s urge to compete. (Mark, of course.)



To keep power in the hands of a small group of wise, wealthy people.



To establish relative values, e.g. twenty loaves of bread equal one book,  



or one day of senior executive work equals six months work as a cleaner.


 To make it easy to gamble.                                                                                     
To make it worth while to do disagreeable jobs.


To put a limit on how many possessions you can have.

I have not recorded all the scoring, but I do remember that the suggestion about keeping power in the hands of a small group of the wise and wealthy only scored one point. Ruthra was the only person to suggest it.


‘What you should have put, Ruthra,’ said Sophie, ‘is “keeping power in the hands of a small group of the greedy and selfish.”’
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: MORE PROBLEMS

We were beginning to receive warnings about Ruthra from a variety of sources. One of the most upsetting was from my father. 



‘Dear Paul,’ he wrote. ‘Your mother has insisted that I write to you to tell you of our worries about your foreign visitor. I am writing rather than telephoning because I want to get my point across without interruption. Please read this letter carefully because this is a third or fourth draft.’ 


This is the rest of the letter:-
You will remember our conversation with Mr Rogers, our current vicar. He has visited me several times since then, because he is afraid that my faith may be shaken. He does not believe Ruthra’s claim to be from Erewhon – all that a fraudster needed, he says, was to have read Samuel Butler’s two books – but he knows I do believe his story, and is afraid that I may be convinced by his extraordinary attacks on Christian moral values.


I tell him, no, no, I am not convinced by the arguments of priests like Hanky and Panky, but he is sure that I am in danger and the more I think about it the more worried I become – not so much for myself as for you and Jennifer and Sophie.


If I am so strongly disturbed by only two encounters, I worry about the effect that a prolonged visit must be having on you.


You tell us that he is on a mission to find out what this country would have to offer Erewhonians if they chose to come here – if they chose to turn us into a colony. He is, in effect, a spy, hoping to conquer Britain and make it part of the Erewhonian empire. Erewhonian, says Ruthra, but why not Russian or Chinese?


He makes no secret of his disapproval of many of our customs. Your mother and I are worried that if you continue to offer him hospitality he will corrupt your minds, and you will yourselves become Sunchildists. Your great-great-grandfather would be appalled.


Please consider breaking off your contact with this dangerous man. There is too much at stake.


With love, 


Dad


I showed the letter first to Jennifer. She read it carefully. 


‘Poor Henry,’ she said. ’I can imagine how he feels.’


She passed it on to Sophie, whose first comment, when she had finished reading it, showed where her sympathies lay.

‘No way is Ruthra Russian or Chinese,’ she said. ‘And what about the riddles that Grandad knew the answers to?’


‘Yes, we know he’s from Erewhon,’ I said, ‘but we haven’t been telling anyone else because we knew no one would believe it.’


‘Is it true that we are falling under his influence?’ asked Jennifer. ‘Since Henry makes the accusation we must make an honest response. Are we becoming Sunchildists?’


‘No way,’ said Sophie. ‘I like Ruthra a lot, but some of his opinions are monstrous. He makes Thatcher seem like the angel of mercy.’


‘Do we all think that my Dad’s wrong, then?’ I asked.


It seemed that we did.


‘So what do I say to him?’


‘Vague reassurance,’ said Jennifer. ‘Tell him that Ruthra is not going to be staying much longer. Say that we will be sorry to see him go, but he will be going anyway. Say that he has been genuinely seeking information but not trying to change our minds about anything.’


‘But we don’t know whether that’s true,’ said Sophie.


‘It’s important to know how to lie,’ I said.


‘Sunchildist!’ jeered Sophie. 


So I wrote to my father, adopting Jennifer’s suggestions, as I usually do.





*

*   

*
And then Barry at the corner shop reported hostility from his customers. Ruthra, who had been welcomed as an interesting visitor in May, had noticed that he was no longer popular and had taken to buying his daily papers further away.


‘It’s not his colour,’ said Barry, ‘although some of my customers do comment on it. It’s the way he started as a visitor and seems to have become a resident. They are worried about him taking their jobs and using the NHS and converting young men into jihadists.’


‘He hasn’t taken anyone’s job,’ I said.


‘Claiming benefit, then.’


‘He isn’t claiming benefit either.’


‘Try telling that to my customers. What’s he living on, then, they’ll ask.’


‘He brought money with him. He’s paying his own way.’


‘Then where did that money come from, they’ll say. If he’s not doing any of the other naughty things they accuse him of then either he’s dealing in drugs or he’s getting paid as spy. Or he’s a people-smuggler.’


Barry paused for a moment, looking anxiously towards the door of the shop.


‘Don’t get me wrong, but some of them say he’s probably a suicide bomber. I like the guy, I stand up for him when they say that sort of thing, but it’s getting so bad that I feel quite awkward when I meet him in the street. He still wants to be friendly and so do I, know what I mean? But when other people are around – my customers, mainly – I kind of like ignore him. You can tell him that. If he’s going to stay around much longer it’s going to get really nasty. You can tell him that. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not that I don’t like him, it’s just that he can’t seem to fit in, like. He can’t really explain himself.’





*

*   

*


And then there was an anonymous letter posted through our letter-box. It was mostly a mishmash of obscene abuse, but the message was clear enough: if we did not want to have our windows smashed, we had better throw Ruthra out into the street as soon as possible.








*

*

*





And then Jennifer was visited by Susan Tarleton, accompanied by three of the people who had attended her party – Mary Gordon, who was worried about immigration, Carol Masterson, the enthusiast for the University of the Third Age and Tom Coulton, the right-winger who saw any complexion darker than a holiday tan. as a threat. They came on a Saturday morning, when they knew I would be at the library.


‘Darling,’ said Susan, ‘we felt we absolutely had to come and talk to you. For your own sake.’


‘Hallo, Susan,’ said Jennifer. ‘Do come in. Come in all of you. Would you like some coffee?’


‘Perfect,’ said Susan. ‘If it’s not too much trouble.’


‘White,’ said Tom, ‘with three sugars.’


‘Make yourselves at home and I’ll see what I can find.’


While she was in the kitchen Jennifer could hear their excited voices, but they were slightly lowered so she could not quite hear what they were saying. She imagined them sitting close together on the sofa and the two armchairs on either side of the fireplace, leaning forward eagerly.


When it was ready she carried in coffee and biscuits, milk and sugar, and the distribution of all this took what seemed surprisingly long time, perhaps because they were all waiting to see what the results of this visit would be. 


‘Well, Jennifer,’ said Susan. ‘We felt we absolutely had to talk to you. For your own sake.’’


I saw that this was a prepared speech, because it was, word for word, exactly what She had said when they arrived. 


‘As you know,’ said Tom Coulton, ‘we have been fighting to keep Manor Terrace an immigrant-free zone.’


‘Tom’s been marvellous,’ said Mary Gordon. ‘He knows all the planners and all the estate agents. No flies on Tom.’


‘Successful until now,’ said Tom, ‘but now, without so much as a by-your-leave, your husband Paul has introduced a so-called cousin with a dubious complexion who seems to be becoming a fixture.’


‘He really is Paul’s cousin,’ said Jennifer. ‘A second cousin or a third cousin or something.’


‘I’ve always had my suspicions about Paul,’ said Tom. ‘Something about his nose.’


‘He was terribly rude to me at your party,’ said Carol Masterson. ‘He just didn’t know how to behave. He stared at me in a most disturbing way, and he took a whole handful of twiglets without offering me any. And when I tried to help him to feel at ease by telling him about the University of the Third Age he paid no attention at all. I invited him to come and give us a talk, and he refused!’


‘He comes from abroad,’ said Jennifer. ‘They probably have a different idea of good manners where he comes from.’


‘Half-civilised,’ said Tom. ‘If that. Suicide bombers to a man.’


‘The last straw,’ said Susan, ‘was when Carol told us what she had heard from a retired policeman at the University of the Third Age. He was giving a talk on crime. You tell her, Carol.’


‘Well,’ said Carol, ready with her own prepared contribution. ‘He told us that the gossip at the station was all about a passport in a foreign language.’


 ‘No one has been able to translate it,’ said Tom.


‘And now,’ said Carol,  ‘some nosy child has  discovered some photographs in a skip – photographs of your coloured cousin.’

‘I’m not surprised,’ said Jennifer. ‘Children are always snapping him. He arouses a lot of interest.’


‘Her parents took the pictures to the police station, and apparently they were a set taken in a photo booth. They match the photograph on the passport.’


‘That’s just gossip,’ said Jennifer. ‘I’m surprised you pay any attention to it.’

‘I trust my source,’ said Carol.


‘If it turns out to be true,’ insisted Jennifer, ‘it’s only a strange coincidence. Ruthra has been keeping his passport in a drawer in his bedroom.’ 


That was her brave attempt at an expedient lie, but Susan merely tried another angle, which also seemed to have been rehearsed.

‘You really must stand up to Paul,’ she said. ‘We know you think just like us, but you feel you must humour your gullible husband and his imaginary cousin. Think of the risks. Think of what happened on the underground.’


‘I’d like to see anyone trying to humour Paul,’ said Jennifer, ‘when he’s following up some particular idea.’


‘Exactly,’ said Tom. ‘That’s why we have come to offer you our support.’


‘Don’t you worry about us,’ said Jennifer. ‘We know he is Paul’s cousin, and we all love him.’


‘And I expect he loves that Sophie of yours,’ said Mary Gordon. ‘We saw them going off together early this morning.’


‘Really, Mary!’ said Jennifer. ‘Sophie’s twenty-one and Ruthra is twice that age. And Sophie has a steady boy-friend.’


‘We all know what young people get up to these days,’ said Susan.


‘It lowers the tone of the street,’ said Mary.


‘If you ask me he’s a terrorist,’ said Tom. ‘There, I’ve said it. You had the police round the other day, didn’t you? Did they find anything?’


‘That was about something completely different.’


‘I know,’ said Mary. ‘It was about the way he was attracting a bunch of hoodies and chatting with them in the street. I felt quite uncomfortable walking down the street to get to my own front door. I was the person who complained to the police.’


‘He knocks another thousand off the value of our houses every time he shows his face,’ said Tom.


Jennifer stood her ground, but when they finally left she felt more offended that she had been by the anonymous letter. Discreet middle-class racism was somehow more offensive than honest hatred. The news about the photographs, though, seemed considerably more dangerous than either. She immediately rang up Nancy, and asked her to come round.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: CRISIS

When I got home that evening, Nancy was already there. They were all sitting round the kitchen table, Jennifer, Sophie, Mark, Nancy and Ruthra himself. 


Nancy explained the situation to me.


‘We treated the creation of the passport as if it was just a joke,’ she said, ‘but if the story about the police is true we are really in trouble. They may turn up at any moment, arrest Ruthra and probably charge all of you as well, for aiding and abetting. And if they start investigating and find out about the gold that was sold, that will make things even worse.’


‘I am terribly sorry,’ said Ruthra. ‘I had no idea that the law could apply to people of your class. I have done you a terrible disservice.’


‘God, your English has got much better,’ said Mark. ‘Disservice! What a word!’


‘Shut up, Mark,’ said Sophie. ‘This is really serious. Is there anywhere we can hide Ruthra away?’


‘Have you got a priest-hole?’ said Ruthra. ‘There’s another word for you, Mark.’ 


He and Mark both laughed.


‘We haven’t got any time for jokes,’ said Nancy. ‘We don’t want to hide Ruthra, we want him to disappear altogether. Luckily he can get away easily enough, as long as he has been telling the truth about leyline connections and his cavorite shoes.’


‘Yes, it’s all true,’ said Ruthra. 


‘You sound convincing,’ said Nancy, ‘but you have told us that Erewhonians are taught how to lie.’


‘We only lie when it is expedient,’ said Ruthra, indignantly.


‘So you are all right, then, as long as you can get away in time. But Jennifer and Paul can’t just disappear into thin air. It’s Jennifer and Paul we have to think of.’


‘Why shouldn’t they come back to Erewhon?’ said Ruthra. ‘Paul is a descendant of the Sunchild. He would get a great reception. He would be almost a god.’


‘I don’t want to be a god,’ I said.

‘All right,’ said Ruthra. ‘I can see it wouldn’t do. You don’t look divine. And in any case we have not got enough cavorite for both of you. You’re going to have to stay behind.’

‘We have our lives here,’ said Jennifer. ‘Our lives would be broken, even if we took Sophie with us. And we have Paul’s parents to think of.’


‘And Mark,’ said Sophie.


‘It would be like committing suicide,’ said Jennifer.


There was a long pause.


‘I have a suggestion,’ said Nancy. ‘I have been thinking about it all afternoon, and I think it is our only chance.’


We all turned to look at her.


‘First, Ruthra must disappear and then Paul and Jennifer must go to the police to report his disappearance. You must be angry. You have trusted him all this time and now you have found out that he is not what he has been pretending to be. He must be something really sinister. Perhaps he is a Sicilian murderer on the run from a rival Mafia gang.’


‘We’ll look absolute idiots,’ I said.


‘Better than being locked up in gaol for forgery,’ said Jennifer. 


‘And we know you’re not idiots,’ said Sophie. ‘It doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks.’


‘It is important,’ said Nancy, ‘that you should complain to the police before they make a move. You must take the initiative. Demand that the police find this man who has been taking advantage of you.’


‘But he hasn’t been taking advantage of us,’ I said. ‘He hasn’t done anything wrong.’


‘He’d better do something wrong as soon as possible,’ said Nancy.


‘Would it help if I were to steal something?’ asked Ruthra.


‘What on earth have we got that is worth stealing?’ said Jennifer.


‘Perhaps we could say that you’ve just been using us as a base while you have been doing something sinister,’ I said.


‘Drug-dealing,’ said Sophie. ‘That could be why the young people hang around you.’


‘You could be a member of one of those gangs that grooms young girls for prostitution,’ suggested Mark. ‘I think we can make up any story we like. Nobody around here has believed the true story anyway. People will just laugh at you for being the last people to see through him.’


‘The trouble with any of the crimes we have suggested,’ said Nancy, ‘is that they would all be investigated by the police. The total absence of witnesses would be inexplicable. Where are the girls he has been grooming? Who has been buying his drugs? It would just get Jennifer and Paul into another mess.’


Ruthra got up and went to stand by the window, facing the room so the light from behind him made it difficult to see his expression.


‘I know what you must do,’ he said. ‘I have been described as a savage and a heathen and a barbarian. All I have to do is to demonstrate that these accusations are true. I must fall into a frenzy, seize the bread-knife and attack Jennifer. Paul can burst in just in time and stop me, and I can just run away. And Paul and Jennifer can call the police and ask for protection.’


He paused, while we considered this idea.


‘I would of course have disappeared a day or two earlier,’ he concluded. 


‘Whatever we decide,’ said Nancy, ‘the sooner you disappear the better. Will you need to go back to Battersea power station?’


‘Even with cavorite shoes it would be a difficult jump,’ said Ruthra. ‘Is there some other pillar somewhere that is not quite so high?’


‘There must be other tall pillars in London,’ said Nancy. ‘What about Nelson’s Column?’


‘Too public,’ said Mark.

‘Big Ben,’ I suggested.


‘No good,’ said Ruthra. ‘It’s got a clock inside it.’

‘Cleopatra’s Needle,’ suggested Sophie.


‘Yes,’ said Nancy. ‘Cleopatra’s needle, when it’s getting dark. Would Cleopatra’s needle do, Ruthra? It’s just a tall spike of stone.’


‘ Probably,’ said Ruthra. ‘Do you know how tall it is?’



‘Twenty metres or so, I would guess,’ said Mark.


‘It would be easy to get there,’ said Nancy. ‘District line to Charing Cross and then a short walk. I could take you there. But I shall be sorry to see you go.’


Jennifer and I had dropped out of this excited discussion. We were considering our own role. Unfortunately we had neither of us had an Erewhonian education and we were not good at lying.


‘How much are you going to want to take with you?’ asked Nancy. ‘Can you get it together right away? We really need to get rid of you tonight.’


‘I won’t need to take much. Just my notes and my same old rucksack. And my Erewhonian clothes. I’ll have to travel in these.’ He spread out his hands to indicate his inconspicuously normal clothes.


‘Mark and me will come too,’ said Sophie. ‘Just as far as the Needle. If we are a little group of people standing around it won’t be so obvious when you disappear. The group will just be a little bit smaller – three people instead of four.’


‘Come back and get me at about ten,’ said Ruthra. ‘I want to have a last talk with Paul and Jennifer.’


‘Is that settled, then?’ said Nancy.


There were slightly doubtful grunts and we all more or less shrugged our shoulders. No one had any better suggestion to make.


‘OK, then.’ Nancy seemed to have taken charge. ‘And when we have seen you off, we’ll come straight back here and have a rehearsal with Paul and Jennifer so they know what they have to do.’


The three young people left the house, and Ruthra, Jennifer and I found ourselves alone together.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: A LAST CONVERSATION

‘Things are moving pretty fast,’ I said.


‘It’s just as well,’ said Jennifer.


We all looked at each other. Jennifer stood up and went round the table to give Ruthra a hug.


‘It’s not that we want to get rid of you,’ she said. ‘It’s been wonderful to have you here.’


‘It has been wonderful to be here,’ said Ruthra, politely. ‘I shall be sorry to leave. It is very sudden.’


‘What are you going to take with you?’ asked Jennifer.


‘Just what I brought with me. Except for the gold.’


I had completely forgotten about the gold. We owed Ruthra £80,000.


‘I’m leaving the money for the gold with you. There is no use for your money in Erewhon.’


‘But – ,’ said Jennifer.


‘There is no need. I was given the gold to enable me to investigate your country. That is what I have done.’


‘But – ,’ I said.


‘You are being very foolish. I realise now that I should have expected it. In Erewhon if you are offered money you accept it without question, and then ask for more.’


‘I feel we are stealing from you,’ I said.


‘What if you are? No one is suffering from the theft, and you are benefiting. It is sensible.’’


‘You must take something from us, then,’ said Jennifer. ‘Something to remind you of your time here.’


‘I shall never forget my time here. And I have my notes, and my collection of postcards. But I should like to take something for my children. I should like to take the books you used for my first lessons. The books of Doctor Seuss. “I do not like green eggs and ham.” I shall have to translate them for my children but they will enjoy the pictures. Children’s books in Erewhon are for study, not enjoyment. They are works they have to learn by heart, not works that make them laugh.’


‘Have them all,’ said Jennifer, ‘if you can pack them in. I’m sure Sophie won’t mind. But what are you going to take for your wife?’


‘For Nosila? Nothing,’ said Ruthra. ‘She will not expect any material gifts. My safe return will be enough for her, and she can look at my postcards. She is used to buying everything she wants.’



‘But there must be some things here that she would like to have that you can’t get in Erewhon.’


‘There is nothing. But I shall leave something behind for you. There is plenty in Erewhon that you cannot buy in England. I shall leave you my second pair of cavorite shoes.’


‘You’ve already given us a huge sum of money, and you won’t let us give you anything,’ I said.


‘You have looked after me for almost three months,’ said Ruthra. ‘I will go and pack.’


‘I’m afraid you have been very disappointed by what you have found here,’ I said.


‘Disappointed, in a way, yes. But proud, too, to be an Erewhonian when we have made so much more progress in the last hundred years than has been made here in England. I feel better able to be proud .’


He stood up and left the room.


‘We’re going to miss him,’ I said, ‘in spite of his nuisance value.’

‘I’ll get fish and chips for supper,’ said Jennifer. ‘At least that is something you can’t get in Erewhon.’


‘He’ll be pleased.’


Jennifer went to the kitchen to get some money from her bag and hurried out to the chippy. I sat back in my armchair and thought.


What had we learnt from Ruthra’s visit? He had questioned our values in many different areas, but he had not changed our minds. He had been an interesting companion because he was so interested in us, but he had not revealed much about himself. I did not even know whether he had collected all the information he needed, or whether he had changed his views about the possible colonisation of our country. He had some dreadful opinions, but he was friendly, helpful and easily amused. It seemed impossible that he could have been thinking of armed invasion, and anyway he had told us that the Erewhonian army was purely decorative. If they decided to invade, Britain would certainly have been superior in terms of armaments.

And then there was the question of the manner of his departure. Would this leyline travel really work? And the extraordinary drama that Jennifer and I were going to have to perform. Would we be able to carry that off?


There was a loud rapping at the front door and I was on my feet in an instant, completely bewildered. The police already, I thought. Was it too late to get Ruthra to hide? If I called out whoever was at the door would hear me. If I didn’t call out I would have to let them in anyway.


There was another sharp knock. I went to the front door and opened it a crack. It was Jennifer.


‘I forgot my key,’ she said. ‘What took you so long?’


‘I thought you were the police,’ I said.


‘The sooner we get Ruthra out of the house the better,’ she said.


Ruthra came downstairs with a packed rucksack on one shoulder and a pair of shoes in his other hand, their soles carefully vertical


‘Here,’ he said. ‘Try these.’


‘Not till we have eaten,’ said Jennifer, firmly. ‘I’ve got you a final dish of fish and chips.’


‘And mushy peas?’ asked Ruthra.


‘And mushy peas.’


‘Marvellous.’


We went into the kitchen. Jennifer put out plates and a large bottle of tomato sauce and we sat down to eat. 


‘What I want to know,’ I said, ‘is whether you have found all the information you were looking for.’


‘I’ve found enough,’ said Ruthra.


‘What report are you going to give the King about your proposal for colonisation?’


‘That it’s out of the question.’


Jennifer and I both gasped, partly from surprise and partly from relief. Ruthra luckily took it for surprise, and explained his decision.


‘ Kahabuka tried to convert Erewhon to Christism, and failed. If we tried to convert your people to Sunchildism we would fail too. But that’s not all. I shall be going back to tell the King that Britain would be no place for Erewhonians to live. You tolerate disease and poverty and even allow people to be miserable. And you have a crazy respect for machines. There is some beautiful countryside and many of your people are kind, but it is all doomed. Within a few years you will be ruled by machines that will govern you to suit their own interests.’


‘You could bring us cavorite,’ I said. ‘You could save our planet.’


‘If you gave your machines cavorite they would have unlimited power,’ said Ruthra. ‘You would only accelerate their supremacy.’


‘We could programme the machines to work for us.’


‘Or they could force you to work for them. There are two major issues you English people have not understood. One is this threat of the machines, and the other is that you have not grasped the fundamental truth that perfection can only be achieved by the destruction of the imperfect.’


‘There seems to be some sort of truth in that.’


‘But you don’t believe it whole-heartedly. There are three steps that any society has to take in order to achieve perfection. Universal health is achieved by excluding the sick. Universal happiness is achieved by getting rid of the unhappy, and universal wealth is achieved by allowing the poor to starve.’


He had never expressed himself so bluntly before. Jennifer and I were dumbfounded. We had somehow assumed that his extreme views were a pretence, or at the very least an exaggeration.


‘There, you see,’ said Ruthra. ‘You don’t understand. And that’s part of the reason that I would never recommend Erewhon to invade. When we need more space we will simply move into Aipotu, where they speak the same language. Here the machines have already got eyes in every office and sitting-room in the country. They will be the absolute masters within a few years. You British would rather be ruled by machines and kept comfortable and entertained than rule yourselves and create a world to your own design.’


When we had finished our fish and chips and mushy peas and followed them up with cornettos, Ruthra fetched the cavorite shoes and persuaded me to put them on. 

‘You’ll find it takes a bit of practice to keep your balance. There’s just a small patch of cavorite under in the middle of each sole. You aren’t going to be able to fly.’


The first problem was simply putting the shoes on. When I tried putting the left shoe down on the floor so I could slide my food into it, it tilted awkwardly on one side. Ruthra had to show me how to put the shoe on without allowing the sole to be horizontal. When I had both shoes on and laced up, I tried standing. It was an extremely strange sensation. My feet began jumping about without my instructing them.


‘Get your weight over your soles,’ said Ruthra. ‘Then you will be able to hold them down. Each of the cavorite patches creates a cone of weightlessness. If you find it too unmanageable to start with, stretch out your arms. They will be well outside the cavorite cones and will give you the weight you feel you need.’


He was right. If I kept my hands down by my sides I was almost weightless, and even with my arms extended I weighed very little. When I experimented with a small jump I hit my head on the ceiling.


‘Careful,’ laughed Ruthra. ‘The other way to limit the weightlessness is to turn your feet on their sides, or stand on tiptoe. When the cavorite plates are vertical they have hardly any effect.’ 


I tried that, and as long as the cavorite plates were approaching a vertical position I felt merely unsteady, but as soon as I tipped one towards the horizontal, I had to make sure that I had enough weight in the rest of my body to hold it down.


‘If you get both soles horizontal and keep your hands tightly by your side,’ said Ruthra, ‘you will probably hit the ceiling again. It takes a bit of time to get used to. It’s best to practise indoors, because if you go out of doors you may shoot up to a dangerous height and then not be able to control your descent. It’s like riding a bicycle. Once you can do it you won’t be able to understand why it was so difficult, and you’ll never forget it.’


I attempted to go round the room but my feet kept disobeying me. It was like trying to walk on stilts with nothing for my hands to hold on to. I spent more time on the floor than standing upright.


‘That’s enough for the first try,’ said Ruthra.


I sat on the sofa,  took the shoes off and laid them carefully on their sides. It was like trying to make a sheet of paper stand up vertically. 


‘Put a book on them, or something,’ said Ruthra, laughing.


I took the battered dictionary off the table to hold the shoes down, and Ruthra became solemn.

 
‘There is more that I can do for you. I have enjoyed your hospitality for three months, and I would like to give you something in return. I have nothing else concrete to give you, so I am going to give you some important advice. England is far behind Erewhon in terms of civilisation. To an Erewhonian you would seem pathetically blind. The way you ignore the impending threat of mechanical tyranny is only one example of your intellectual blindness. Another is your peculiarly naive attitude to the idea of truth. The truth is not what is actually there, it is what people have been persuaded to believe is there. That is how politicians govern. They persuade you to believe what they want you to believe. In your newspapers I have read of politicians talking of an age of full employment, and of their wish to return to that age. They could achieve that end by one simple assertion – that anyone who is out of work is to be treated as non-existent. The statistics would be transformed immediately.

‘In England there still seems to be a foolish notion that facts can be expressed in words: in Erewhon it is generally understood that words create facts. Eloquence is the art of concealing thought in prolonged streams of words. Dr Downie, in the age of George Higgs, was famed as the man who could say nothing in more words than any man of his generation. He could say nothing and draw whatever conclusions he liked.


‘There is a relevant quotation from George Higgs himself. He said, “It is a distinguishing peculiarity” – I don’t like that word – “It is a distinguishing characteristic of the Erewhonians that when they profess themselves to be quite certain about any matter, and avow it as a base on which they are to build a system of practice, they seldom quite believe in it. If they smell a rat about the precincts of a cherished institution, they will always stop their noses to it if they can.”
 I have noticed that you usually do the opposite. If you smell a rat you are inclined to abandon the institution as a whole.’


‘I don’t agree,’ I said. ‘Take the National Health Service. People are always smelling rats, but no one would think of undermining it.’ 


That was still the general opinion in 2005.



‘And finally,’ said Ruthra, without responding to me, ‘you are arrogant enough to believe that your own actions contribute in some way to some greater purpose, but the greater purpose you are aiming for seems to be an ever-improving level of comfort.’


‘No, no,’ I said. ‘I can’t allow you to say that.’


‘What are you living for, then?’


I could not find an answer to this huge question at such short notice, but Jennifer had no trouble with it.


‘We are living because we want to improve the lives of others.’


I was slightly embarrassed by the piety of this claim.


‘No, Paul, I can see you don’t like me saying it, but you believe it too. It’s inside all of us. We are rewarded by our own pleasure in creating happiness or easing distress. That’s what gives life meaning.’


‘That’s absolutely charming, Jennifer,’ said Ruthra, ‘but it is complete nonsense. It isn’t life that matters, it’s health, wealth and happiness, and the way we achieve these is by eliminating the sick, the poor and the miserable.’


‘That’s the standard right-wing view,’ I said, ‘although they don’t eliminate those people, they simply ignore them. But they would never be able to put any such policy into practice in this country. The British people would not allow it.’

Remember that this was in 2005.
 
‘We live to conform,’ said Ruthra, ‘we live for status, we live to be as much like other people’s ideal figures as possible. That is how we reward ourselves. That is what we have been designed to do. Our ambition is to achieve status by conforming. If we share other people’s opinions they will trust us and follow us. We can use as many lies as we like as long as they don’t damage the social fabric.’


‘But it is shameful to lie,’ I said.


‘That’s not what they teach in Erewhonian schools,’ said Ruthra. ‘It’s quite true that lying is dishonest, but it is not stupid.’


We were engrossed in conversation, but we were still nervous enough to jump when we heard a key turning in the lock of the front door. 


‘Here we are,’ said Sophie. ‘Are you ready, Ruthra?’

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: CONCLUSION

Ruthra was indeed ready, but he wanted a last game of racing demon before he left, so we cleared the kitchen table and brought out the cards. It is impossible to play racing demon and converse at the same time, so there was no opportunity to discuss the lecture Ruthra had given Jennifer and me. We would have time to think about that later.


Sophie asked him between games whether he would write to us when he got back to Erewhon, and he said no, that would not be possible. In the hundred years since the death of Kahabuka and the expulsion of his missionaries there had been no connection between Erewhon and the outside world. There was no postal delivery via the leylines.


‘Go!’ shouted Mark, so gaining a few seconds advantage as the rest of us organised our cards. 


At the end of that game Sophie asked why Erewhon had cut itself off, when travel by leyline seemed so easy.


‘It is because your world is corrupt,’ said Ruthra. ‘I was only allowed to come because the King wanted to get rid of me. I remembered our great-great-grandfather, and believed that there might be much to learn from his civilisation. The King sent me here to prove to me that I was wrong.’


‘But surely you were right,’ said Sophie.


I knew the Erewhonian answer.


‘What matters in Erewhon is not the truth itself,’ I said. ‘What matters is whatever people believe to be the truth.’


‘A very legalistic answer,’ said Nancy.






*

*

*
They left the house soon after ten. Jennifer and I said goodbye in the hall. There was no European kissing, only Erewhonian cheek stroking, which was in some ways more affecting, because when you stroke someone’s cheek you can look them in the eyes at the same time, rather than staring past their heads.


It was beginning to get dark. Ruthra went ahead with Nancy, who was to help him with his oyster card, followed half a minute later by Sophie and Mark. They reached the tube station without being recognised, took the train to Charing Cross as planned, and walked down to the Embankment. 


When they reached Cleopatra’s Needle, which rose right out of the light of the street-lamps, a group of teenage boys were paying a fleeting visit to the two sphinxes, climbing on their backs and laughing and shouting. They left when Ruthra and his group arrived. 


On the river side of the monument there was a young couple sitting on the steps. They were more interested in each other than anything that might be going on at our side of the Needle.


‘Before you go I would like to give you a leaving present,’ said Mark. ‘Something to remember us by.’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Ruthra. ‘I’ll never forget you.’


‘And we’ll never forget you,’ said Mark, ‘but you may find these useful.’


He put his hand into his pocket and drew out two packs of cards.


‘Thank you,’ said Ruthra, laughing. ‘I shall have many copies made when I get home.’

There was much mutual cheek-stroking, and then he took a last look round and leapt smoothly up into the air. Sophie told us that when he reached the height of the point of the Needle  he stepped onto it, felt around above his head with one hand, shouted ‘Goodbye’ and then raised his other hand and simply disappeared.


‘Cavorite I can sort of understand,’ said Mark, ‘but leyline travel is beyond me.’


They chatted as they walked back to the tube station. They had not heard Ruthra’s condemnation of European culture and credited him with views that broadly resembled their own.


‘I’d had enough of him, really,’ said Sophie. ’Three months is a long visit from a distant, distant cousin. Even a nice one, like Ruthra.’


‘He says he won’t write,’ said Mark, ‘but do you think he will come back one day with an invading army?’


‘He’s much too nice to be part of an invading army,’ said Sophie. ‘He’s too soft and gentle.’


‘In many ways,’ said Nancy, ‘he seems to be one of the most civilised people that I have ever met.’


When I heard about this conversation I realised that Ruthra was partly right. The truth was not what had really happened, but what everyone believed to have happened. It wasn’t the real truth that mattered, it was the accepted truth. It was best to leave Nancy in her happy ignorance.

The accepted truth also served us well when we called the police to deal with Ruthra’s imagined assault on Jennifer. They were only too ready to believe that we had been made fools of, and that they had been right to be suspicious. Susan Tarleton and her friends treated us with a slightly condescending sympathy, confident that they had seen through Ruthra and we had been ridiculously naive.


We had to avoid making ostentatious use of Ruthra’s £80,000. Jennifer, Sophie, Mark, Nancy and I  met to discuss the various options.


‘We could do with a new cooker,’ said Jennifer. ‘No one would think that was anything out of the ordinary.’


‘And a new car,’ I said.


‘A new second-hand car,’ said Jennifer.


‘You haven’t even made a dent in £80,000 yet,’ said Nancy.


‘What about giving it all to some charity?’ said Sophie.


‘What about an expensive holiday?’ I suggested.


‘What would Ruthra like it to be spent on?’ asked Nancy.


That inspired me with what I still think of as the right answer. What matters is not the truth, but what other people think is the truth.


‘I think, to please Ruthra,’ I said, ‘we should give the money to charities that support health, wealth and happiness.’


‘I can’t think of any charity that supports wealth,’ said Nancy. ‘I think that one can be ruled out.’


‘What makes people happy?’ asked Sophie.


‘The arts?’ suggested Nancy.


‘Ruthra wasn’t much interested in art,’ said Sophie. ‘He never went to the theatre and he hated music. He said it hurt his ears.’


‘So that leaves health,’ said Mark, cheerfully. ‘Cancer research? Great Ormond Street? Médecins sans Frontières?’


‘Sounds good to me,’ I said.


‘Just a little bit for a new cooker,’ said Jennifer.


‘And a bit more for a second-hand car.’


So that was what was decided. Nancy did all the arrangements. The gift-aid that she managed to organise covered the cooker but not the car.


When I went back to re-read my ancestor’s experiences in Erewhon, I came across this passage:

I had fallen upon a set of people who, in spite of their high civilisation and many excellences, had been so warped by the mistaken views presented to them during childhood from generation to generation, that it was impossible to see how they could ever clear themselves.

That was what George thought of the Erewhonians, and at last I understood that it was also exactly what Ruthra thought of us. Over the years I have come to see that  he was right. 


Ever since his visit I have been trying to persuade people about the justice of Aipotuan society, but I have been mocked, ignored and regarded as a hippy ​– outdated, sentimental and unrealistic. When I watch the news in the evening with increasing horror, I wonder whether the time is approaching when we can hope for a government that not only rejects the Erewhonian assumption that the accepted truth is more important than the real truth, but also promotes the Aipotuan solution to the problem of growth. 

Ruthra would be disgusted.
POSTSCRIPT

It is now over ten years since Ruthra’s visit, and when I cannot get to sleep at night I play a new version of Mark’s game about the uses of money. The way my game works is that I have to imagine I am living in a Britain that has long been converted to   Aitopuan ideals,  and am looking mockingly back at the beginning of the twenty-first century. I have to think of as many questions as possible that begin, ‘Do you remember when . . . ?’


There are no competitors, so there is no system of scoring, I just have to try to make the list as long as possible, and to remember every individual question. It is rather like ‘I packed my bag and in it I put,’ which is a very dull game to play by yourself. In my game there is just enough interest to keep you going until you drop off to sleep. I seldom manage more than a dozen questions, but, at the risk of diminishing the effectiveness of my soporific, I am going to write some of them down. 


Here is what I remember of last night’s list:


Do you remember when




people bought expensive things just to show off their wealth?




there were 650 MPs and only 128 of them were women?




there were traffic jams on motorways?




most work was so sedentary that people went to gyms to get their exercise?




people believed that the existence of God explained everything?




Richard Dawkins believed that everything contradicted the existence of God?




there were burglars?




there were bankers?




homeless people slept in the streets and sometimes starved?




parents were punished if their children did not turn up at school?




growth was seen as essential?




important men wore ties and there was no corresponding signal of status 



for women?




there weren’t enough houses for people to live in?




people believed that wealth made you happy?


Since there is no scoring system, trivial things are just as valid as major issues, and there is no need for any of the suggestions to be new. We all know these things, we just do not do anything about them and quickly drop off to sleep.
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� Ibid,  p 202


� Erewhon, p 220


� Erewhon Revisited, chapter 28, postscript





� See Erewhon Revisited, Chapter I


� From further details that Ruthra told us of later, I imagine that this must have been Baalbek, in Lebanon


� Erewhon Revisited, p. 74


� Erewhon, p. 174


� Erewehon, p. 127





� Erewhon Revisited, p. 72


� Erewhon, p 94


� 1960 in our system.


� 1975 in our system


� Erewhon, p 182


� Erewhon, p. 142
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