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My Wood

E. M. Forster

A few years ago I wrote a book which dealt in part with the difficulties of the English in
India. Feeling that they would have had no difficulties in India themselves, the Americans read
the book freely. The more they read it the better it made them feel, and a cheque to the author
was the result. I bought a wood with the cheque. It is not a large wood—it contains scarcely
any trees, and it is intersected, blast it, by a public foot-path. Still, it is the first property that I
have owned, so it is right that other people should participate in my shame, and should ask
themselves, in accents that will vary in horror, this very important question: What is the effect
of property upon the character? Don’t let’s touch economics; the effect of private ownership
upon the community as a whole is another question—a more important question, perhaps, but
another one. Let’s keep to psychology. If you own things, what’s their effect on you? What'’s
the effect on me of my wood?

In the first place, it makes me feel heavy. Property does have this effect. Property
produces men of weight, and it was a man of weight who failed to get into the Kingdom of
Heaven. He was not wicked, that unfortunate millionaire in the parable, he was only stout; he
stuck out in front, not to mention behind, and as he wedged himself this way and that in the
crystalline entrance and bruised his well-fed flanks, he saw beneath him a comparatively slim
camel passing through the eye of a needle’ and being woven into the robe of God. The
Gospels” all through couple stoutness and slowness. They point out what is perfectly obvious,
yet seldom realized: that if you have a lot of things you cannot move about a lot, that furniture
requires dusting, dusters require servants, servants require insurance stamps, and the whole
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tangle of them makes you think twice before you accept an invitation to dinner or go for a
bathe in the Jordan’. Sometimes the Gospels proceed further and say with Tolstoy® that
property is sinful; they approach the difficult ground of asceticism here, where I cannot follow
them. But as to the immediate effects of property on people, they just show straightforward
logic. It produces men of weight. Men of weight cannot, by definition, move like the lightning
from the East unto the West, and the ascent of a fourteen-stone bishop into a pulpit is thus the
exact antithesis of the coming of the Son of Man. My wood makes me feel heavy.

In the second place, it makes me feel it ought to be larger. The other day I heard a twig
snap in it. I was annoyed at first, for 1 thought that someone was blackberrying, and
depreciating the value of the undergrowth. On coming nearer, [ saw it was not a man who had
trodden on the twig and snapped it, but a bird, and I felt pleased. My bird. The bird was not
equally pleased. Ignoring the relation between us, it took flight as soon as it saw the shape of
my face, and flew straight over the boundary hedge into a field, the property of Mrs. Henessy,
where it sat down with a loud squawk. It had become Mrs. Henessy’s bird. Something seemed
grossly amiss here, something that would not have occurred had the wood been larger. I could
not afford to buy Mrs. Henessy out, I dared not murder her, and limitations of this sort beset me
on every side. Ahab’ did not want that vineyard—he only needed it to round off his property,
preparatory to plotting a new curve— and all the land around my wood has become necessary
to me in order to round off the wood. A boundary protects. But—poor little thing—the
boundary ought in its turn to be protected. Noises on the edge of it. Children throw stones. A
little more, and then a little more, until we reach the sea. Happy Canute®! Happier Alexander!
And after all, why should even the world be the limit of possession? A rocket containing a
Union Jack’, will, it is hoped, be shortly fired at the moon. Mars. Sirius. Beyond which...But
these immensities ended by saddening me. I could not suppose that my wood was the destined
nucleus of universal dominion—it is so very small and contains no mineral wealth beyond the
blackberries. Nor was I comforted when Mrs. Henessy’s bird took alarm for the second time
and flew clean away from us all, under the belief that it belonged to itself.

In the third place, property makes its owner feel that he ought to do something to it. Yet he
isn’t sure what. A restlessness comes over him a vague sense that he has a personality to
express—the same sense which, without any vagueness, leads the artist to an act of creation.
Sometimes I think I will cut down such trees as remain in the wood, at other times I want to fill
up the gaps between them with new trees. Both impulses are pretentious and empty. They are
not honest movements towards moneymaking or beauty. They spring from a foolish desire to
express myself and from an inability to enjoy what I have got. Creation, property, enjoyment
form a sinister trinity® in the human mind. Creation and enjoyment are both very, very good,
yet they are often unattainable without a material basis, and at such moments property pushes
itself in as a substitute, saying, “Accept me instead—I’m good enough for all three.” It is not
enough. It is, as Shakespeare said of lust, “The expense of spirit in a waste of shame™: it is
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“Before, a joy proposed; behind, a dream.” Yet we don’t know how to shun it. It is forced on us
by our economic system as the alternative to starvation. It is also forced on us by an internal
defect in the soul, by the feeling that in property may lie the germs of self-development and of
exquisite or heroic deeds. Our life on earth is, and ought to be material and carnal. But we have
not yet learned to manage our materialism and carnality properly; they are still entangled with
the desire for ownership, where (in the words of Dante) “Possession is one with loss.”

And this brings us to our fourth and final point: the blackberries. Blackberries are not
plentiful in this meagre grove, but they are easily seen from the public footpath which traverses
it, and all too easily gathered. Foxgloves, too—people will pull up the foxgloves, and ladies of
an educational tendency even grub for toadstools to show them on the Monday in class. Other
ladies, less educated, roll down the bracken in the arms of their gentlemen friends. There is
paper, there are tins. Pray, does my wood belong to me or doesn’t it? And, if it does, should I
not own it best by allowing no one else to walk there? There is a wood near Lyme Regisg, also
cursed by a public footpath, where the owner has not hesitated on this point. He has built high
stone walls each side of the path, and has spanned it by bridges, so that the public circulate like
termites while he gorges on the blackberries unseen. He really does own his wood, this able
chap. Dives'’ in Hell did pretty well, but the gulf dividing him from Lazarus shall come to this
in time. I shall wall in and fence out until I really taste the sweets of property. Enormously stout,
endlessly avaricious, pseudocreative, intensely selfish, I shall weave upon my forehead the
quadruple crown of possession until those nasty Bolshies come and take it off again and thrust

me aside into the outer darkness.

(XFEEH (FEEIFEL S0 5 MvbiEgm, FMEMEE, 2002, 74-81 1)

FE3ER

1. the camel going through the eye of a needle

According to Matthew, a certain rich young guy comes to Jesus and asks
what he has to do to have eternal life. Jesus says it’s simple: keep the
commandments. The young man asks which particular commandments and
Jesus says the ones about not murdering, stealing, lying, or committing
adultery; honoring your mother and father and loving your neighbor as much
as you love yourself—those commandments. The kid persists and says that he
has always done those things, even when he was a child; there must be
something else he needs to do. Jesus says, “Okay, I'll tell you what: if you
want to be perfect, sell what you have, give the proceeds to the poor and come
follow me.” This is thought to be a suggestion that the rich young man was
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kidding himself if he thought he had kept the law perfectly. Odds are, like
most of us, he loved himself a little bit better than he loved his neighbor.
Anyway, the kid hears that and goes away sadly, “for he had great
possessions” (Matthew 19:22). Then Jesus utters the famous line (Matthew
19:24) about how hard it is for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven.

2. The Gospels

A gospel is an account, often written, that describes the life of Jesus of
Nazareth. According to the Bible, the “Gospel”, is also defined as the “Word”
that comes from God. The word “gospel” means good news. There are four
gospel accounts in the New Testament: Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. The
first three gospels are sometimes called the “synoptic” (same view) gospels.
This is because they each cover teaching and miracles by Jesus that are also
covered in another account. John, writing later, recounts Jesus’ other words
and miracles that have a particular spiritual meaning.

3. a bathe in the Jordan

The Jordan River is a river in Southwest Asia which flows into the Dead
Sea. Historically and religiously, it is considered to be one of the world’s most
sacred rivers. In the Bible, in the Old Testment, the Jordan appears as the
scene of several miracles. Because the Israelites made a difficult and
hazardous journey from slavery in Egypt to freedom in the Promised Land, the
Jordan can refer to freedom. The Jordan also can signify death itself, with the
crossing from life into Paradise or Heaven.

The Jordan is the river in which John the Baptist christened repentant

sinners.

4. Tolstoy

Tolstoy is a Russian writer and philosopher, author of War and Peace and
Anna Karenina. This is an apparent reference to a short story by Tolstoy
entitled “How Much Land Does a Man Need?”

Summary: Pahom is a poor man who proclaims to himself that if he had
enough land he would not even fear the Devil. The Devil, of course, hears this
and decides to give him land without him knowing. Pahom took the chance for
land, and loved it at first. But then he became tired and wanted more. As the
story went on, he bought more and more land, and grew tired, and moved and
bought even more. Finally he came to the Bashkir’s, a family with a huge
amount of land. They tell him that, if he pays, he can have all the land he likes,
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provided he can walk the perimeter of it before sunset. He walked very far out,
and as he was heading back around he realized that the sun was setting. He ran
as hard as he could, but the running was too much, and just as he reached the
destination he died from overexertion. And so how much does a man need?
Six feet from his feet to his head.

5. Ahab

Ahab, also spelled Achab (flourished 9th century B.C.), was the seventh
king of the northern kingdom of Israel (reigned c. 874—c. 853 B.C.), according
to the Old Testament, and son of King Omri. Ahab reigned a little over 20
years, approximately 875 B.C. to 855 B.C. Although Ahab was one of the
strongest kings of Israel, militarily and politically, he was also one of the most

religiously and morally corrupt.

6. Canute
Canute was a Danish King of England, who was an able administrator
and increased English trade, but is best remembered for his futile attempt to

stop the tide from coming in.

7. Union Jack

The Union Jack flag is the most common name for the flag of the United
Kingdom. The Union Jack has been in existence since 1606, when England
and Scotland merged. In 1606, the first Union Jack flag was created by
merging the English flag (the red cross of Saint George) with the Scottish flag
(the diagonal white cross of Saint Andrew on a blue background). Then, in
1801, the addition of Ireland to the United Kingdom added the Irish flag to the
flag (the red Saint Patrick’s cross). An image of the merger of the flags can be
found online. (The crosses on the flags relate to the patron saints of each
entity—St. George is the patron saint of England, St. Andrew is the patron
saint of Scotland, and St. Patrick is the patron saint of Ireland.) The term
“Union_Jack” is attributed to various origins. The “union” is thought to come
from the union of the three flags into one and “jack” has for many centuries
referred to a small flag flown from a boat or ship. The Union Jack is most
properly called the Union Flag, but that term is not as commonly used as
Union Jack.

8. trinity
The Christian doctrine of the Trinity defines God as three divine persons,
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the Father, the Son (Jesus Christ), and the Holy Spirit. The three persons are
distinct yet coexist in unity, and are co-equal, co-eternal and consubstantial.
Put another way, the three persons of the Trinity are of one being. The Trinity
is considered to be a mystery of Christian faith.

9. Lyme Regis )
A resort city in the county of Dorset on the southwest coast of England.

10. Dives and Lazarus

A parable told by Jesus: the rich Dives gives a feast, ignoring the poor
Lazarus at his gate. Later Lazarus feasts in Paradise while Dives goes to Hell
(Luke 16). '
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