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The Cardinal Virtue of Prose

Prose of its very nature is longer than verse, and the virtues peculiar to it manifest
themselves gradually. If the cardinal virtue of poetry is love, the cardinal virtue of prose is
justice; and, whereas love makes you act and speak on the spur of the moment, justice needs
inquiry, patience, and a control even of the noblest passions. By justice here I do not mean
justice only to particular people or ideas but a habit of justice in all the processes of thought, a
style tranquillized and a form moulded by that habit. The master of prose is not cold, but he
will not let any word or image inflame him with a heat irrelevant to his purpose. Unhasting,
unresting, he pursues it, subduing all the riches of his mind to it, rejecting all beauties that are
not germane to it; making his own beauty out of the very accomplishment of it, out of the
whole work and its proportions, so that you must read to the end before you know that it is
beautiful. But he has his reward, for he is trusted and convinces as those who are at the mercy
of their own eloquence do not; and he gives a pleasure all the greater for being hardly noticed.
In the best prose, whether narrative or argument, we are so led on as we read that we do not
stop to applaud the writer, nor do we stop to question him.
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Our Inheritance

Hilare Belloc (1870-1953)

How noble is our inheritance. The more one thinks of it the more suffused with pleasure
one’s mind becomes; for the inheritance of a man living in this country is not one of this sort or
of that sort, but of all sorts. It is, indeed, a necessary condition for the enjoyment of that
inheritance that a man should be free, and we have really so muddled things that very many
men in England are not free, for they have either to suffer a gross denial of mere opportunity—
I mean they cannot even leave their town for any distance—or they are so persecuted by the
1nsecur1ty of their lives that they have no room for looking at the world, but if an Englishman is
free what an inheritance he has to enjoy!

It is the fashion of great nations to insist upon some part of their inheritance, their military
memories, or their letters, or their religion, or some other thing. But in modern Europe, as it
seems to me, three or four of the great nations can play upon many such titles to joy as upon an
instrument. For a man in Italy, or England, or France, or Spain, if he is weary of the manifold
literature of his own country, can turn to its endurance under arms (in which respect, by the way,
victory and defeat are of little account), or if he is weary of these military things, or thinks the
too continued contemplation of them hurtful to the State (as it often is, for it goes to the head
like wine), he can consider the great minds which his nation has produced, and which give
glory to his nation not so much because they are great as because they are national. Then, again,
he can consider the landscapes of his own land, whether peaceably, as do older men, or in a riot
of enthusiasm as do all younger men who see England in the midst of exercising their bodies,
as it says in the Song of the Man who Bicycled:
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«...and her distance and her sea.

Here is wealth that has no measure,

Park and Close and private pleasure

All her hills were made for me.”

Then he can poke about the cities, and anyone of them might occupy him almost for a
lifetime. Hereford, for instance. I know of nothing in Europe like the Norman work of Hereford
or Ludlow, where you will perpetually find new things, or Leominster just below, or Ledbur};
just below that again; and the inn at each of these three places is called The Feathers. Then a
man may be pleased to consider the recorded history of this country, and to inform the fields he
knows with the past and with the actions of men long dead. In this way he can use a battlefield
with no danger of any detestable insolence or vulgar civilian ways, for the interest in a
battlefield, if it is closely studied, becomes so keen and hot that it burns away all foolish
violence, and you will soon find if you study this sort of terrain closely that you forget on
which side your sympathies fail or succeed: an excellent corrective if, as it should be with
healthy men, your sympathies too often warp evidence and blind you. On this account also one
should always suspect the accuracy of military history when it betrays sneering or crowing,
because, in the first place, that is a very unmilitary way of looking at battles, and, in the second
place, it argues that the historian has not properly gone into all his details. If he had he would
have been much too interested in such questions as the measurement of ranges, or, latterly, the
presence and nature of cover to bother about crowing or sneering.

When a man tires of these there is left to him the music of his country, by which I mean
the tunes. These he can sing to himself as he goes along, and if ever he tires of that there is the
victuals and the drink, which, if he has travelled, he may compare to their advantage over those
of any other land. But they must be national. Let him take no pleasure in things cooked in a
foreign way. There was a man some time ago, in attempting to discover whose name I have
spent too much energy, who wrote a most admirable essay upon cold beef and pickles,
remarking that these two elements of English life are retreating as it were into the strongholds
where England is still holding out against the dirty cosmopolitan mud which threatens every
country to-day. He traced the retreat of cold beef and pickles eastward towards the City from
the West End all along Piccadilly and the Strand right into Fleet Street, where, he said, they
were keeping their positions manfully. They stand also isolated and besieged in one hundred
happy English country towns. . .

The trouble about writing an article like this is that one wander about: it is also the
pleasure of it. The limits or trammels to an article like this are that, by a recent and very
dangerous superstition, the printed truth is punishable at law, and all one’s memories of a
thousand places upon the Icknield Way, the Stane Street, the Pilgrim’s Way, the Rivers Ouse
(all three of them), the Cornish Road, the Black Mountain, Ferry Side, the Three Rivers, all the
Pennines, all the Cheviots, all the Cotswolds, all the Mendips, all the Chilterns, all the Malvern



