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“This is the faith that | have held and hold,
And this is that in which | mean to die.”
- Hilaire Belloc, “Ballade to Our Lady of Czestocta’.

FOREWORD

“The other day, in a curiously moving country chuet West Grinstead, we laid to rest, not withdnat t
tears of memory, an old and tired man. It was &fainof circumstance; the Mass was Pontifical,takits
of many religious Orders graced the sanctuary,sahtolboys’ voices lent an intolerable beauty ® Ehes
Irae. But in essence it was a country affair; sofidilaire Belloc’s friends had met to see his bdolyered
into the grave - there, in Sussex earth; theradbdbhe wife he had so long mourned; there, withtibuse
he had lived in for forty years, till it becamek#i a bear’s fur’ to him, only a few miles away. @gdas if
humouring that other side of him, which loved diagss and the just proportion of well-ordered ¢sinwe
gather with muffled footfalls among the echoing ksof a great cathedral - we, lesser men, who haged
so long under the shadow of his championship, taine ourselves what it is we have lost, and to oo h
honour.”

In such words did Mgr. Ronald Knox inaugurate hibute to Hilaire Belloc, in the panegyric he
preached at Westminster Cathedral on 5th Augusi3.1bhe visible life of a great and formidable figunad
ended, but Mgr. Knox stressed the invisible grand¢immortality.

For those living a quarter of a century after B&adeath, that immortality has yet to acquire gigjble
or earthly dimension. Belloc has declined in favomot only among the general reading public which
accorded him fame in his lifetime, but even in @egtholic community which he did so much to shapa& an
strengthen. His life and writings have drifted intbe coves of historical memory, and even the
commemorative activities in 1970, on the occasibthe centenary of his birth, did little to reswtrdis
name.

To a large degree the fading of Belloc’s influensenot difficult to explain. He has experienced the
customary eclipse of all authors immediately afteir death, and, indeed, unless a writer had hsggpéo
be concerned prematurely with a matter that sulesefyuseized widespread attention - as, for example
George Orwell was with the dimensions of totaldgarsm - he is unlikely to escape this trough of
posthumous neglect. In Belloc’s case, his reputatias also suffered severely from the tides ofadauid
religious change. The world he inhabited was centn Europe, the faith he proclaimed was cenipeth
France. It is in different directions that the epé®ur present generation are turned; within a-Baropean
frame of reference that the destinies of our tineechiefly being played out.
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Belloc was, avowedly and profoundly, a EuropeanHInG. Wells’s curt epigram, he appeared to have
been born all over Europe. Certainly his ancestag & rich and unusual amalgam of French, English an
Irish influences. He was born in France on 27tly,JU870; his father was a French barrister andrtuther
an Englishwoman who figured in the early suffragettovement; his paternal grandfather had married th
daughter of an Irish Colonel who was in the sereicthe French Crown. When Belloc was fairly youtige
family moved to England, where his formal educatiook place. He was enrolled in 1880 at the Oratory
School at Edgbaston near Birmingham - which stifebthe stamp of its celebrated founder, Cardinal
Newman - and he graduated in 1887 with high disonc Thence-forward, he spent most of his life in
England - undergoing naturalization in 1902 - alifio his love of Europe and his passion for travekt
him at frequent intervals to the Continent.

But Belloc was not merely a citizen of Europe: hasvabove all a citizen of Christendom, of a Europe
shaped in the crucible of the Catholic faith. In ®pen Letter on the Decay of Faith (1906), he gave
expression to this citizenship:

“I desire you to remember that we are Europe; veeaagreat people. The faith is not an accident gmon
us, nor an imposition, nor a garment; it is bonewfbone and flesh of our flesh: it is a philosppiade by
and making ourselves. We have adorned, explaimddrged it; we have given it visible form. Thistie
service we Europeans have done to God. In returnadenade us Christians.”



For the Catholic people, the twenty-fifth anniveysaf Belloc’s death is a particularly opportunenment
to review his life and achievement. There is nowiraperative need for the clarifying vision of a gtre
Catholic mind; the spiritual penetration of a despl authentic faith; the divine wisdom of an insgd
Christian humanism. To an eminent degree, Hilae#ds continues to fulfil the dimensions and densaofl
such a vocation.

Most insistently at this time does he serve todtime Catholic consciousness face-to-face witlpaist.
There has emerged in recent years a profound tepderdiscount the historical character and coritynof
Catholicism, and to promote a compulsive spiriestape from the Catholic past; in particular theoge
immediately pre-conciliar, as if this period weom tbenighted to qualify as part of salvation higtdrhe
origins of this tendency will not detain us herat ks influence has created in many cases a p&ygical
barrier to any balanced understanding of the Cathiadition. It has resulted in a sudden loss efaning
and of identity, which will only be overcome by affort of imaginative sympathy for the people wevda
historically been.

“More than any other man,” declared Frank Sheea]ld8 made the English-speaking Catholic world in
which all of us live.” (Tablet, London, 25th Juli953). He it was who challenged the social climatder
which Catholics suffered, and who inspired thenhweitnew confidence in the power and grandeur of the
faith. He it was who, by means of a vital scholgyshind vision, elevated and enhanced the inteléctu
standing of that faith. To look again at the peraad mind of Belloc is to catch a glimpse of thehokc
tradition under challenge. It is to give us a saitinsight into our recent past and a vivid comicepof our
historical experience.

No doubt it is now difficult to evoke the memory®&ge and encirclement that marked English-spgakin
Catholics of an earlier generation - and to apptedhe enthusiasm of relief and thanksgiving wittich
they welcomed Belloc, not only in England but ailsccountries as distant as Australia. My father,JA.
Schmude, was an early member of the Campion Sodietthe 1930's, and he always recalled with
spontaneous gratitude the sense of excitement esmlution which Belloc’'s writings inspired among
Australian Campions. As the late Frank Murphy feesti

“It is sober fact that the lively growth of CathoKction, or the Lay Apostolate, in Australia gdegck to
the meetings of the Campion Society in Melbourndghke early thirties, when young Catholic men, &emn
the secularist challenge of their day wrestled itghproblems in groups formed of their own initratand
which were adult education at its best . . . Thegdrwidely and they read Belloc. Not every Campion
worshipped the man, but those who did made thégegcheard, taking on something of his power. There
no doubt of his influence.” (Advocate, Melbourn8tiL August, 1955).

Here stood a man who could not be disregarded; evpessonality and prophetic insight could not be
ignored or dismissed. In a social atmosphere opasgdly greater tolerance, it is, perhaps, compthce
easy to regard Belloc’s style of championship asl unappealing and even harmful. Yet this wdagdo
read history backwards and to apply to anothercagewn more yielding standards of judgement: iulgdo
be to assume that Belloc’s importance for the dathmeople was only intellectual, and to negleat th
enormous psychological benefit of his arrival. As tate Christopher Hollis observed:

“It is true that we have now moved into an ecuro@hage in which it is the fashion to speak with al
courtesy of those who differ from us and and inahihwe can with confidence look for fair-mindedngssn
them in return. All that is to be welcomed, butyé feel inclined to criticize Belloc for not wriig in that
manner, it is necessary to remember what was thédemtly Protestant English mentality of Victorian
times, what was the language in which it was tienfashion to speak of Catholic beliefs, and we than
understand how it was perhaps necessary to challivag world with a gesture of bravado in ordebreak
down its self-confidence. If the modern Catholidtens can write to an audience from which they can
confidently expect to receive fair play and canradd it in moderate terms, it is largely becaud®oBé his
time breached for them the wall through which they enter as perfect gentlemen and without a rtdfle
the parting of their hair.” (Foreword to Hilaire IRe’s Prefaces, Chicago, 1971).

In many decisive ways, Belloc remains to this dgyoaerful exemplar of mainstream Catholicism - a
towering testimony to the kind of historical people are, and the kind of tradition to which we leé. His
way of being Catholic - the incarnational way, cadliand traditional, firm and forgiving, confideand
humble, realistic and hopeful, obedient and fretands as the central and compelling model of taftdi
servant.

Yet the attraction of Belloc has never been rasitlico Catholics. Many of his own friends did nbase
his religious beliefs - among them, the diplomat anthor, Duff Cooper, who said: “Belloc is onenay
greatest friends, but there is very little we agabeut.” Again, his work has not been of interesrety to
fellow-Catholics: it has tended to have immediafgpeal to the young regardless of their religious



background. The English social critic, Bernard logvivho is of Jewish descent, warmly remembers his
adolescent impressions of Belloc and of Chestetttenrecalls how “enthralled, stirred and delightéd
was by their writings, which were “immediately itigible to a schoolboy,” for they “spoke of reliel,

and non-conformity, and romanticism . . .”. Bellmed Chesterton, continues Levin, “battled for tleged

in fair weather and foul and command one’s respike by their skill and valour in the battle arek tgay
certainty of their convictions.” (Spectator, Lond&th December, 1958).

Apart from his ardent and romantic side, Belloogl®ssessed a native scepticism. “By my nature,” he
once confided to a friend, “I am all sceptical a®hsual - so much so as hardly to understand hiogrsot
believe unseen things or do violence to their ivations.” (Letters, London, 1958). Temperamentadly,
Robert Speaight pointed out, Belloc was a child, efothe Age of Faith, but of the Age of Reason; he
himself was tempted by the questionings of the I&thtury Enlightenment. The total rejection of the
Christian claim by a sceptic was a mood he alwagerstood. It was, finally, the only serious chadje -
one which the naturally devout may be apt to dietobut which, for most people, has always been the
supreme temptation; epitomized for ever in Christis1 desperate cry from the Cross to the God Wb ha
forsaken him. As Christopher Hollis noted of Belloc

“Increasingly as he grew older, he came to seewhather we survive or not life was essentiallpwab
death. The question of what happens at death veasrth question of real importance. He had no inborn
sense of survival. The world around him bore ialftall too few marks that it was the entrance tath truer
reality beyond itself. He was quite open to thepsical fear that nothing was true at all.” (CatledHerald,
London, 24th July, 1970).

In his writings, Belloc addressed again and adaismdreatest of challenges. In 1938, he producstbe
book, The Question and the Answer, which was allpcesentation of the Catholic answer to the céntra
guestion of human existence,

“What am 1?”
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It is not necessary to accept Belloc wholly or itieally in order to appreciate and honour his pipal
achievements; just as it is not necessary, or desitable, to favour a total return to a vanishath@lic past
in order to appreciate and recover its permanauditions.

Belloc was a forthright and uncompromising man vehostlook and style are now decidedly out of
fashion. At the age of four, in a letter to hidesisthe authoress Marie Belloc Lowndes, he wrtithave a
drum but I'm not allowed to beat in the house, onlythe garden or out in the road.” In adult life Wwas
indeed to beat it “out in the road” - loudly andnuoandingly. The literary critic, Desmond MacCarthy,
likened Belloc’s arrival to an express train tegrthrough a quiet country station. “Old newspappeger
bags and dust would be whirled frantically into #ieand sucked along with the train for a few el
Then he would be gone and everything would seitteits habitual quiet.”

Belloc’s temperament was essentially military. 891, while still a French citizen, he served in the
French Artillery at Toul - an experience that bodflected and reinforced his combative leanings. He
cherished a life-long affection for the French Armapd was critically shocked by its ignominiouslapse
in 1940. He enjoyed writing on battles and warsl daring World War | was the chief military writéor
the general public; producing a weekly column a$l aeseveral books, and setting forth his phildsopf
history to an audience that would never have beached by his more systematic historical studies.

This background of military interest and propensity not cease to be important even when Belldc lef
the army and entered Oxford University in 1892hailigh he achieved a brilliant academic record,ivewe
a Brackenbury History Scholarship and taking Ristss Honours in History in 1895, he found himge#in
embattled environment. He failed to gain electioratFellowship - a frustration that was always nawg at
him, for he believed that such a post would haweisl the financial security of his family, and \pded
the leisure and liberty with which to write the &inf books he really desired.

Belloc never forgot Oxford - in later years he wbdescribe it as “a shrine, a memory, a tomb and a
poignant possessing grief” (Letters 1958) - andalmeays attributed his rebuff to anti-Catholic puije at
the University. Whatever the reason, it is unlikelyany case that Belloc would actually have beapply
there: his native restlessness and trenchant wstyldd not have been at home in the comparativebsipa
and permissive atmosphere of academic life.

The outcome of his failure to gain a Fellowship veagrowing sense of alienation from the English
society of his adoption. Belloc was not only a @#thin a predominately Protestant culture, butran€h
European among English people provincial in outlao# largely unaware of the wider traditions of Wes
culture. Thus a pugnacity of approach that wasirally physical became also intellectual and socald



thereafter Belloc never departed from his attitaiindamental opposition to the kind of societipiwhich
England had evolved.

He knew that such an attitude would never be eassustain. One must, he realized, be prepared “to
perform the task and take wounds and loss as reggsarts of the struggle” (Letters, 1958). For st he
was propelled by a profound sense of duty and ségesin unquenchable passion to proclaim the truth
whatever the cost.

His years at Oxford had strengthened his resolygeatp a part in English public life, and in 1906dteod
for Parliament as a Liberal candidate. Warned tiimteligion was a serious handicap, he rose toezdda
packed audience at his first public meeting, arghbeas follows:

“Gentlemen, | am a Catholic. As far as possiblgo to Mass every day. This [taking a rosary outief
pocket] is a rosary. As far as possible, | kneevml@and tell these beads every day. If you rejectome
account of my religion, | shall thank God that Hestspared me the indignity of being your represimeta

Initial astonishment was followed by thunderouslapge. Belloc was subsequently elected and served
for almost five years. By temperament and upbrigdie was a political radical of the Birmingham saho
for his ancestry was English as well as Frenchd-fam believed deeply in the values of social freedmd
reform. He also developed a lifelong distrust arglikeé of the wealthy classes, and his egalitaspirit
could never abide the aristocratic domination afiety. He held passionately to the necessity araevaf
the French Revolution, but he maintained that i¢ wat the French side of his inheritance that maduhis
opposition to the rich. As he told the former editd the London Tablet, Douglas Woodruff, on one
occasion:

“People think it was my French blood - becausavehwritten about the French Revolution - that has
made me against the rich, but it isn’t - it is migh blood! A Frenchman’s instinct when he seesemme
rich and powerful is to want to join him. But thisshman more strongly wants to fight him.” (Spodeulde
Review, Staffordshire, August 1972).

Belloc’'s experience of Parliament embittered hine Was affronted by the unashamed collusion and
corruption that he saw, and distressed by the dimgdegard for common democratic liberties. Heldou
not accept that, in political life, conviction isiten tempered by compromise, and assertiveness by
manoeuvre. When he left in 1910, he exclaimed wyci@erhaps they did not bribe me heavily enough, b
in any case | am relieved to be quit of the ditt@snpany it has ever been my misfortune to keep.”
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Belloc’s most direct attack on the spurious stdtenodern parliamentary politics was a book he wrote
with G. K. Chesterton’s brother, Cecil, called TPerty System (1911). This work alleged collusiotwiaen
the two Front Benches in Parliament, so that gendiemocratic representation and debate on matters o
principle were no longer possible. Of more lastimgortance, however, is his study of The Servilaté&t
(1912), a magisterial interpretation of politicaldasocial history.

George Orwell judged this book to be propheticjewihg that it foretold “with remarkable insighteth
kind of things that have been happening from abb2B0 onwards.” ("Second Thoughts on James
Burnham,” Collected Essays, 1961),

Belloc’'s essential thesis was that our societyeizding towards the condition of slavery which once
characterized its social relations, and that theshaf the new slavery is a legal status involviognpulsory
labour. The present advantage of political freedoould not check this development, since it in turn
depends on an economic freedom that results franwide distribution of property ownership. Since
capitalism centralizes ownership in the hands ef féw, thereby condemning the mass of citizens to
insecurity and insufficiency, it is of its naturestable. The apparent alternative is socialism, Britoc
contended that this was not a solution to capitalisit rather its logical completion. The real sontwas
distributism, which would preserve social liberty the restoration of private (and in general, fanil
ownership and power; re-establishing property asistitution normally integral to citizenship.

More than sixty years have elapsed since Belloo@ated his thesis of the Servile State, and #mdtiof
events has amply justified his vision. Like all phecies, the thesis itself is inexact in certaitaitle for
example, it did not allow for the prodigious growdh bureaucratic control, since it assumed thaiatoc
servility would be imposed by the capitalists, bgtthe State. Nonetheless, its central proposiitmat
social freedom is dependent on the decentralizatiggower and the existence of widespread ownerstsp
gaining increased acceptance, and has found eigmeassuch works as Small Is Beautiful (1973),ighly
popular endorsement of distributist philosophy lixy how-late E. F. Schumacher.

Schumacher was an economist, a convert to Cathwiljovho argued that technology should be adapted
to the size and human needs of a given community, that developing nations in particular should use



technological products appropriate to their labiotensive but impoverished circumstances. In adings
the problems of a technologized world and affirmihg need for smaller devices and more manageatdle a
personalized organizations, Schumacher has coudnteee false impression that distributism necessaril
involves a pastoral economy. This assumption wakehyicurrent in Belloc’s time, and it must be adedt
that his ideas were not applied sufficiently to pihessing contemporary problems of large-scalesingu

Belloc’s social thought was far-reaching in itslugihce, most notably in Australia where it carrged
profound appeal for the Irish-Australian workings$ radicalism that was energized in the 1930'shby
publication of the Catholic Worker. Launched in bl@irne by a group of men nurtured by the Campion
Society, this monthly paper used Belloc’'s analgdithe Servile State to explain the social conditid the
times, and its first statement of principles waseby Bellocian in flavour. The statement beganeg*Wight.”

Of special interest to the Australian people haenbéhe operation of minimum wage laws and
compulsory arbitration, for these were listed byll®e as among the signs of the Servile State. In a
penetrating review of Belloc’s thesis, Fr. Jamestiliyh pointed out that the Australian Arbitratigistem is
not intrinsically servile; it has not involved theorker in compulsory labour on capitalist termst bas
exercised compulsion over the employer as welhasvorker. He continues:

“The attempt to establish the rule of law in inliaé relations by means of wage laws, trade union
bargaining, arbitration and conciliation is in lingth Christian social teaching and is the only ragh to
rebuilding social institutions in the atomized ¢a$t state. The only way the worker can acquiapprty -
when he has not lost the sense and desire fasiby means of a just wage. The only way the wodear
regain status in society is through the trade union Finally, arbitration and conciliation betwetade
unions and employers’ associations have not ordgtty mitigated the evils of capitalism, but coble the
first stage on the road back to the ‘guild’ prifeip the form of joint industrial councils. Andethiestoration
of the guild is an essential, element in Bello@gislogical writings.” ("The Servile State - Forlyears
After,” Twentieth Century, Spring 1953).

The thesis of the Servile State was not an isolatgment of Belloc’s thought. His mind was a
remarkably integrated one, and he drew his socyolagm the study of history, whose insights he @pto
the broad problem of restoring a Christian humeasusiety.

The separation of England from Christendom at itthe bf the Reformation had given rise to the Whig
version of history, which was essentially Protesstanits interpretation, and neglectful of the bistal
importance of the Catholic Church and the immengajaity of the European tradition. Such a viewpoin
affected the whole of English society and stoodhi@ way of its return to the fullness of faith. Was
Belloc’s singular achievement - and his solitargtay - to confront this social atmosphere andestiabit
of thought that was hostile to Catholicism, andhange it.

His influence was always social rather than indieaicl collective rather than personal in its effeBislloc
did not convert a single mind here and there. Ratltthe exercise, in Mgr. Ronald Knox's phrasekitad
of hydraulic pressure on the thought of his age"rilde it impossible thereafter to disregard tseohical
significance of the Catholic Church or to scorn tteues of the Catholic tradition. In the preseay-d
context, where practices deeply offensive to thes@thn conscience (like abortion) are now recejviegal
sanction, Belloc’s approach and style afford andrtgmt insight into the dynamics of popular soctange.
His success shows that it is not necessary, or pessible, to change the attitude of a whole sgicaily to
change, by intellectual, social and political pugssthe respectable limits of behaviour that agesvised
by the major opinion-formers (in particular the masedia).

Belloc’s special historical interest was the Refation, and he wrote variously on it - from narrativ
studies, like How the Reformation Happened (19&8historical biographies, such as those of Wokmsy
Cranmer. But he also undertook to write the whadtolny of England so that at every period the Whis
might be corrected. Between 1925 and 1931 he ghaaifour volumes of a History of England, coverihg
period until 1612; and in 1934, a one-volume ShoHestory of England. He had earlier produced a
concluding volume to John Lingard’s history, fror689 to 1910. Only the years from 1612 to 1689 are
nowhere treated in detail, but on this period hetevbiographies of Charles I, Oliver Cromwell, Gasarll,
James Il, and Milton.

From the renowned French historian, Michelet (11884), Belloc had learnt that “history should be a
resurrection of the flesh.” To read Belloc’s higtaf writings is indeed to feel the past come alietaste
the full savour of another time; to be made awdréhe continuity and creative promise of tradition.
lllustrative of this is his rousing conclusion dretfall of the monarchy in France:

“So perished the French monarchy. Its dim origitretched out and lost themselves in Rome; it had
already learnt to speak and recognized its ownreattnen the vaults of the Thermae echoed heavitiig¢o
slow footsteps of the Merovingian kings. Look upttiast valley of dead men crowned, and you may see



the gigantic figure of Charlemagne, his brows lesedl his long white beard tangled like an undergnow
having in his left hand the globe and his right ttiile of an unconquerable sword. There also aresttst,
strong horseman of the Robertian house, half-hidgetheir leather shields, and their sons befommth
growing in vestment and majesty, and taking onpibvap of the Middle Ages; Louis VII, all covered tvit
iron; Philip the Conqueror; Louis 1X, who alone ssirrounded with light: they stand in a widening
interminable procession, this great crowd of kingey loose their armour, they take their ermingtbay
are accompanied by their captains and their mashtlast, in their attitude and in their magrfice they
sum up in themselves the pride and the achieveafehe French nation.” (Danton: a study, 1899).

Belloc’s chief study at Oxford had been Englishidrig, and he was keen to write an historical anslgs
the roots of the Protestant Reformation in Englafet.his publisher insisted that, as he was hafEh, his
first historical works should be on two figurestbé French Revolution, Danton and Robespierre. fags
the effect of identifying Belloc in English eyes lasically French in his outlook and expertise, ana
sense as the apologist for a reign of terror, whithhat time was the characteristic English his&br
judgement on the French Revolution. Certainly lsegience at Oxford had shown him that this verdias
deficient. Belloc believed that, since the Engli&volution had been made by the rich, the Englisimd it
hard to grasp the French Revolution, which had beade by the people. Thus, even in writing on this
subject, he found himself in conflict with dominaminion.
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Although combative by temperament, Belloc nevedbglsuffered intensely from the strain of combat,
and he regretted that the life of struggle and lazino which he felt conscientiously called, prated his
sharing the harmony and strength of common waybaight. “We are perpetually thrust into minoriffes
he lamented, “and the world almost begins to tadkange language.” (The Path to Rome, London, 1902

Above all in the matter of religion did Belloc feah intolerable sense of isolation. “I am abomigabl
alone,” he confessed in a letter to a friend. &l feometimes like a sentry at night.” Yet he nesheank from
the necessity to bear witness, not only in thees@fisnoral commitment, but also through a life atHful
conviction and prayerful devotion. In a letter tagM Knox in 1923, he described the consequences of
accepting such a vocation:

“Those who bear witness do so at a vast and emglogst.

It is an act of unique value and of proportionateeflence and pain . . . It is a confirmation ¢ #aith in

others and in all, at the expense of one’s own Hel the most real, enduring, and endless ofstwifices.
It is militant, expects nothing, and is paid ait las coin corresponding to its permanence of effaud
magnitude of service. . . . If emotion or rhetartald determine the Divinity of Our Lord | shoulichd it in
The Agony and especially in the ‘Eli, Eli". That ike true note of the affair, and without it théseno
witness. At least, so | think. It is a march in ttight.” (Letters, 1958).

Not only professional and social strain but persdregedy intensified Belloc’s sense of isolatiomda
loneliness. In 1896 he married Elodie Hogan, wharh&d loved at first sight when he met her in Londo
six years before. Their union was blessed with &tddren - three sons and two daughters. UnlikboBe
himself, who possessed a tough constitution, Elediealth was always uncertain. In 1914 she died
suddenly, and from the shock of her loss he neweily recovered. Her room was closed and neveinaga
used during Belloc’s lifetime; and as he passeanhihis way to bed, he would pause outside and trpoa
the door the sign of the Cross. In later yearsyag inclined to slip away from the enclosures ofknand sit
quietly in his wife's room; consoled yet saddengdtliie beauty of a life prematurely curtained. Thieee
would remember - and there pray.

In 1918 Belloc’s eldest son, Louis, was killed gtian on a bombing raid over Germany; and in 1941 h
youngest son, Peter, died on active service inl&ubtwith the Royal Marines. Never for very longl di
Belloc escape the stabbing reminders of human fitgrteHis whole life, with its succession of
disappointments and bereavements, was a battlenhofor the values - both natural and supernatuoéa
cherished tradition, but even for survival itsétle was throughout a driven man, with a young fartoly
raise and support and a hostile mental climat@mobat and change.

Through every crisis it was his religious faithttiiétimately preserved him. To Belloc, Catholicismas
reality: “its whole point,” he once declared, “feetfacing of reality.” (World Conflict, London, C.3. 1953).
Some years after his wife’s passing, he wrotefteead who was aggrieved by the death of her father

“The advantage of the Faith in this principal It human life is that the Faith is Reality, aridhtt
through it all falls into a right perspective. Thatnot a consolation - mere consolation is a dmd to be
despised - it is the strength of truth. We know himwortant life is (and no one knows that outstue Faith)
but we also know that we are immortal and thatehes love are immortal, and that the necessaryitiond



before eternity, is loss and change, and that weregard them in the light of their final revelatiand of
reunion with what we love. | do not say this beeausould make less the enormity of these blowsidw
them as well as anyone and | reeled under themwiltthe Faith they can be borne: they take oir tight
value. They are not final.” (Letters, 1958).
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It might be imagined that Belloc was a morose aytegs man, totally subdued by the sad anxieties of
difficult life. Certainly he felt his burdens prafodly, as he testified in 1914 (soon after the llexdthis
wife) in a letter to a friend who had lost his fath

“The business of human life turns, as | have héaat battles turn, not to tragedy but to agonyatais
the end. It has ultimate strains. And it is ouribess to lay ourselves against these strains wiitbua
manhood. We are not allowed to break contact. Bhoighis kind must be endured, not passively vith
a sort of forward resistance . . . We suffer aloearly always. We all die alone.” (Letters, 1958).

Yet this was only one side of Belloc; it did nothexist the depths of his personality. He was endowed
with a rich capacity for humour and enjoyment oeel of creation and a zest for life’s gifts, bofirisual
and temporal. At their very first meeting, Chesierhad noticed this exuberance of spirit in hierfd, and
realized that it underlay his remarkable energy andage.

Belloc bore a lifelong devotion to the land, andaoiblescence had entertained thoughts of becoming a
farmer. He had a keen sense of place, especiallpral landscapes, and he was alive to the intimate
relationship between landscape and psychologiqagréence. His book, The Four Men (1912), explotesl t
relationship with great sensitivity, using the joey of four men through the Sussex countrysidehas t
occasion for revealing the manifold aspects ofolis nature. The four men (Belloc himself, a poetador
and a philosopher) are, indeed, aspects of th@ahtimself.

It was fitting that this pilgrimage (and The FoureMnaturally invites comparison with Belloc’s other
great pilgrimage, The Path to Rome, 1902) shoule bhaken place in Sussex. At the age of severamdy
had moved there from London. When he married ir618@ established his own family in the same cqunty
in a large house called “Kings Land”. It was to eemhis home until his death almost half a centatsr,
and he grew to cherish it: “it has my soul in ii¢ told a friend.

Despite his trials and tragedies, Belloc never hadtl of what he called “the great lifebuoy of humio
He not only produced works of humour - for examgle famous comic narrative poem, The Modern
Traveller (1898), as well as a shelf of satiricalels - but his whole nature was threaded withnssef fun
and fellowship. Unquestionably, Belloc qualifies agreat “character”, a man whose individuality was
strong and unself-conscious.

His grandson, the Benedictine Father, Philip Jéls, provided a fascinating glimpse of the charaafter
Belloc:

“He was always generous, and one felt that thé bélgiving things to all and sundry had been deep
in him all his life, even though it was couplediwé fine and violent strain of language and gesuiren the
Enemy was in sight - and there were plenty of eeemh great day when he drove off with his blacktho
the platoon of soldiers who had started in the samofi 1940 to put up a barbed wire entanglemetheat
end of the vegetable garden beyond the Troll's withiout first asking permission! And woe betide ang
(usually some unwary French-Canadian soldier fram in the woods around Knepp Castle) if he was
found sitting in Elodie Belloc’s pew in the churahWest Grinstead: he would get a sharp rap owetets
as he was driven forth with that ever-present litamk. Then would come the creaks and groans as he
settled into his place and followed the Mass inramense Roman missal (which must once have had its
place on an altar), muttering the response haleuhis breath in those Tridentine days when onlycbu
Modernists would have dreamt of a dialogue Mas#{ilgire Belloc as a Grandfather,” Downside Review,
October 1970).

His behaviour in church was often amusing - andstone, no doubt embarrassing. In his own parish at
West Grinstead, Sussex, he would periodically infdrthe priest reading out the notices by askingih a
loud voice which Sunday after Pentecost it happédoee. He was scrupulous about any debts he might
have incurred, and on one occasion during Mas®ureR Cathedral, he whispered piercingly to hisftjel.

B. Morton (the famous humorist, “Beachcomber”)oWe you fifty centimes on those last drinks.”

Despite his tenacious faith and thrusting configertwowever, Belloc had a deeply restless spirit. At
frequent intervals he felt the need for an actithigt would provide both challenge and repose;naeo
reflect the insecurity of human life and relieveiinmediate stresses. At such times he would tuthd sea.

For years he owned a thirty-foot cutter called*tRena”, in which he undertook many expeditionstiates
crossing to France, at times sailing round a nurob&nglish capes. It was the latter kind of thatthe used



as a framework for his book, The Cruise of the “Abf1925); for sailing along the English coast stiated
him to reminiscence and reflection on a range bjexis - history, literature, politics, religionhifpsophy
and controversy.

Belloc thought that the cruising of a boat is atonthe adventure of a human soul in a larger way:
undertaken with purpose yet subject to innumeratilersions; aided by unforeseen blessings and
opportunities yet troubled by terrible anxietiedbrédad on the sea provides the full model and symolbol
human life, and thus the suitable setting for thence thoughts of one human being; “for it is ie Hours
when he is alone at the helm, steering his boatgalbe shores, that a man broods most upon the grabt
most deeply considers the nature of things.” (@roisthe “Nona”, London, 1925).

6

The English poet, Sir John Squire, once remarkad‘the man who attempts to survey the writings of
Belloc will think he is undertaking to write thedrary history of a small nation.”

Without doubt Belloc’s literary output was both gigious and versatile. He produced more than one
hundred and fifty books as well as countless p&#@darticles. In a four-year period at the sumofitis
creative powers, 1906-1909, he published an hgstbiiography; four volumes of essays (which had
previously appeared in various journals); two gatirnovels; two books of travel and topographyg on
volume of verse; and four pamphlets. Such diversstyastonishing, and it gives substance to Max
Beerbohm’s comment that Belloc “wasn’t merely a mégenius; he was a man of many geniuses.” Though
concentrated as a man, he was dispersed as a, \aritethis has told against his reputation, simcage of
specialism like our own finds it hard to admit neagtin more than one sphere.

Undeniably, Belloc ranks among the princes of modanglish prose writers. He had a command of form
and style, a sense of colour and rhythm, a fedtinghe right word, and a flow of language resonaith the
accents of speech. His prose is granite-like insitength and simplicity. The literary critic, A..G
MacDonnell, once compared Belloc’s writing to a gyranic movement:

“The flute, the artillery trumpet, the lovely cades of the violin, the angry clash of the cymba ¢he
thunder of the organ, all are contained in that imagn. And the knowledge of a lifetime, in Whistte
immortal phrase, is poured out through this gredtnorthodox orchestra of prose.”

Numberless passages illustrate the beauty of Belwdting, but a particularly memorable sample t&n
found in The Path to Rome, (1902) the book thattiis perhaps, most readily associated with Beéfioc
name:

“I have waited for the dawn a hundred times, atsehby that mournful, colourless spirit which haunt
the last hours of darkness; and influenced espgdiglthe great timeless apathy that hangs roueditht
uncertain promise of increasing light. For therarshour before daylight when men die, and wheretie
nothing above the soul or around it, when evensthes fail. And this long and dreadful expectatidrad
thought to be worst when one was alone at seaimadl boat without wind; drifting beyond one’s haub in
the ebb of the outer channel tide, and sogging badke first flow on the broad, confused movenura
sea without any waves. In such lonely morningsviehaatched the Owers light turning, and | have tedin
up my gulf of time, and wondered that moments ca@do stretched out in the clueless mind. | hasggul
for the morning or for a little draught of wind,dthis | have thought, | say, the extreme of altsmmgnto
emptiness and longing.”

In The Path to Rome, Belloc recounted his expedggsramnd moods during a long pilgrimage on foot from
Toul to Rome, culminating in his arrival at St. €&t for High Mass on the Feast of Sts. Peter amd. P
Throughout the years, the book has been read aedext and the very title has become a commonjtace
the vocabulary of Catholic conversion. Sir Arnoldnn, who always attested that it was Belloc’s ieflce
which first set his own feet on “the path to Rom&lieved that the fading of memory in old age west
without its consolations: it made the re-readindloé Path to Rome an agreeable necessity every year

The book itself escapes easy classification. & &hronicle of moods and of memories, a celebration
the author’s deepest citizenship, which was abdwelaious, but also cultural; Catholic, but alEaropean.
When the author first saw the Alps, he was moveskfwess the faith that had inspired his pilgrimage

“From the height of Weissenstein | saw, as it weng religion . . . the great peaks made communion
between that homing creeping part of me which loxiesyards and dances and a slow movement among
pastures, and that other part which is only prgparlhome in Heaven . . . These, the great Al sleus,
link one in some way to one’s immortality.”

The Path to Rome brought back to English literamnealization of the cultural heritage of Europe.
Belloc’'s great gift of visual imagery and his semdethe presence of the past enabled him to evbke t
Western tradition in a most powerful and pictureseuay. In his mind, the spiritual and the cultunedre



intimately intertwined, and the cultural history Birope had about it a spiritual power of resurgeficis

the quality of Western Europe, he observed in @saye “ever to transform itself but never to digJose

Maria de Heredia,” First and Last, London, 19119.dultural energies were quickened by religiouthfa
and Belloc was always moved when this process gsgéo the plenitude of a Catholic culture.

At one stage on his journey, he passed throughlag®iin Switzerland. He saw all the people pouring
into the church and begin to sing psalms. The spéetivas a sudden sign of a religiously uniteducalt
and a poignant reminder of the Europe that novdiaigled:

“At this [sight] | was very much surprised, nowireg been used at any time of my life to the unamim
devotion of an entire population, but having alwgysught of the Faith as something fighting odds My
whole mind was taken up and transfigured by thiective act, and | saw for a moment the Catholei€h
quite plain, and | remembered Europe and the cestlr

This deep sense of affinity with the European paas$ not widely evident among English-speaking
people in Belloc’s time. The Whig view of historyepented any positive grasp of cultural continuioy, it
ignored the contribution of the Catholic ChurchllBe was always astounded at the extent and dejpth o
ignorance that prevailed concerning the ChurchRébert Speaight observed:

“Here [Belloc] would say, was the thing which hddtermined the destiny of Europe; the thing
recognized, even when it was hated, by every eddagaian or woman on the continent; the thing whiath h
to be taken into account in deciding any largeassiupolitics or morals. And yet it was persistgngnored
by the finest intelligences of the country he haatimhis own . . . So long as he had breath in duly Ihe
would try to explain to people what it meant todrgj to a living, teaching and continuing ChurciThé
Month, London, September 1953).
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Belloc’s conception of the Catholic Church was Raritaemphasis, just as his approach to religicgifits
was sacramental and institutional. In a book deotions on North Africa, Esto Perpetua (1906)rdlates
the story of the French commander who wanted toasregthe number of his regiment on a slab of monnta
rock, only to find that a Roman officer had recatdiee presence of his soldiers long before. Bedleense
of the European past was shaped and sharpened; lmyé of Rome in its pre-Christian as well as i€tian
phase. He was ever conscious of what he termetl téhacious chain of antiquity”, and he saw theChu
very much as the heir of pagan Rome; an institutibith had absorbed the values and traditionsassotal
culture and carried on the universal mission ofRbenan Empire at a new and more exalted level.

Religion was never vague or abstract to Bellowas$ concrete and cultural. He was possessed ofragst
sacramental sense and he recognized the immensetamge of institutional support and stimulatiortlie
matter of religious faith. He was not by nature evalt or spiritually impulsive person, nor was he a
instinctive moralizer. His make-up was philosophiaad cultural, formed by a logical mind and a loroa
social experience. His attention was focused, rmoéfly upon commitment but upon faithfulness; not
primarily upon morality but upon the hard core efief and doctrine which gives morality its founidat
and validity. He was intellectually convinced ogttruth of Catholicism, but he realized, in compavith
most ordinary people, that he could not rely on ¢heotional experience of faith to sustain him. A&s h
admitted on one occasion:

“I have no spiritual experience myself: or solditthat |1 cannot weigh it. But | know and see ttia
Church is the salvation of mankind, and of the fgrand of the individual: politically and socialgnd in the
private character it is all. Therefore to have phyne’s part in the establishment and maintenahdg
especially in the difficult outposts - is much mahan duty done: it is glory and the unrecognizeginning
of beatitude.” (Letters, 1958).

The greatest saints and mystics enjoyed the exmerief God without any aid from the senses. Blt, sa
Belloc,

“l cannot boast myself to be of such a kind, andhty own poor level it is landscape, the sea, human
love, music, and the rest, that help to make mesrgtand: and in their absence | am very empty mhdee
(Many Cities, 1928).

As a Catholic advocate, Belloc covered a vast aried field. His output included not only histomyda
culture, but also politics and sociology, for hederstood the wide impact of religious belief on famm
affairs. His most significant works, like Europedathe Faith (1920) and Survivals and New Arrivdl829),
unfold certain key ideas - such as the means bghwBatholicism conquered the mind and heart of paga
antiquity and became the vitalizing root of Westeinilization; the fact that this extension of thmgarnation
in time was the result of a Church - a body, notatyea belief, an institution, not only a faithgthealization



that the dismemberment of the Church and the disal of a Catholic people would bring about the re
paganization of society and a new night of despair.

Belloc has been charged with identifying the Chut@b completely with Europe and with the Latin
genius that developed but did not create the Faitlere is little doubt that he did indeed minimibe
Jewish contribution to Christianity and the impada of the Faith outside Europe (in the Middle Ezasd
elsewhere). In these respects he was bound bytleectual limitations of his time; but, more inrmtly,
his overriding aim was to correct the neglect oéatral force in Western culture - the Catholic €hu and
thus his work partakes of the achievements andsmtes of the pioneer. Yet there remains no dobét t
Belloc’s precursory efforts secured a more sympgathreception for the stylistically tamer if morndly
balanced treatises of Catholic historians like §&bpher Dawson. As Mr. T. M. Butler has writtenan
Australian tribute to Belloc:

“He was in many ways a litigant in history, cordary as an advocate against the biased conterdfons
the Whig theory of history. Out of the clamour aéIBc versus Whig has emerged much that has a$siste
later historians in their more scientific and marbjective historical judgements.” (Catholic Worker,
Melbourne, July 1970).

Belloc was always aware that apologetics was moege matter of extolling the historical triumphstioé
Church. It was, pre-eminently, the challenge of destrating the Church’s divine capacity to ansviner t
critical questions of human existence. As he aske&Urvivals and New Arrivals (1929):

“Does [man] only mature, grow old and die, or hatt process but part of a larger destiny? Have his
actions permanent or only ephemeral consequencddgntself? Are awful unseen powers to which he
devotes gratitude, worship and fear, imaginatiohfis or real? Are his dead no longer in beinghés
responsible to a final Judge?”

Such questions are fundamental - and Belloc praptiee Church as the only authentic answer to them.
What is the Catholic Church, he asked in a nobte@trquoted open letter to W. R. Inge, the Dearsof
Paul's Cathedral in London:

“It is that which replies, co-ordinates, estaldishlt is that within which is right order; outsjdbe
puerilities and the despairs. It is the possessigoerspective in the survey of the world. It igrasp upon
reality. Here alone is promise, and here aloneiadation.” (Essays of a Catholic, London, 1931).
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Few tasks are more difficult than to reanimate depafame, and in Belloc’s case the difficulty is
intensified by the kind of writing in which he emgal. His prime purpose was to teach - to form pEspl
minds and often also to change them; and thusnibti®asy to separate his gifts from his viewdpagive a
precise estimate of his life and legacy. The liteitic, Frank Swinnerton, has predicted thaeatary will
pass before Belloc’s gifts are fully realized awctreowledged; and then “his genius will shine like fewel
it is.” (Georgian Literary Scene, revised ed., Lond1969).

The resurgence of Belloc’s reputation would seerresd chiefly on a revival of sympathetic interist
historic Catholicism, and in the Western civilipatithat has so far formed its most complete exmes$o
these causes Belloc gave himself unstintingly, kngvall the time that public judgement was as kel
scorn his efforts as it did those of the Frencht jpoel political activist, Paul Deroulede (1846-1pRBklloc
may well have discerned the parallel with himsdtiew he wrote:

“Deroulede hammered away all his life at the exeeof ceaseless insult and contempt, paying for the
preservation of his honour the heavy price of abroken isolation, and dying without seeing any appga
fruit of his effort.” (The Cruise of the “Nona”, 29).

Not only did Belloc pursue his apostolate withoublic acclaim, but he knew that such work kept him
from engaging seriously in a form of writing whiofight well have clinched his literary reputationamely,
poetry. He wrote mainly in prose because that Wwasappropriate weapon for combat, but he neverhiigst
yearning to be remembered by posterity as a pdstfitdt published works were verse, most notalie T
Bad Child’s Book of Beasts (1896) and More Beagis \(Vorse Children) (1897), comic verse which has
enchanted a great many nurseries since its publicaand he produced at different times a modicdm o
verse, both light and serious, culminating in aglamd painstakingly composed work, The Heroic Paem
Praise of Wine (1932). But the bugle-call to aplistaction sounded unceasingly for Belloc, and beld
never linger long in what he called in one poemy ‘ightful garden”.

Belloc built his life round the necessity to affitnuths that are important, “even those which seem,
others, at their first statement mere nonsensehédbelieved that “reality will in time confirm yo effort.”
(Cruise of the “Nona”, 1925). He himself shouldeeedeavy sense of failure - and yet he never gpvéla
was a man of immense character and courage, darticof that rare kind - intellectual courage. éedi, in



large measure, his vocation was that of an intelfanartyr; and no martyr ultimately fails. In theemory
of Douglas Woodruff, “the final impression is onfegpeat integrity, of a man who never wrote anyghihat
he did not believe . . . He was a true man thramghthrough.” (The Month, London, July 1970).
The greatness of Belloc may still be measured bgelwho read his prose or verse and gain access to
luminous mind and a kindling character. He him&elfned his own epitaph in verse:
“He does not die that can bequeath
Some influence to the land he knows.”
(The Four Men, 1912).

The influence of Belloc may still be felt - in aatly deepening of fidelity or a sudden rush ofisealin
a summoning of courage or a call to courtesy. Iy sl be active in a renewed capacity to live hwit
disappointment and the terrible ache of lonelingss; surge of passionate anger against manifédsioewn
a willingness to stand alone for what is rightacé of antagonism and unpopularity.

The spirit of Belloc may still be captured in theihder of a voice swift to bear witness, and thense of
a heart sworn to sacrifice; in the strength of le@nfident stride, and in the humility of a falmavered in
prayer.

It is no shallow spirit or insignificant influeneeand it is no small legacy.
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