Introductory Note: Wendell Berry is a novelist, poet, and essayist who has
taught at the University of Kentucky. He is also a farmer, and his writing often
uses his own experience of farm life to comment on trends in American society.
The following passage is adapted from an essay in his 1981 book The Gift of
Good Land: Further Essays Cultural and Agricultural.

Home of the Free

I was writing not long ago about a team of Purdue engineers who foresaw that by 2001
practically everything would be done by remote control. The question I asked —because such a
"projection" forces one to ask it—was, Where does satisfaction come from? I concluded that
there probably wouldn't be much satisfaction in such a world. There would be a lot of what
passes for "efficiency," a lot of "production" and "consumption," but little satisfaction.

What I failed to acknowledge was that this "world of the future" is already established
among us, and is growing. Two advertisements that I have lately received from correspondents
make this clear, and raise the question about the sources of satisfaction more immediately and
urgently than any abstract "projection” can do.

The first is the legend from a display of John Deere tractors at Waterloo Municipal
Airport:

INTRODUCING A SOUND-GARD BODY ...
A DOWN TO EARTH SPACE CAPSULE.

New Sound-Gard body from John Deere, an "earth space capsule" to protect and
encourage the American farmer at the job of being "Breadwinner to a world of
families."

Outside: dust, noise, heat, storm, fumes.

Inside: all's quiet, comfortable, safe.
Features include a 4-post Roll Gard, space-age metals, plastics, and fibers to isolate
driver from noise, vibration, and jolts. You can dial "inside weather" to your liking,
push a button for radio or stereo tape entertainment, breathe filtered, conditioned air
in a pressurized compartment, and have remote control over multiton and
multi-hookups, with control tower visibility —all from a scientifically padded seat.

The second is an ad for a condominium housing development:
HOME OF THE FREE.

We do the things you hate. You do the things you like. We mow the lawn, shovel the
walks, paint and repair and do all exterior maintenance.

You cross-country ski, play tennis, hike, swim, work out, read or nap. Or advise
our permanent maintenance staff as they do the things you hate.



Different as they may seem at first, these two ads make the same appeal, and they
represent two aspects of the same problem: the widespread, and still spreading, assumption that
we somehow have the right to be set free from anything whatsoever that we "hate" or don't
want to do. According to this view, what we want to be set free from are the natural conditions
of the world and the necessary work of human life; we do not want to experience temperatures
that are the least bit too hot or cold, or to work in the sun, or be exposed to wind or rain, or
come in personal contact with anything describable as dirt, or provide for any of our own
needs, or clean up after ourselves. Implicit in all this is the desire to be free of the "hassles" of
mortality, to be "safe" from the life cycle. Such freedom and safety are always for sale. It is
proposed that if we put all earthly obligations and the rites of passage into the charge of experts
and machines, then life will become a permanent holiday.

What these people are really selling is insulation cushions of technology, "space ag.e"
materials, and the menial work of other people—to keep fantasy in and reality out. The
condominium ad says flat out that it is addressed to people who "hate" the handwork of
household maintenance, and who will enjoy "advising" the people who do it for them; it is
addressed, in other words, to those who think themselves too good to do work that other people
are not too good to do. But it is a little surprising to realize that the John Deere ad is addressed
to farmers who not only hate farming (that is, any physical contact with the ground or the
weather or the crops), but also hate tractors, from the "dust," "fumes," "noise, vibration, and
jolts" of which they wish to be protected by an "earth space capsule" and a "scientifically
padded seat."

Speaking for myself, I acknowledge that the world, the weather, and the life cycle have
caused me no end of trouble, and yet I look forward to putting in another forty or so years with
them because they have also given me no end of pleasure and instruction. They interest me. I
want to see them thrive on their own terms. I hate to see them abused and interfered with for
the comfort and convenience of a lot of spoiled people who presume to "hate" the more
necessary kinds of work and all the natural consequences of working outdoors.

Just a few days ago I finished up one of the heaviest of my spring jobs: hauling manure.
On a feed lot I think this must be real drudgery even with modern labor-saving equipment—all
that "waste" and no fields to put it on! But instead of a feed lot I have a small farm—what
would probably be called a subsistence farm. My labor-saving equipment consists of a team of
horses and a forty-year-old manure spreader. We worked the manure on by hand —forty-five
loads. I made my back tired and my hands sore, but I got a considerable amount of pleasure out
of it. Everywhere I spread that manure I knew it was needed. What would have been a nuisance
in a feed lot was an opportunity and a benefit here. I enjoyed seeing it go out onto the ground. I
was working some two-year-old horses in the spreader for the first time, and I enjoyed that—
mostly. And, since there were no noises, fumes, or vibrations, the loading times were socially
pleasant. I had some help from neighbors, from my son, and, toward the end, from my daughter
who arrived home well rested from college. She helped me load, and then read The Portrait of a
Lady while I drove up the hill to empty the spreader. I don't think many young women have
read Henry James while forking manure. I enjoyed working with my daughter, and I enjoyed
wondering what Henry James would have thought of her.




ESSAY TOPIC

What does Berry think should give people "satisfaction"? What do you think of his views? To
develop your essay, be sure to discuss specific examples drawn from your own experience,
your observation of others, or any of your reading— including, of course, "Home of the Free"
itself.



