The Spirituality of E.B. White or Why God is at the Bottom of the Compost Heap

By Rebecca Thatcher Murcia

As you might already know, I was hired to write a short biography of E.B. White this spring. I jumped at the opportunity because I loved Stuart Little, Charlotte’s Web, and The Trumpet of the Swan, as a child, and as a university student I had memorized portions of The Elements of Style,White and Professor William Strunk’s book on a grammar and usage, especially that image of old Professor Strunk leaning over his desk and crying, almost oxymoronically, “Omit needless words! Omit needless words! Omit needless words!” 

When I began my research I knew little of White’s spiritual and political side. I was pleasantly surprised to find out that he was against wars and for organic farming at a time when ideas like that were sometimes enough to earn one a prison sentence. I also discovered, I guess in some way rediscovered, White’s tremendous and yet nuanced sense of humor. During the travails of some misbegotten Republican like Richard M. Nixon, an anguished woman asked him, “What is a Republican to do?” and he answered, “That’s easy, vote Democratic.” For many years, White wrote the funny little commentaries at the end of type-ridden newspaper headlines the New Yorker reprinted. One said: “TWO PERSONS HURT IN ROUTE 9-D CRASH – Peekskill Woman Suffers Consciousness.” The observation that followed was: “It’s a cross many of us have to bear.” 


We are worshipping here at Scare Crow Hill Community farm this morning, a place where farmers work hard at preserving the very earth that sustains us. E.B White, in his lesser known role as popular philosopher and commentator, was an environmentalist and a believer in organic farming. Though he was not very religious in the traditional sense, his writings are imbued with a kind of profound spirituality of decency, peace, and fairness.

Elwyn Brooks White was born in Mt Vernon, New York in 1899. His father worked at a piano company in New York City and was able to provide his large family with a large house and many material comforts. But Mt. Vernon was still fairly rural in those days and he was able to indulge what would become a lifelong passion for animals and nature. He kept pigeons, dogs, snakes, polliwogs, turtles, lizards, singing birds, chameleons, caterpillars and mice. In an essay titled A Boy I knew, White wrote that he “felt for animals a kinship he never felt for people. … He always seemed to be under some strange compulsion to assist the processes of incubation and germination, as though without him they might fail and the earth grow old and die. To him a miracle was essentially egg-shaped.” (Elledge’s biography of White, p. 24)

White was a good student and he won a scholarship to Cornell University, but for him, like most of us, some subjects were harder than others. In a poem, he once said:
 When I was but a tiny lad

  Absorbed in proper fractions,

My teacher never thought I had

 The normal bright reactions.

In college came a course that dealt

 With assets that were frozen.

It was a class I always felt

 A tendency to doze in.


White wandered for a while after college but he eventually found his professional home at The New Yorker, which was then a pioneering new magazine that was offering new kinds of humor as well as show casing the best writers in the country.  White often wrote funny stories about his pets or other topics that might have been considered trivial, but when World War II heated up, he became very committed to the idea that the only way to stop future wars was to have a world government. He knew the idea was impractical, but he had lived through World War I and he was not one to let the fact that an idea was impractical stop him from advocating it. He wrote many articles on the need for a world government, and though, it’s a little hard to believe now, they were collected into a book called The Wild Flag. The title came from a dream White had about people of the world uniting under a flag with a simple iris on it. The iris, he wrote, “grows everywhere in the moist places of the earth for all to observe and wonder at; (It) does not lend itself to frantic waving or nationalist exploitation.”

 White said that people would have to become environmentalists before they would be able to resist the pull of nationalism. “Before you can be an internationalist you have first to be a naturalist and feel the ground under you making a whole circle. … A club, moreover, or a nation, has a most attractive offer to make; it offers the right to be exclusive. There are not many of us who are physically constituted to resist this strange delight, this nourishing privilege. It is at the bottom of all fraternities, societies, orders. It is at the bottom of most trouble. The planet holds out no such inducement. The planet is everybody’s. All it offers is the grass, the sky, the water, and the ineluctable dream of peace and fruition.”


White kept pushing for a world government, and he never did get it, but he had hope for the United Nations. He went to the founding of the United Nations in San Francisco fully aware of the awesomeness of the founders’ task. He wrote: “The rich and ribald spectacle of these pre-Conference hours neither conceals nor removes the sense of destiny and the sense of obligation which haunt the citadel. The accusing eye of millions of homesick young soldiers, the hungry gaze of millions of famished children, are trained on this hill tonight. Theirs is a fixed stare, which no one can evade. It waits for every delegate at the bottom of his glass.”


White turned with grace – perhaps making the connection stronger than any other writer has or since – from peace making to farming. He once wrote a long article about the complicated lives that farmers lead, noting that people often ask if he enjoyed the “simple life” of the country.  “I don’t know if I cane to the country to live the simple life; but I am now engaged in a life vastly more complex than anything the city has to offer.”

He concluded talking about a book he was reading on organic farming. “The hero of the book is the common earthworm. At the bottom of the compost heap sits God. Already I am a convert to biodynamics. … Of course a farmer can’t allow himself to become wholly an ascetic (specially during lambing time); but if he allows his agriculture to degenerate into mere profit making, he is a man foredoomed. My goal is no longer a three hundred egg hen, but to find peace through conversion of my table scraps into humus. God help my neighbor’s pig—I’m afraid he’ll miss the scraps.”


Speaking of pigs, I think the spirituality of White’s children’s books – especially Charlotte’s Web and the Trumpet of the Swan – is so wonderful. Charlotte’s complicated and well performed plot to save the life of Wilbur is a great story as well as a great lesson in commitment and creativity. And the Trumpet of the Swan, is perhaps even more profound, telling the story of a young swan’s struggle to find his way in the world despite being born without a voice. As John Updike wrote, White, “never forgets that he is telling about serious matters: the overcoming of a handicap, and the joys of music, the need for creatures to find a mate, and the survival of a beautiful species of swan.”


I want to close by coming back to us being here at Scarecrow Hill Community Farm, and to remember how sixty years ago, White saw the same challenges farmers here are addressing from the vantage point of his New England farm. He wrote: “The land, even though it has been mistreated, can still support the population—that we know. The question is whether the population has the temperament and the ingenuity to support the land—that is return its goodness, not just sap it up.” White died in 1985. If he were still alive today I think he would be horrified to know that we have a president who cares so little for world opinion that he has withdrawn our country from the Kyoto protocol on global warming and attacked Iraq in defiance of the United Nations. But he would take heart, as we can all take heart, from efforts like David and Peggy’s and their supporters, people who are farming in a way that protects the environment and provides healthier food for the community. God bless them. Amen

