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The Long Journey Home
MARIAN VAN EYK MCCAIN

A s we are finally starting to realize, it is vital that we 
   humans in the Western world downshift from 
   our wasteful, consumerist lifestyles to simpler, 
more eco-friendly ones in order that our planet may 
continue to sustain us. I know this very well. I talk about 
it a lot and even publish books about it even though I have 
never consciously downshifted to a simple lifestyle myself. 
Mind you, I have never knowingly upshifted either. But 
I’ve experienced both processes in my long life journey. 
Looking back, I see it now in terms of two journeys, like 
two rivers that join part way downstream. One is a story 
of circumstance and serendipity, like the journey of a cork 
borne on the tide. The other is an inner, spiritual journey 
from ignorance to awareness. Both have led to the here and 
now of me, a writer of books and articles and blogs about 
simple living, ecopsychology and all things green. 

I was just three years old when WW2 began, and living in 
Plymouth, which was one of the most heavily-blitzed cities 
in England. So I grew up with the sound of falling bombs in 
my ears, the damp, musty air of the Anderson shelter in my 
nostrils and with scarcity, rationing and ‘Dig for Victory’ 
posters. But since I knew no other normality, all these 
things seemed perfectly normal to me. (In fact, the piece 
I wrote for the BBC’s ‘People’s War’ archive was entitled ‘A 
Strange Kind of Normal.’) 

My childhood was a happy one, despite the war. And I 
took simplicity for granted. There was nothing remarkable 
about living a simple, non-consumer lifestyle because 
in those days, consumerism had not yet been invented. 
Rationing was in force and many things were unobtainable. 
For example, I never tasted a banana until I was nine years 
old. But people made do. And there always seemed to be 
enough to eat, especially as we grew vegetables and fruit 
in our backyard. Most other people we knew did the same. 
There were even some special treats, like the peppermint 
sweets my mother made out of powdered milk. She also 
made ‘banana sandwiches’ out of boiled parsnips with 
banana flavouring and to me they tasted delicious. Since I 
had nothing to compare them with, they seemed like real 
banana to me. 

There was no TV in those days, no Internet, jet travel or 
microwaving. We had no telephone or central heating in 
our house and nobody we knew owned a fridge or a car. 
Washing machines were still in the future. People boiled 
their bathwater in a gas copper, grew vegetables in ‘Victory 
gardens’ and carried kitchen scraps to the pig bin on 
the street corner. Plastic didn’t exist. Glass bottles were 

recycled. My grandmother, who was a skilled dressmaker, 
made all my clothes, using whatever material she could 
find. She used to comb the shops for good quality fabric 
remnants. We rarely travelled far from home and if we 
did we went by pubic transport. Almost everybody’s eco-
footprint was small, back then. 

When the war finally ended and the troops came home, 
jobs were scarce and wages low. So in 1947 my family 
downshifted to an even simpler life. We moved to a house 
half a mile from a rural village in Hampshire. The house 
had no mains water and no indoor toilet. But being on half 
an acre it had many mature fruit trees and ample room for 
vegetables, soft fruit, pigs and chickens. Simplicity, there, 
was born of financial necessity, but although money was 
scarce, we lacked nothing. We had plenty to eat and even 
took apples to sell in the market. My life felt rich, full and 
especially wonderful because the war was over and I loved 
the countryside. 

After I grew up and left home I shared an apartment in 
London, earning enough for rent, food and little else. I 
went on living simply because I knew no other mode of 
existence. However, just as a fish has no concept of water, 
I had no concept of simple living, back then. Words like 

Home-grown organic veggies.
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(which naturally were cloth as disposables weren’t around 
yet). My then husband had spent his own childhood in 
Nazi-occupied Holland and living simply and as frugally 
as possible came naturally to him also. So we were not 
wasteful consumers. But our thrifty habits came from the 
desire to save money rather than from any commitment to 
the ideal of simplicity.

It was through wheeling my children to the shops in their 
battered old pram that my wake-up call came. Fruit flies had 
been (allegedly) spotted in the area and our local Council 
started compulsorily spraying poison around the streets, 
right at the level of young bodies in prams. I was incensed. So 
were my neighbours. We got together, protested and got the 
spraying stopped. I read Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring. That, 
for me, was the turning point. That was when I first became 
conscious of the impact humans were having on our planet.

By 1971, more green books had started appearing and I 
devoured them eagerly. Friends of the Earth published 
their Environmental Handbook that year (I still have my 
ancient, yellowed copy). I went on to read Diet for a Small 
Planet and then, the following year, Only One Earth, The 
Limits to Growth, and Blueprint For Survival, followed in 
1973 by Small Is Beautiful. I was reborn as a greenie with the 
beginnings of conscious, global awareness. 

Fast forward two decades. My children were grown. I 
had divorced and remarried. Duane Elgin had published 
Voluntary Simplicity, John Seymour had inspired a new 

‘sustainability,’ ‘environmentalism’ and ‘downshifting’ were 
not in anyone’s vocabulary in the 1950s. 

But over the next two decades, without noticing it, most 
people began subtly upshifting, including me. As my 
wages improved, I bought more stuff. Returning from 
my first overseas holiday, I brought home four pairs of 
new Italian shoes yet thought nothing of it. We were all 
like sleepwalkers, walking through a process that hadn’t 
yet reached our conscious awareness. Gradually, without 
noticing what was happening, we were being seduced into 
believing that the more ‘stuff’ we had the happier we would 
be. With the post-war resurgence of industrialism, as the 
factories switched back from making bombs to making 
cars and global trade re-developed and gathered force, 
advertising was starting to shape our lives, subliminally 
convincing us that our wants were really needs.

In 1965, by which time I was living in Australia – having 
migrated there in 1958 under the £10 scheme – I left the 
workforce to become a stay-at-home housewife and 
mother. By 1969 I was living a typical suburban lifestyle in 
a typical suburban house, with all the ‘stuff’ that is seen as 
a normal part of suburban living. Except that we owned no 
vehicle. We were near the shops and well-served by public 
transport so remaining carless was easy and saved us lots of 
money. Since I had never owned a car anyway, I felt no lack. 

We saved money in other ways too, such as buying 
everything for our babies second-hand, except nappies 

Laying the home-made bricks.
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though we do have computers and use them constantly. 
We own no vehicle except a bike and our travel beyond the 
village is by bus and train. We buy everything locally and 
support our local suppliers, artisans and craftspeople. In 
the 13 years we have lived here we have never shopped in 
any of the supermarkets. And I am happier than I have ever 
been in my life. 

Each place, each version of simple living that I have 
experienced in my 76 years has taught me new lessons about 
trade-offs, carbon calculation, and all the nitty-gritty pros 
and cons of downshifting – useful knowledge for passing 
on to others. Which is why I now write books about it.

But I also write a lot about green spirituality. Because above 
all, the conscious embrace of a simple, sustainable way of 
living, regardless of its form, has been for me a spiritual 
journey. You could say it has brought me home. For it has 
deepened my identification with – and my profound delight 
in – Planet Earth and all her creatures. And it has brought 
me more happiness, more peace and more contentment 
than I would ever have thought possible.

Marian Van Eyk McCain, BSW, M.A., is a retired 
psychologist and the author of eight books, including 
The Lilypad List: 7 Steps to the Simple Life (Findhorn 
Press, 2004) and Downshifting Made Easy: How to 
Plan for your Planet-friendly Future (O Books, 2011). 
She edited the anthology GreenSpirit: Path to a New 
Consciousness (O Books, 2010) and is also a free-
lance writer, columnist, blogger and co-editor of 
the GreenSpirit magazine. She lives in Devon. www.
marianvaneykmccain.com 

generation of ‘back to the land’ visionaries and I was 
striding around in my gumboots in a recently-purchased 
thirty acre paddock in south-eastern Victoria, making 
mud bricks, building a composting toilet, installing solar 
panels, planting trees and following a long held dream of 
establishing a homestead in the bush. But of course we 
needed a 4WD vehicle to get to our front gate. We bought 
yards and yards of polypipe to bring water from the dam 
down to the orchard and the vegetable garden and more 
yards and yards of it – plus a pump – to bring water up 
from the creek when the rains stopped falling and the dam 
began to dry up. 

Although we used mud to build the walls and recycled 
wood for the roof timbers and all the doors and windows for 
the house came from demolished houses, we still required 
new rainwater tanks, a back-up generator for when there 
was no sunshine, an inverter to change the DC power into 
AC, deep-cell batteries…and on and on. When I add up all 
the energy it cost to manufacture and transport everything 
we needed, plus the petrol for the Landcruiser, pump and 
generator, suddenly rural homesteading doesn’t seem quite 
as straightforwardly green as you might imagine – in the 
short term, anyway.

In fact, when I looked back, it seemed that our previous 
lifestyle in a small, 19th century brick terrace house in 
Melbourne’s inner city might actually have been greener. 
There, we had needed no car. I always walked or bicycled 
to the shops. We could walk downtown or catch a tram. 
Heating bills were low since terrace houses – especially 
those well-built 19th Century ones like we had – stay warm 
in winter and cool in summer.

Since then we have experienced several more varieties of 
simple living. For example, we spent two years living in a 
downtown San Francisco apartment. When we moved into 
it, we bought the bare necessities of furniture, crockery, 
cutlery etc. from the Salvation Army store two blocks away. 
And when we left we simply called up the Salvation Army 
to bring their truck and take it all away again. Water-filled 
radiators were an economical form of heating, since several 
dozen apartments shared the one system. And once again 
the downtown location made car ownership unnecessary.  

We also lived for a while in an intentional community by 
the shore of a lake in the Texas hill country. There, life was 
simple by virtue of the fact that almost all resources were 
shared. And once again, much of the food was home-grown. 
Now, we live in a very small, 18th Century cob cottage at 
the edge of an English village – just 350 square metres of 
living space but ample for our needs. The 18" thick walls 
keep us snug, the garden provides a lot of our food and the 
firewood for our woodstove comes from fallen trees on a 
nearby estate, sawn into logs by the groundskeeper. We 
have no TV, washing machine, dishwasher or microwave, 

The finished cottage. The trees on the right are wattles, a fast-growing 
species, that were just a few inches high when I planted them.
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