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Morris’s “News from Nowhere” 
News From Nowhere is the fictionalized embodiment of the ideological and philosophical beliefs of William Morris.  In general he believed that industrialization had been bad for English society, that the arts and crafts of the Victorian era and even before were being lost, that mechanically produced goods had marginalized workers, turning them into what he and others call “wage-slaves”, and that the solution to reverse these trends was to adopt the lifestyle and social arrangements of a prior era, the 13th and 14th centuries.  

In News, Morris hoped to exhort and/or excoriate the masses into dumping the human advancements that had been realized through the mid-19th Century, and instead take up his social ideal of civilization.  Morris’s hoped his faux rendition of life in the future would convince his readers that there was an alternative to industrialization, and if they would but adopt the “arts and crafts lifestyle” proposed by Morris and others, then the imaginary society of News could become a reality.  
News is part of a second iteration of Morris’s quest to revolutionize English society in the mid-1800’s.  It is part of his overall goal to bring about the destruction of modern civilization (Morris, p. 381).  He initially believed that he had no need to involve himself politically in order to bring about change, politics for him was a “cumbersome and disgustful means to an end” (Morris, p. 380), hence the first version of social reform that Morris pursued was a passive aggressive program that emphasized social education, and setting an example for the multitudes to follow.  
In this first phase Morris chose to promote art and craft works, by both encouraging the organization and association of individuals in the mediums and trades of each, and then by facilitating the practice and promotion of their works and products to the public, commercially and otherwise.  Morris coupled his arts and crafts program with an extensive campaign of speeches and writings by himself and others which gave the moral and social reasoning behind the arts and crafts movement’s undertakings.  He hoped these efforts would educate the masses about the rectitude of what he was proposing, and get them to understand that an alternative lifestyle existed for them if they would just eschew the present social and industrial modernization that was occurring, and return to the time period that he had selected as being most compatible and nurturing of human life and endeavors.  

While the success of this first phase of social change yielded prominence for him personally, and for the arts and crafts per se, it did not bring about a fundamental change in society as a whole.  Industrialization continued apace, gaining ever greater footholds in all areas of commerce and society.  
This failure to bring about any real gains against industrialization seems to have been the impetus for the second phase of Morris’s activism, becoming an committed socialist.  This permitted him to take on the segments of society that he was against, to confront them where they “lived”, and in a more open and combative manner.  As he had with his artistic and craft pursuits, Morris threw himself and his extensive financial resources into the next level of revolutionary change that he was seeking.  
Socialism for Morris translated into a society where “there should be neither rich nor poor, neither master nor master’s man, neither brain-sick brain workers nor heart-sick hand workers, in a word, in which all men would be living in equality of condition, and would manage their affairs unwastefully, and with the full consciousness that harm to one would mean harm to all”.  
News also accurately reflects this proposition, there is “no obvious individual [market] exchange” (Morris, 115), “folk collect…to do hand-work in which working together is necessary or convenient; such work is often very pleasant” (Morris, p. 81), work is “a pleasure” and is  “rewarded” through the pleasure of having created something (Morris, p. 122), and the people of News “are thoroughly happy in their business” and “like keeping things together, avoiding waste, seeing that nothing sticks fast uselessly” (Morris, p. 116).  

News also 
However, rather than being a tome to progress, NFN is a plan for social regression.  IMorris’s radical ideal literally relies on a return to the age and lifestyle 300 to 500 years in the past.  He believes that the state of European civilization, and the lives of those living in it, is so bad from almost every standpoint that only a scrapping of every social and industrial development that lends itself to the industrialization era, and a return to a 13th and 14th Century lifestyle, will save humanity from itself.  

The point is, if that time was so idyllic, a time of social homeostasis, then why would the people of it have progressed out of it?  Wouldn’t they have fought tooth and nail to hang on to it?   
Upon understanding that this is what drives Morris to promote the arts and crafts movement, and this social change at whatever cost to him and others, the first question that comes to mind is, “Who died and made William Morris king?”  It is a very good question, because it is upon Morris’s sense of his actual and perceived privilege, and that of those who influenced him and with whom he associated, that much of his works, including NFN, emanated.  


While it may seem a bit too pat, or too pop-psych to state this, the fact of the matter is that Morris the man was Morris the child.  Morris was a product of a very privileged upbringing.    Throughout his life he was used to one, getting his own way, two, having large amounts of resources at his disposal (human and otherwise) to facilitate that way, and three, could be quite obstreperous and churlish if that way was not forthcoming.  His father, William Morris senior, was a wealthy businessman, and the household that he maintained ensured that when the younger Morris was growing up that he had the best of care, exposure to the best the world had to offer, and as the eldest male child in the household, the most deference.  

“He was spoiled by everyone, and was rather temperamental, as in fact he would be for the rest of his life…His doting father presented him with a pony and a miniature suit of armor, and, in the character of a diminutive knight-errant, he went off on long quests into the depths of Epping Forest…and even in childhood was possessed of a romantic attachment to forests and gardens and flowers and birds”, and Medievalism (Cody).

As was common for young men of William Morris’s status at that time in England, they were exposed for at least a little time to some institution of higher learning, in Morris’s case he went to a succession of colleges.  It was at Exeter College (Oxford) that he was exposed to a variety of influences that would fuel his desire to try to recreate the Medieval ages of his childhood dreams.  to the philosophies and ideologies of John Ruskin.  For someone of Morris’s temperament and experience it was a case of magnetic attraction.  In Ruskin’s philosophical remonstrances and reconstructions of society, Morris found the vehicle whereby he hoped to realize his childhood dreams, that of being a knight-in-shining-armor, rescuing ladies, righting wrongs in society, all the while residing in an earthly paradise, a Medieval commune.  
 
The second question that comes to mind is 
Rather than enduring veneration for William Morris, that he was some socially prescient icon of the Victorian era, his acts and accomplishments should be put into context and perspective.  Morris’s life should be considered holistically, both personally and professionally,  as opposed to being compartmentalized, more about his professional pursuits, and little about his personal characteristics.  This compartmentalization has caused his “good” works to monopolize the literature about Morris, and relegated his not so altruistic works to be something less than footnotes.  The general theme of the literature through the years has been commendatory of Morris’s devotion to the arts and crafts that he and others associated with him promoted.  It tends to laud Morris’s own artistic endeavors, from painting to writing.  Of Morris’s literary works, his “News from Nowhere” (1890), a utopian account of a future society that Morris thought would be a panacea for many of the societal ills that he believes afflict the time in which he lived, is most often written and commented about.  

However, such a reality it is.  Think of it in terms of going to sleep and waking up in Garrison Keillor’s fictional Minnesota town of Lake Wobegon, where "all the women are strong, all the men are good-looking, and all the children are above average".  The only difference between Morris’s and Keillor’s everyman’s town is that the people in Morris’s vision rather than wearing contemporary dress, are cavorting through their Puckish/pixyish life wearing 14th Century Medieval garb
oblivious to the depredations outside of industrialization – industrialization threatened their embargo on the good life, the works that had been produced.  If everyone had a Michelangelo in their home, then how special was the one they had?  Intellectual dilettantes, intent on creating a lifestyle deemed by them to be full of rectitude, tranquility, and morally uplifting, and 

Cody, David.  “William Morris: A Short Biography”.  The Victorian Web. 15 April 2007.  http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/morris/wmbio.html
In a similar way, a large majority of people claim to be above average; this phenomenon has been observed among drivers, CEOs, stock market analysts, college students, police officers and state education officials, among others. Experiments and surveys have repeatedly shown that most people believe that they possess attributes that are better or more desirable than average.
Key sites that have been protected and conserved between 1995 and 2005 include:

Kenidjack Valley and Cliffs: including the engine houses at West Wheal Owles, Wheal Edward and Wheal Drea, the Arsenic Works and tin processing features at Carn Praunter, and several mining and farming related structures at Kenidjack Hamlet. The project has also resulted in the eradication of a 'forest' of Japanese Knotweed which until recently infested the valley and obscured many of its archaeological remains.

Botallack Mine: including the famous Crown's Mine Engine Houses, Botallack Arsenic Works (which include the long flu or 'labyrinth' into which the arsenic settled and was subsequently collected) and Count House (now used as an interpretation centre and community resource), and numerous shafts. Another significant project was the undergrounding of over 1.5 km of overhead cables to enhance the landscape between Botallack Count House and Kenidjack Hamlet.

Levant Mine: including the Pumping Engine and Higher Bal Engine Houses, the Compressor House with it's huge and very distinctive chimney, and numerous important shafts including the Man-Engine Shaft, where 31 miners died in Cornwall's second worst mining accident (in 1919). The access tunnel from the Miner's Dry (changing room) to the Man-Engine Shaft has also been refurbished and is now open to the public; this after close consultation with the local community who regard the site as a memorial to the men who died there. Other significant sites addressed during the ten year project include: the stabilisation of numerous mining structures and shafts in Cot Valley, including Wheal Hermon (the first mine of any type in Britain to be referred to by name on a map – c.1560) where a shaft has been made safe and the mine's beach retaining wall consolidated; Cape Cornwall where several shafts have been made safe and the fisherman's slipway repaired; and Carn Gloose, Watchcroft and Rosewall Hill where many previously dangerous have also been made safe.

Mining facts
The St Just District's mines were among the most productive in Cornwall for both tin and copper. Levant alone produced over 130,000 tonnes of copper between 1820 & 1927, putting it in the top ten Cornish sites in terms of output and wealth.

The St Just Mines also employed thousands of men, women and children. In the late 18thC there was only around 1000 people living in the St Just Parish, but by the mid 19thC mining boom this had risen to over 10,000, with Levant alone employing nearly 1000 people.

The St Just District was famous and practically unique for it's 'submarine mines', as at Botallack and Levant where miners worked just beneath the sea bed, often as much as one and a half miles from the shore. Stories abound of them hearing huge boulders rolling about just above their heads on stormy days.

Almost all of the minerals found anywhere in the world are represented in the St Just District, making it massively significant globally in geological terms, and explaining why it was such an important mining area.

Two of Cornwall's largest mining disasters occurred at sites addressed during the project: at Cargodna at Kenidjack and the Man-Engine Tunnel at Levant. Both projects were carried out in close and careful consultation with the members of local community, some of whom lost relatives in the disasters

The Arsenic Works: arsenic commonly occurs with tin in the ground, and had to be separated from it and removed because it made the tin brittle and thus less valuable. From the mid 19th C this 'by-product' was collected and sold by the mines to boost its income. Its use included: a key ingredient for pesticides, primarily for the American Market where a boll weevil outbreak had been decimating cotton crops; as the means to create new colours for dyes and paints, as used by leading artists such as William Morris; and by the military to make their bullets more brittle.

Morgan, Clare.  “World Famous Mining Heritage Safeguarded”.  Objective One Partnership Office Castle House Pydar Street Truro TR1 2UD 12-9-05
http://72.14.253.104/search?q=cache:sJnkhY_9DdoJ:www.objectiveone.com/client/media/media-629.htm+cornwall+mines+morris&hl=en&ct=clnk&cd=15&gl=us
The third book of this batch was The Wheal of Hope - South Crofty and Cornish Tin Mining. Ever since I was a boy growing up around Tavistock, I was fascinated by the rich heritage of tin and copper mining. I had been down South Crofty in 1975 as well as an Elizabethan Copper mine near Double waters south of Tavistock. Much of the western edge of Dartmoor was mined since medieval times and the Tamar Valley in the eighteen sixties had the richest copper mine in the world, Devon Great Consols. A significant number of the shares were held by none other than William Morris and helped finance his ventures into the realms of art and design.
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