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Jack Parsons died in Wales in 2006 at the age of 85.

I had known him since the early seventies, when we often met at environmental gatherings, sharing platforms as invited speakers at conferences. We became friends. In spite of the 25-year difference in our ages, we felt like comrades-in-arms. We were both Malthusians—mugged by the brute mathematics of exponential growth against fixed limits, appalled at the prospective human tragedy it entailed, and manically driven to spread the word. While in subsequent years, following intellectual fashion, I became mealy-mouthed and ‘political’, Jack stayed the Malthusian course, and was still shouting from the rooftops the week he died. 

He was born in Nottinghamshire, and always retained a distinctive accent. He left school at 14 and started at the bottom as a tea-boy and apprentice in mechanical engineering. During the war he joined the RAF and became a pilot (and how my children in later years, sitting round the kitchen table, loved his war stories!).  In the fifties he took evening classes in psychology and philosophy with the Workers Educational Association
 and won a university scholarship as a mature student, studying Philosophy and Politics at the then brand-new Keele University. 
He then went to work for the National Coal Board, which of course in those days ran the coal industry (and where, down the corridor, E.F. Schumacher also worked. Later they were to cross swords). During this time Jack’s awareness of the great issues of the day was growing. In 1958 the Coal Board decided summarily to close 36 working pits, and Jack was particularly intrigued by the determination of one mining community in Northumberland to take over ‘their’ pit and keep it open. He resolved to record their struggle, and over the course of several years, with the absolute minimum of equipment and resources, he produced The Blackhill Campaign, a social documentary film of enduring resonance, first shown at the National Film Theatre in 1964, and still recognised as a classic of the genre. In 2003 film buffs sought Jack out, interviewed him, and issued a new digital CD version. I certainly treasure my copy.  
The making of the film was much against the odds, but illustrates Jack’s sheer dogged persistence and stubbornness, qualities which, as his family and friends know, had their downside as well. You had to make allowances!
When I first met him he was a social science lecturer at Brunel University in west London and well into his new identity as “Population Parsons” as (mimicking his detractors) he often jokingly called himself. Population versus Liberty came out in 1971 and is still a very good read, partly because it lays out so many compelling arguments, but partly because the ‘time travel’ of the intervening years allows us to see so many things in a different perspective, and illuminates our own efforts to see into the mists of the next thirty years. 
Although population matters were always at the heart of his thinking, to his credit Jack realised that what we now call environmental or sustainability problems have other dimensions as well. He was a founder member of the Conservation Society, the first UK-wide body set up to raise awareness environmental problems, in 1967. He was the Society’s (unpaid) education officer. Although a natural Labour supporter, he attended meetings of, and advised, the Liberal and Conservative Parties too. Philosophically he considered himself a Humanist, and had little patience with, or understanding of, religious thought or practice.  

Population versus Liberty was widely reviewed and well received. At that time it was quite acceptable to talk and write about overpopulation as a problem, but by the time he had written Population Fallacies in 1977 it was not. A huge taboo had descended, forbidding any mention of population issues.  This is now beginning to lift, but in retrospect it is a singular phenomenon not easily explained. Jack of course ignored the taboo and blasted on regardless. In fact it provided even more grist to his mill, generating positively Biblical fulminations against the government, the BBC, the green movement, and even the Centre for Alternative Technology of which he was a life member—all accused of deliberately suppressing and distorting the Plain Facts and their even Plainer implications. 
In the eighties I moved to Wales and another kind of life, and lost contact with Jack. Little did I know he had also moved to Wales, and that was another thing we later had in common: a sense that we had gratefully adopted, and felt adopted by, y gwlad beirdd a chantorion, the land of bards and singers.  Jack became Deputy Director of the David Owen Centre for Population Studies at the University of Wales in Cardiff, and established a new home in a large farmhouse near Llantrisant in mid-Glamorgan. As a tribute to his engineering past he maintained an impossibly overspec’d metalworking lathe in one of the barns, which always made me round-eyed with amazement. In later years he rented out his land for grazing but took great pleasure in walking round the ‘estate’.

Jack loved Treferig, the farmhouse, but his family had a harder time of it. The children, innocent middle-class kids from Buckinghamshire, were pitched into the local primary school which, as Jack’s daughter Miranda reports, might as well have been on another planet. Eventually they agreed that his wife Barbara should set up another home in Cardiff, where the kids could go to a ‘normal’ city school. Barbara and Miranda and her daughters, still live in Cardiff. Jack saw his family regularly and was completely besotted by his grandchildren, but I think the subsequent loneliness and isolation made him gloomier than he might have been, and slightly paranoid. He was getting old, and he grumbled a lot. Sometimes he seemed accident-prone. Phoning out of the blue I would sometimes find him in a bitter mood that would take a while to lift. But he was always considerate and courteous, and invariably ended our conversations with the airman’s envoi: “Happy Landings!”. 
We re-met in the mid-90s, almost by accident, when he visited CAT en route to giving a talk in Aberystwyth. After that we corresponded continually and visited each other from time to time. I must say he was a great favourite with my kids, for whom he was a kind of surrogate granddad. 
I was intrigued by Jack’s continuing lust to have an influence. No surrender!  He eventually retired from the University, and my impression was that he left under something of a cloud. I was not privy to any of the details but I can imagine that his persistent refusal to observe the academic niceties drove his colleagues to despair. He simply would not go through the motions of presenting an apparently balanced, pseudo-objective case. He called a spade a spade. There was no fig-leaf. His research was exhaustive and his footnotes punctilious, but his aim and views were always completely transparent. In Academia, that is just not cool.
His special brand of partisan scholarship is illustrated to perfection in Human Population Competition (1998), his magnum opus, a remarkable two-volume work that in its scope and style bears comparison with Das Kapital.  Fearless to the end, Jack takes on all the sub-taboos that have underlain the general taboo on discussion of population issues, and he subjects them all to minute dissection, complete with a seemingly endless supply of real examples. It is so remorselessly un-PC that (on his count) 99 different publishers (‘after due consideration’) turned it down
. Typically, Jack started his own publishing company in order to produce the great work, then used the new company to publish further works of his own and others. All this in his eighties.
I think my personal favourite among his works is his monograph on Malthus, complete with its 18th-century-style title: The Reverend Thomas Robert Malthus, AM., FRS. Demi-Devil, Saint, or merely Great Benefactor?  Here he tries to present the ‘real’ Malthus in contrast to the popular saws that everyone, including scholars, ‘know’ to be the case. In allusion to T.H. Huxley’s famous remark vis á vis Darwin, Jack liked to describe himself as “Malthus’s Bulldog”.  He admired Malthus as I admired Jack himself: as someone who was determined to speak his truth whomever it might offend, even to the clear detriment of his own interests.
The Malthus paper was fairly restrained. But Jack’s most recent works were often flagrantly polemical, even bilious. They included The Treason of the BBC, alleging systematic (and corrupt?) censorship;  and The Vatican Body-Count, furiously tallying up the number of human deaths attributable to Roman Catholic Policy in the 20th century. 
I should say something about the Optimum Population Trust, of which Jack was a leading light and ‘founding patron’.  This is a well-organised and thoughtful body, built on the kinds of arguments deployed by Jack from the 60s onwards:  that if population growth continues indefinitely it will eventually be limited by unpleasant feedback effects. If it has therefore to be limited in any case, why not choose a point that optimises various desirable features such as open space, wildlife, cultural variety, civil liberties etc?  Obviously there will be different ‘optima’ depending on the values to be optimised, but the OPT exists largely to foster this debate. In practice the OPT (and Jack of course) argues that most national populations are excessive simply because their ‘ecological footprint’ exceeds the area of the national territory. But of course population is not the only factor in this ‘overshoot’; and furthermore the politics of rowing back from excess are different from expanding from a dearth. The arguments I always had with Jack concerned the relative slowness and recalcitrance of the population factor relative to the other terms in the famous IPAT identity that partitioned the relative factors of environmental impact. 

This ‘counter argument’ is fairly straightforward. In the next 50 years the BAU (default) expectations for the three terms are P= +0.5, A(GDP per cap)= +3, T(environmental intensity)= -4. Even in the default the range of A and T together is about 24 times more powerful than P. Further, it is plausible to believe that active state or other interventions could influence these two factors dramatically within the 50-year window in a way that seems implausible with respect to population levels, which change only very slowly unless unacceptably drastic measures are taken. It is basically for this reason—that in an emergency, A and T are better levers to pull—CAT  declined to adopt Jack’s suggestion that since all three terms multiply they should be regarded as of equal importance
 .
This difference of view had consequences for the discussions on what to do with Jack’s papers. He told me that ideally he would like his literary estate to remain in Wales, preferably in some future library at CAT. In the late 90s we at CAT were mooting a grand new building-complex containing a substantial library and reading-room, and it seemed at the time that it would be a good place for Jack’s books and papers. As the years passed however, the idea faded:  the space allocated for a library gradually shrank to nothing; at the same time it became clear that the sheer volume of material accumulated by Jack over a long life would be overwhelming;  and CAT did not want to feel obliged to pay more attention to the population factor than it deemed appropriate in the context of its other work. In internal discussions however, it turned out that there was substantial willingness to acknowledge the strength of the OPT case (and to support it against what might be called ‘politically-correct population-deniers’) without over-emphasising it. CAT agreed to house the papers and, with the assistance of the OPT have had them properly catalogued and available for scholarly study. 
Well, sadly Jack is dead, but times are changing and it is my feeling that as the climate-change agenda presses ever more insistently we are due for a re-assessment of the population question as being one of the factors we should not ignore.  In time Jack’s books might well be edited and updated, but the originals are still full of insight and vindicated monition. The source documents in his archive are an amazing ice-core of the shifting political prejudices of the late 20th century. It is gratifying that his papers stayed here in the Wales that Jack came to love in his later years, when he refused to give up and retire gracefully, but instead—as Rosamund McDougal of the OPT remarks in her obituary—‘raged, raged, against the dying of the light’. And not just the light of survival:   the light of reason and the highest aspirations of humanity.  
I do think that Jack will come to be seen as a figure ahead of his time who (along with his old friends such as Garrett Hardin and Paul Ehrlich) kept trying to make us see what we didn’t want to. 
In spite of theological implications Jack would have rejected, I am moved to cry, 

Happy Landings! 
� An early fore-runner of the Open University and a key ladder into learning for working people everywhere.


� The original title was Human population competition as biological warfare: a study of the pursuit of power through numbers. Imagine the bricks through the window!


� ‘Co-Equal, Co-Eternal, and Of One Substance?’ I used to tease the humanist Jack. Of a generation to know what this meant, he would smile wanly. 
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