The death of a modern giant: Hilaire Belloc (1870-1953)
by Leonardo Castellani.
The passing away of Hilaire Belloc last July has stricken more than one Argentine heart, as no doubt is the case with lots of Englishmen, Americans, French and Europeans. With his amazingly assorted, wonderfully sound and massive output, people can be grateful for Belloc's literary work. 
The obituary published by "La Nación"  refers to the "one hundred books" legend: and yet, the productive and indefatigable English-Frenchman published more than a hundred books, just like his brother-in-arms, G.K. Chesterton. Like spiritual twins, these two larger than life characters shaped the famous monster baptized by Bernard Shaw as the "Chesterbelloc", a beastlike figure very much feared by "the last heresy": a lampooning sphynx of sorts, made up of achingly human bodies and souls.
Among other unuseful things, whoever wrote Belloc's anonimous obituary says that he was an antisemite, a nationalist and a Catholic; and that more than anything else was famously known as a bit of a pettifogger.
Belloc was no antisemite: his book on the Jews is an impartial work; his secretary, Miss Huby, was a Jew herself; and there's a bright and encomiastic biography of him written by one Creighton Mandell—that the obituary writer apparently hasn't read.

It's useless to fault an Englishman for being a nationalist: they all are. But if he refers to Oswald Mosley's Party he's got it wrong again.
Belloc was of a contentious type, to be sure (and a glorious one, at that); but his luster goes further than that. We know of no book of his made up of pure quarrell except the severe errata sheet he drew up upon Well's "Outline of History", an essay he mockingly titled "The emerald of Catherine the Great"; and his book "The Party System" written with Cecil Chesterton's collaboration; but the greater part of his essays are not in the least pugnacious. His major achievements come from being a great historian, an elegant poet, a brilliant essayist, not to mention his work as a journalist, literary critic and war strategist.

Belloc's main books—his great trilogy on Europe and the Faith, The Great Heresies, The Crisis of Our Civilization—have been translated into Spanish; and with those readers of "La Nación" will have more than enough. 

As Dawson has acutely observed, all of Belloc's work can be gathered into trilogies. His comprehensive mind sympathized with the thesis, antithesis and synthesis mold.
These days anyone who chances to affirm truth categorically will be labeled as a "polemicist". Well, so he was; much to his credit. In his book On the Place of Gilbert Chesterton in English Letters he noted the difference between himself and his jubilant brother-in-arms: Chesterton, while contradicting just about everyone, never attacks anyone; if he mentions people by their names, he does it with such grace, kindness and charity, that in fact he made no enemies; on the other hand—says Belloc referring to himself—if one fights, one cannot but attack, sometimes even hit hard, sometimes single people out by their names, at the risk of making yourself enemies… This only means that Belloc had a politician's frame of mind, while Chesterton certainly did not. In politics one always establishes a friend-enemy pattern—all of which doesn't mean that both men's fight was against such and such person, but against errors and mistaken circumstances: "Not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places." (Ephesians, VI:12)
"Prone to utter dogmatic and categorical pronouncements…" True. Belloc would do so because he could get away with it. Chesterton remembers the exact occasion in which he was introduced to Belloc when they were, both of them, very young: it was in a London pub rife with pipe smoke, the beer circulating freely, and he was left breathless when hearing Trinity College's young History don saying: "Edward's so and so regency was a happy one; but then of course, all England's regents have been happy". Chesterton says he rapidly went over England's history only to discover that, "to the extent of his memory", the calm all-embracing statement by the man with a breton sailor's face and a French surname, was dead right… Belloc had an encyclopaedic memory, just like Menéndez y Pelayo; not the mechanical type, that, say, of an accountant or a chess player's, but an extremely reliable, dynamically retentive one, the sort that one comes across in all geniuses: an architectonic memory, as Saint Thomas says of Aristotle: "Stagiritae mens archithectonica fuit". "In Henry the Eighth's time there was only one Englishman with a good hold of Greek; and in France King Francis the First disposed of six Greek lecturers in the Collège de France; what's more, a hundred years before you wouldn't find a single one." Menéndez y Pelayo is full of sweeping remarks of the sort: "This theme in the «Coplas de la muerte de Jorge Manrique» has only been dealt with twice in the whole of Castilian poetry; in the Arab world it occurs frequently". Not everyone can speak like that; that is to say, in Argentina we all speak like that; but then, we talk rubbish.

In those days—the days of "The Party System" and the Marconi scandal—Ramiro de Maeztu wrote as a reporter for the Spanish newspaper "ABC"  saying, among other things: 
Mr. Belloc is currently one of the more interesting figures in the world of English letters, an example of great suggestive power on the result of mixed bloods from different European people sometimes producing quite original talents… Mr. Belloc, an English M.P. and one of the most eminent poets of all England—not that his prose isn't remarkable too—is from French stock and pronounced Gallic leanings, even when he rarely uses their language. One can detect his Englishness in his travelling hobby—mostly on foot—, his jocular poetry, his humourous and fluttering, miscellaneous, essays. On the other hand, his dogmatic turn of mind, his dialectical spirit, his flat contentions and his ability to draw out their logical outcome…

Belloc's influence in England comes across through his travel books [there you have another trilogy that we forgot to mention, The Modern Traveller (1898), The Path to Rome (1902) and The Cruise of the Nona (1925)] and it is thus that he stands out as a contentious dogmatist, a humorist, a novelist and a poet.
Had he been born in Argentina, Belloc could never have written a hundred and fifty books. He would have written very well, of course, he would have adapted in a pedagogic manner, but all the same, he would have found himself in a difficult position with this country and reason itself; and the critics would've given him hell: his sense of humour would've played against him; over here the styleless stodgy eggheads would've said that he suffered from lack of "academic style". He would've written few things, even when brilliantly: sent to the world to prune, uproot, destroy, edify, build, plant and cultivate, as the Prophet Isaiah has it. 
As a matter of fact, he was something of a prophet himself, someone to whom the past spoke volumes about the present; and, to a certain extent, illuminated the future.
In this country he would've written a little bit, and very well, but there are no more prophets among us as the Psalmist announced in his day: there are no more Seers… though lots of visionaries remain.

It's not so much a question of writing much, but well. 
(Dinámica Social magazine, Buenos Aires, N.° 36, August 1953.)
