

      

         

            

         

      


   





Growing up on the Yorkshire Moors created a passion for the natural world


that has been central in Rob's life ever since. Since graduating with first


class honours from Leeds University, he has become a prolific writer and


musician. His work has appeared in the Independent, Express, News of


the World and Yorkshire Post and his songs on Radio 1, Radio 2 and


6Music, with Q describing his lyrics as 'worthy of John Betjeman'. Rob is


married and lives in Harrogate.


 


Leo was born and raised in London but always pined for the fresh sea air


and wide-open spaces of the south west where he was taken on yearly


holidays. Graduating from Christ's College, Cambridge having switched


subjects from Natural Sciences to English Literature due to a lamentable


lack of poetry in the former, he went on to start a company teaching kung


fu, before a spell as a management consultant and web designer. He now


writes and lives in West London.
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Rob: For Rosie and my family.


 


Leo: For my family.










‘After you have exhausted what there is in business, politics, conviviality, and so on – have found that none of these finally satisfy, or permanently wear – what remains? Nature remains.’


 


Walt Whitman










Introduction


 


 


 


 


 


Rob: My earliest memories are of forging a physical connection with the wild, chasing after my brother through the woods behind our house, over drystone walls and out on to the vast expanse of Ilkley Moor. It was an epic playground. Summer holidays seemed endless and were spent building dens, climbing trees, damming streams and sitting by campfires until the ring of our mum crashing a ladle around the inside of a saucepan signalled teatime. At seven years old, I knew the landscape around our house as well as I have known anything; the rough sandstone rocks, the taste of the hidden freshwater springs, the slithering of grass snakes in the bracken fields, and the unmistakable smell of purple-black bilberries in late summer. I can still remember that scent as it drifted across the lilac and green landscape like smoke, pooling in the bottom of the rocky crags and valleys. It was the unmistakable smell of belonging. 


For a long time, however, I forgot it completely. My sights were set on becoming a professional writer and musician and I gravitated to the bright lights of London after university. Late nights singing in clubs were interspersed with early mornings rushing between offices or staring into the glare of a computer screen. My new cosmopolitan existence became necessarily hard-edged and urbanised, my view restricted by the sprawling mass of concrete and glass. After a year I no longer cared that my bedroom window faced a brick wall, as copy deadlines and responsibilities loomed larger in my mind; the stress of work and the pressure of juggling a life in three of the fastest paced industries in the world: journalism, PR and music. Success began to materialise but, contrary to what I imagined, it came with a mounting sense of alienation. My absorption into the urban had come with a price – I had lost my place in the wild. With it, I had lost a large part of myself too. 


We forget that human beings are like every other animal, programmed to have a profound connection with nature and the natural world that surrounds us. It was an evolutionary necessity essential to our surviving and thriving and one that explains how we have managed to adapt to exist in some of the most inhospitable landscapes on this planet. We are born with this connection; it can be seen in the way every child delights in watching the wonders of nature. It remains every bit as important to our health and happiness as we grow older too, but, as I had found, the pressures of modern living can force our connection to fall by the wayside. We eat plastic-packaged food from around the globe, move from offices to gadget-filled homes in vehicles with tinted windows and climate control. We find ourselves too busy even to notice the seasons change unless it affects our commute to work.


Small wonder that in a recent poll conducted by the Natural History Museum, fewer than 25 per cent of Britons could identify a sycamore tree. Two-thirds were unable to recognise a peacock butterfly and 20 per cent couldn’t put a name to an ammonite, one of our most common fossils. Ironically, in the struggle to try to establish a place in the world, we all too often cut ourselves off from our natural habitat. 


Yet everybody instinctively knows nature is good for us. Why else would we pay more for hotel rooms with a view? Recent research confirms that hospital patients who can see trees and green space from their beds have been shown to recover more quickly than those who can’t. Joggers who run through parks report feeling less anxious or depressed than people who do the same distance on a treadmill. The benefits of spending time in nature are rich indeed. There are forces deep in everyone’s unconscious that find a pure expression in the simplest of activities enjoyed in the outdoors. 


My rehabilitation started with day trips out to the countryside, doing the things I had done as a child, secreting myself in a wood to follow animal tracks or build a den. Soon I was enjoying a weekend of foraging wild food as I tramped over long-distance paths or slept out on the side of a snow-topped mountain. Each time, the transformative effect was powerful and tangible; stresses and worries fell away and were replaced with new ideas and inspiration. I always returned refreshed, renewed and ready to face the week ahead. Even when reporting on exotic shores as a travel journalist, I relished the return flight where I could press my face against the plane window as we descended through the clouds to survey the terrains below: the coasts, fields, woods, mountains and rivers. By the time we landed, I had already planned my next escape. 


I started to carry this joy of reconnecting around with me in the form of literature, reading and re-reading writers who married the spiritual power of nature with tangible corporeal experience, J. A. Baker, Richard Jefferies, John Clare, Roger Deakin. These dog-eared books drew the attention of a blond-haired, scholarly lad working in the same office called Leo. At first I had avoided him as his jaw clicked when he ate his sandwiches and the books he was toting looked suspiciously like science fiction, but I quickly discovered that although we came from different backgrounds, we shared an obsession for landscapes both physical and literary that meant our lengthy discussions and reminiscences of holidays in the outdoors soon became the highlight of my working day. When he agreed to steal away and watch a sparrowhawk terrorise the pigeons from the top-floor fire escape, I knew he was the perfect ally for my adventures.


Following our first trip together, which was back to the Yorkshire moors I wandered as a boy, we struck on the idea of writing a book that would act as an inspiration and a guide for everybody seeking the same sense of reconnection we were discovering. It seemed logical that we should share the simple techniques we can all practise that help us to really be in the terrains that lie outside our day-to-day lives, the seaside and coasts, the fields and forests, the mountains and rivers. Descending from the moors that day we started a journey that would change both our lives. I smelt the sweet scent of bilberries for the first time in years and I knew I belonged again. 


 


Leo: In contrast to Rob, I was born and raised in London. Even at the furthest spot I have chosen to set my hat, Cambridge, I remained less than an hour’s journey from the centre of the Big Smoke. But large portions of my family have lived or holidayed regularly in Cornwall since long before I was born. Nevertheless, I always felt a little out of place away from the sprawl where I grew up, whether it was being led by less inhibited cousins across seemingly endless muddy fields in the South West or camping with my uncles on the slopes of Kinder Scout.


Where landscape took root most deeply was in my mind. I formed a connection not with the land itself so much as the mood it could impart. As a child I was drawn to the littoral ribbon that lies across beaches between high and low tide. Encircled by pale sand and high cliffs, there were dark rocky protuberances, treacherous underfoot, sculpted into unworldly works of abstract art. The salt-smelling pools were full, too, of chance encounters with strange beings: anemones, limpets and mussels which clam up or clamp down at a touch; crabs, blennies and worms that would disappear under rocks or into the sand with a sudden frantic movement. The feeling of revelation that came, sitting by an apparently empty pool until eyes adjusted to see the creatures that re-emerged to go about their business. This was the feeling of entering another world.


When I studied literature at university, I was fascinated by our varied attempts to bring life to the landscape and the landscape into our psyches. Poly-Olbion is a long poem written by Drayton, a contemporary of Shakespeare. It is a poetical tour of the entire country that bathes the landscape in history and myths. It anthropomorphises entire counties, mountains and rivers, having them rise up and speak for themselves about their geography and their past. Few people regard it as a resounding success, but it is a rewarding experience to dip into it for a sense of how a particular area was viewed at the time, deepening our sense of the significance of a place.


Rob seemed something of a cultural collision when I first met him. We were working in a pretty straight-laced office, but he resolutely toted beaten-up cowboy boots – not a lace in sight. Tall and shaven-headed, he is an imposing figure for all of the five or six seconds it generally takes before he comes out with a childish joke. 


When we first talked about our idea for a journey of reconnection and writing this book, I envisaged a kind of idyllic pastoral restorative. This illusion was dispelled, however, when we were driving up to our first jaunt on to the moors. Rob asked, ‘Where are your walking boots?’ I sheepishly explained that I only had work shoes and trainers to my name. To his credit, Rob only let a shimmer of doubt furrow his brow. As I dragged myself up the first steep slope, I knew I was being led again by someone much more comfortable there. 


‘This is harder than I thought,’ I offered to the silhouette in front of me.


‘That’s what she said,’ came the retort.


I was obliged to keep a careful eye out for boggier patches to avoid losing my trainers, which were fastened with Velcro and would not tighten sufficiently to prevent them coming loose. I was only able to look up and around momentarily, and the effort of the walk took much of my attention. After a while, however, the refreshing edge to the wind began to work on me. The exercise felt invigorating as I warmed up, and the chill of the air faded. It was still an alien land to me, but it was mine to explore.


As we fermented our thoughts about how we could share our experiences, this transformative effect became the touchstone for what we wanted to write. The ‘How To’ for each activity is explained so you can try it yourself, but it is supported by our reflections on why and how doing these activities has such a profound and important effect on us. There is also our digging up of the ‘lore’ relating to the land – historical and cultural odds and ends, as well as topics as broad as geology, myths and legends. This is knowledge our grandparents carried, but it is being lost.


Our hope is that you will be able to open this book on any chapter or even any page and find something to take away. Each chapter is also a narrative of our own experiences, which can be enjoyed from an armchair without needing to recreate them, but more adventurous readers may want to use the instructional elements as a basis for day trips and long weekends and all the facts and techniques are provided to enrich a personal experience.


Drayton said he wrote Poly-Olbion out of a sense of duty to Britain, and that he did not expect many to follow him on his imaginative quest. Our hope is the opposite: that you will ultimately discover a new side to yourself and be driven to uncover your own ways of being in the wild.










Seaside and Coasts










Skim a stone


 


 


 


 


 


In its most basic form, skimming stones involves nothing more than throwing a particular type of pebble into the water in a particular way so that instead of sinking it bounces or ‘skips’ across the surface. A tranquil stretch of seashore, the sort offered by a sheltered bay, is a good place to start. 


Of course, no expensive equipment is required and the basic technique can be mastered quickly enough. Loosely hold a smooth, flattish, roundish stone measuring anything between 5 and 10 centimetres in diameter and about half a centimetre thick between the thumb and forefinger of your stronger hand. Tuck the other fingers underneath to take the weight, which should ideally be about the same as an egg (around 50 grams to 60 grams).


Take a moment to trace the proposed trajectory through the air. Imagine you are going to post the stone through a letterbox 3 metres offshore, angling your hand so the front of the stone is pointing slightly upwards. Keep the throwing elbow close to the body and swing the stone from hip height, whipping the hand around and driving the skimmer in as straight a line as possible. Velocity gives the stone the energy to keep going, but the trick is in the spin, ensuring the stone remains stable in flight after each impact and achieves the maximum number of skips. Grip any rough edge on the stone with the tip of the index finger and use it as a leverage point to start it spinning. At the moment of release your finger should point the stone on its way, but the complete action will carry your arm across the body, with your hand finishing almost at the opposite shoulder. 
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A good skimming throw has similarities with a good golf swing, the whole body working in concert. Balance and rhythm are vitally important; your weight should move in the direction of the throw, but never beyond the edges of your feet. This keeps you connected with the ground, so the energy of the throw pushes the stone forwards, rather than pushing you off-line. The linkage should be maintained all through the body, from ground to legs, legs to hips, hips to arms, arms to hands, and finally the fingers driving the stone.


By lifting the arm back behind your head or, for an extra flourish, attempting a run-up, you may achieve more power and greater distance, but it is essential to stay balanced at the moment of launch so you don’t lose all that extra energy through poor technique. Always bring the stone down to hip-height in order to keep the angle low and the skipping smooth. Experiments suggest that a gradient of 20º between the stone’s flight and the water is perfect for the first impact, but achieving this dead-on can be tricky. The best way to get the right ‘feel’ is through trial and error, as it depends on how hard you are throwing the stone and any environmental conditions like waves or wind. Every September hundreds of experts put the theories to the test when taking part in the annual Stone Skimming Championships on Easdale Island in the Inner Hebrides. These rough-handed devotees will tell you that slightly irregular shapes are preferable as they give a better grip and therefore spin faster, with some mavericks even carrying triangular stones. 


Following a few warm-up movements, your time comes and the stone is released. It hangs above the water and all the world seems to pause, watching to see if it will pitty-pat triumphantly on its way towards the horizon or vanish with a derisory ‘plop’. Regardless, one thing is certain, while you may need a few goes to pick up the knack, the satisfactions are well worth it: the first successful bounce, the first leaping of an incoming wave, the first series of five, now ten, now fifteen skips, all these can draw uncontrollable whoops of joy from somewhere deep inside the soul.


This power to delight hit us in the Highlands of Scotland one September a few years ago. At the eastern edge of the Knoydart peninsula the last road dwindles to nothing and we had set out on foot to negotiate 80 square miles of wilderness, hugging the eerily empty shore of Kinlochourn. Keeping the sea loch to the north, we had spent a day fighting our way through patches of scratchy heather and sharp gorse along rough, stony tracks no wider than a boot. There were no reassuring ‘hellos’ from fellow ramblers as we crunched up ascent after gruelling ascent. Only the echoes of our own shouts rang around the snow-topped munros. By mid-afternoon, we knew we wouldn’t make it to the hamlet of Inverie, the only nod to civilisation on the peninsula and our proposed destination. Worse, it was too late to turn back; we could never reach the car before dark. There was only one option: to camp where we stood, on the only bit of flat ground around, next to a deserted sandy bay. A mix of excitement and nervousness rose in our stomachs at the thought of sleeping somewhere so isolated and far from help. We pitched our tent in the grass just off the beach and began to scout the immediate area, walking out across the shallow bluff and then back along the shore. Perhaps seeking some reassurance or distraction, we began idly throwing the odd pebble, but this quickly turned to something neither of us had done for a long time: skimming stones.


The best skimmers lay half-buried in sand and had to be searched for, dug up and collected. To pick them out, we had to scrabble on our knees and study the stones, feeling their weight and caressing their surfaces as only the sea had done before us. 


A thin, dried crust of bladderwrack, empty shells, small gobs of caulking tar, frayed lengths of rope and bits of driftwood gave away the high tide mark. From there to the waterline was the best hunting ground: higher up the shore were the angular blocks torn from the hillocks beyond, while nearer the waves finer shingle was deposited. In-between, skimmers of the right radius were pressed by the retreating tide into shallow scrapes in the damp sand. We brushed them smooth of grains and filled our pockets. When looking up with the tang of salt heavy on our tongues and dirt under our nails, we discovered our vague anxieties about the place we found ourselves in had disappeared. We saw the terrain through different eyes.


The geology of the landscape began to reveal its secrets, or perhaps it is closer to the truth that for the first time that day we began to listen to it. We were framed by hills that had rolled beneath the tread of terrible lizards. The smooth grey skimming stones in our hands had been frozen in ice-gripped tundra when Scotland was first formed and sculpted by countless glaciers and the erosion of the sea.


Taking it in turns, we started counting the skips aloud, both adding a phantom point to the tally when the other wasn’t looking. With shouts of ‘watch and learn’, we aimed to pip the high score, which had reached a respectable 17 fairly quickly, but broke down laughing every time an attempt went unceremoniously wrong. 


The autumn sun carried on its steady arc westward towards the horizon. Neither of us had seen the waters around Great Britain looking more impressive. The sea rippled like silk from our skimmers and we stayed at the waterline until darkness fell. Climbing into a tent lit only by the canopy of stars we felt something of the unity that John Steinbeck describes: ‘One thing is all things – plankton, a shimmering phosphorescence on the sea and the spinning planets and an expanding universe, all bound together by the elastic string of time. It is advisable to look from the tide pool to the stars and then back to the tide pool again.’


The following morning broke brightly with birdsong. A beach that we had initially been ‘trapped’ on now displayed a very different aspect. By passing time in this place we were sharing in some of its nature. It had left its mark on us, like ripples from our stones merging into oncoming waves. We both took a good skimmer with us as we continued to Inverie, not so much a memento as a promise to ourselves to experience this again as soon as the opportunity presented itself. And we didn’t have to wait for long. 


Skimming stones around the peninsula’s breathtaking coast we learnt that it is not just the relationship with the landscape that develops through a slowing of pace and an active engagement with the surroundings. As you search the shore for shapely stones, nestled down where the swell throws foamy fingers across great humps of seaweed-covered rock, there are exciting discoveries to be made. This area of not-quite-sea, not-quite-land is an environment for creatures that need to remain submerged, but which may be too fragile to survive the battering of the waves or the vastness of the sea itself.


These are pools filled with life. Looking into them, the eyes adjust to reveal a world brimming with exotic-looking flora and fauna. Sea anemones are deceptive predators whose bright floral appearance belies a multitude of infinitesimal harpoons lethal to small fish and shrimp. They dance above olive-green shore crabs scampering between cracks and crevices or digging among the sand for dinner. Charles Darwin hazarded that all life may even have begun here, ‘in some warm little pond, with all sorts of ammonia and phosphoric salts’, and some more recent scientists have lent support to this theory. Eons ago a rich broth of salt water and minerals could have formed where the land meets the sea and, heated by the sun, burst into life. Trudging across the irregular rocks, avoiding the bright, slick green of edible sea lettuce and forests of untamed gutweed, it’s not difficult to imagine you have somehow crossed through a portal, back to the earth of millions of years ago.
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Some of us will be able to recall excursions with net and bucket, picking our way across the treacherous rocks on a quest to capture monsters of the deep. Fascination with the alien leads us to risk the pinch of the crab, or test the anemone’s wavy appendages as they sway with some gentle current, feeling the combination of thrill and revulsion at their distinctive sticky texture. The next moment our attention may be drawn to a faint sucking sound from a cliff face and, peering in, a thousand glittering eyes stare back. The goby at low tide clings tenaciously to rock crevices, in places only a couple of centimetres thick or less but cut deep into the strata. Even on the brightest afternoon, this is an unnerving crack into another universe, one packed tight with primordial creatures glistening in the darkness.


 


[image: ]


 


As adults, this connection may fade or be modified and muted by the knowledge that interfering is irresponsible, and indeed this is true: some fish and other creatures spend their entire lives returning to the same habitat with every tide, and are greatly troubled by being removed for observation. Limpets grow their shells and carve their spot on the underlying rock to make a seal; removing them in the open air is a death sentence. The size and position of a pool creates very specific variations in salinity and oxygenation over the course of each tide, and animals suited to one pool may die in another. Others pair with a partner, such as fish sharing a burrow with a shrimp in return for watching out for predators, and no one wants to split up a happy couple. Of course, the instinct to capture as much as possible served our ancestors well – the beach is a well-stocked larder all year round, and low barriers built up to form artificial pools could trap a good haul with every tide. But rather than the creatures themselves being the prey, our hunting instincts have been diverted to search for new experiences and sensations.


This is where the stone skimmer’s joy lies. By joining the other animals as a fellow user of a beach, by giving yourself a purpose, you allow nature to come to you. To the eyes of someone looking for stones, an empty pool may reveal itself as packed with stealthy swimmers hiding in plain sight. Shrimps and prawns are largely transparent with a subtle camouflage on their opaque portions, and their alternating stillness and speed makes them difficult to spot unless you take a few minutes to adjust. In the same way as some techniques of meditation intended to induce a higher state of consciousness start with intense focus on a single object, mantra or idea, concentrating on skimming stones does a wonderful thing. It helps expand your consciousness into the world around you.


Over time such observations can become more acute. We all recognise the squawking and screaming ‘arc, arc, arc’ of the herring gull, but watched in their natural habitat they reveal themselves to be feathered weathervanes. A stretch of shore lost under a congregating flock is a warning to the stone skimmer: ‘when seagulls fly to land, a storm is at hand’. Because the gulls are unhappy resting on choppy waves further out to sea, you may be sure that harsh weather is likely to blow in soon. Spending time skimming helps develop a connection with the landscape akin to learning to read Chinese pictograms. Patterns begin to make sense. 


In our experience, slowing the pace also gives animals a chance to grow accustomed to our presence. Few places instil a sense of natural rhythm more immediately than Lindisfarne. We reached this ‘island’, located just off the north-east coast of England, via a causeway only revealed at low tide. From the outset, therefore, we were obliged to synchronise our bodies with the sea and elements. They respect no appointments in the diary but their own. As we crossed this temporary gateway on an October morning, the great mudflats on either side of the road bustled with waders: godwits, redshanks, oystercatchers and curlews in nattering congregation. The greatest surprise, however, came from a half-hour spent stone skimming on the south coast of the island. A silent visage emerged alongside the path of a twelve-bouncer. It was a seal looking on with all the attentive interest of a dog waiting for a stick to present itself. It blinked contentedly as others nosed their way up from the deep to join it. With their great, dark, liquid eyes, upturned snouts and expressive faces, seals are appealing creatures and three rolled on to the rocks some way off the shore, yawning and stretching. It was enchanting to be near such large wild animals so blissfully untroubled by our presence. 


As the pups of the grey seal are born in autumn in the eastern Atlantic, this season is a rewarding time to be seal watching. The pups are initially baggy and shapeless, but soon barrel on fatty seal milk. They turn into sleek, silky snowballs of white fur for a month or so between September and November, before adopting the mottled waterproof coat of adulthood and setting out on their first fishing trips. The innocence and wordless expressions of affection between them remind us that the best things in life are free. It is not uncommon for a seal to take an entire day off from hunting in order to lounge with its colleagues. People too need to give up worrying about an uncertain future from time to time and enjoy what’s here now. 


We always believed that the best views of seals were only to be had through guile and cunning, quietly creeping over the crests of dunes with binoculars, yet here we were only 10 metres away, proving the chance benefits of spending time in nature are rich indeed. It is the pleasure of accidental discovery, like being surprised by a favourite song when tuning a tinny radio that somehow sounds different, better even, because it is unexpected. 


Perhaps we all feel the need to set a target too strongly, marching across the great outdoors from A to B, projecting goals on to the landscape; to ‘do’ a long-distance path, to crest a difficult ridge, to set ourselves challenging time limits. Similarly, we are taught that there is much we have to pursue in life with every physical, mental or emotional reserve, just as a seal hurls its body through the water after a fish. Yet we invariably learn that many important things cannot be hunted into submission; beautiful and delicate, they will shut, shatter or shy away if we try to grasp them. Think of love. 


Some of the earliest examples of human tools display markings that are functionally useless, testament to our need to pursue and display ‘pointlessness’ in all sorts of directions, games, art, sculpture, music and more. To harness the magical ability to turn an inert pebble into a tool of purpose and precision is to grasp something fundamental to mankind; it is to be transported to the dawn of human history itself, where taking pleasure in creation and experimentation led to our very evolution as a species. Of course, not every tool requires careful fashioning to become useful. Selecting a stone and giving it a purpose is among the most basic acts of creation, but it is satisfying in its own way. The embodiment of this principle is clear in stone skimming’s universality and from the great range of cultures that indulge in it to this day. 


With the possible exception of certain landlocked states, there is scarcely a place or race in the world that doesn’t do it. Even in the frozen arctic, Inuit skim stones on ice, and in the deserts of Africa Bedouins have a version of the same game on sand. Records show that skimming stones was played in England as a sport in the seventeenth century, when it is said that James I would skim sovereigns across the River Thames in London. This is supposedly where the phrase ‘ducks and drakes’ came from; ‘to make ducks and drakes’ meant to squander your money foolishly and recklessly. But in our view it is more likely the game was named such because of the resemblance to the splashing contrail of waterfowl taking off. It is called ‘skipping stones’ or ‘to dap’ in America; ‘skiffing’ in Ireland, from the same root as the small flat-bottomed boat; and ‘ricochet’ in France. Most interestingly, the Danish call it ‘smutting’ and the Swedish ‘kasta macka’, roughly translated as ‘to throw a sandwich’. To some at least, a good enough reason not to share your packed lunch with a Swede at the seaside.
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