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PROLOGUE


Cam Fell




‘A ship is safe in a harbour, but that is not what ships are built for.’


WILLIAM FEATHER (AMERICAN PUBLISHER)





By lunchtime, it is snowing hard.


High up on a Pennine fell, I am sheltering in the lee of a dry-stone wall, watching driven snow scudding across a copper sky over my head, feeling it insinuate itself in icy shards through the little gaps in the stonework behind me. I watch it gathering on my pack, in tiny ball-like grains, feel it on my neck and cheek. A few metres to my right, an old Swaledale ewe lies tight to the wall, lumps of frozen snow gathering in her fleece. She is eyeing me sullenly and she is going nowhere. I have come fifteen miles across the moors this morning to be here, and have another five to go for the more permanent shelter of Hawes. Walking on in these immediate conditions is not a good idea for many reasons, so I stay put. For a few minutes, I nibble on a cheese and pickle sandwich through gloved hands, and wait for the storm to abate, because they all eventually do.


Only this one doesn’t. Instead, it intensifies for a time, noisily buffeting snow and strands of fodder above me and out into the invisible wastes of the valley below. Some kind of crow cartwheels downwind through the wild air above me. My core temperature is fine, but I know that I am very exposed out here on the lonely hill. I am well equipped, but I haven’t seen a forecast for days, and have no idea what is to follow. I am expected down in Hawes later in the afternoon, so I know that someone is aware of where I am coming from, and the route that I am taking. I remove my right glove and take out my phone to see if it has any bars of signal, so that I can check the local forecast. It doesn’t – and for an instant, the isolation that this implies thrills rather than alarms me. Right now, it is about resilience, about the decisions I make and, above all, about the comforting presence of the 300-gram survival bag in my backpack. Whatever the weather throws at me, I can lie out the worst of it inside it if I need to, like a vast orange caterpillar.


I don’t even know what day of the week it is. Far to the south, my friends are in offices, on farms, at desks and in warm kitchens. This is an adventure whose details have been shared with them, so they know roughly where I am and what I am doing. We are mostly of an age where a break from routine, which is what this snow is, counts as a holiday in itself. At my age, you take situations like this wherever and whenever you find them, before the curtain of decrepitude sweeps them elegantly from your view.


‘Lucky idiot,’ they are probably thinking, as they rinse their morning coffee mug under the cold tap.


And they are right. Out here in the uncertain embrace of a British spring, I am indeed a lucky idiot.


*


What follows is the story of that lucky idiot’s adventure. It is a long nature walk, just shy of a thousand miles, that I undertook mainly alone in the spring of 2022. I was 62, and Vladimir Putin had just invaded Ukraine.


These days, what we once called nature we now call biodiversity, whose accumulated losses sit rather too quietly for their own good in the shadow of its louder sibling crisis, climate change. Ironically, for the developed country with by far the highest per capita proportion of conservation group membership in the world, we are also the one with by far the worst record on species loss. But I didn’t want to see how bad it was – we know all that already – so much as what was being done about it in this, the most nature-depleted developed country on earth, and whether I was entitled to be hopeful. Hope, after all, is not just the preserve of the starry-eyed young. 


Besides, I needed an adventure. We all need adventures, whether we know it or not.


I chose to go on foot, because any other form of transport would be just too fast for observation, too hasty for the gradual process of arriving at a settled view; even my slow old bicycle would pass roadside hedgerows too quickly to catch that nervous blackcap, or that tiny group of cowslips on the bank. Then I selected a route that zigzagged the length of my island home from the gentle shoreline of the Solent to the towering cliffs of Cape Wrath up on the northern coast. I found a mix of wildlife restoration projects more or less close to my route, varying in habitat, size, method and intent, and then organised to pass through them, to see how they were going. From a tiny allotment in Sheffield to the vast sweep of the Trees for Life project in the ancient Caledonian Forest, from the shaggy four-footed biodiversity engineers grazing the Malham limestone pavement to re-meandering work on a tributary of the Tweed, I walked my inquisitive way through a Britain that I scarcely knew existed.


I saw what I saw (and what I saw was only the tip of a huge iceberg of our nature) not as a trained ecologist or career conservation worker, but just as an interested observer and listener. By the time I reached Cape Wrath, grubby and 10 kilos lighter, any conclusions I had reached were probably more visceral than scientific, but I would also like to think that they were tested continually along the way, and with hundreds of people whose job it is to know more than me, and with plenty more who just had an opinion to share, and were honest enough to be conflicted themselves. Often, I reached no conclusions at all. And, as I walked, I kept tripping over related things of which I was previously only half aware, like the direct link between nature and mental health, my own very much included, and the overwhelming whiteness, maleness and middle-agedness of Britain’s outdoors population. To be honest, at times it was like walking towards a mirror.


But it was an adventure, pure and simple, one in which I tried to hop off the merry-go-round of daily news and commitments, and I started to find for the first time since my boyhood trips to the local common, that I had the time and the headspace to see and hear the natural world properly, and just about imagine my planet quietly breathing in the background. Ironically, and perhaps inevitably, after two years of avoiding it, Covid had the time and the headspace to come and find me somewhere in the Cotswolds. Of course it did. That’s how planning works.


But beyond the endless miles that I was inflicting on a body that probably felt it was long past that sort of thing, it is of course the people that I will remember with most clarity. While there were professional naturalists, conservationists, ecologists, landowners, academics, farmers, campaigners and gamekeepers among them, many were just volunteers trying to do the right thing, and then to do it again and again and again, without expecting pay, let-up or thanks. If you only take one thing away from this story, make it the wonderful web of mycorrhizal strands of human inspiration and effort that is being made every minute of every day, often unpaid, unseen and unheard, on behalf of your nature. The list of acknowledgements at the back of the book does not begin to express properly my gratitude for the thousand random acts of kindness I found along the way, or to the people I never even met who, maybe decades ago, fought to make the land of my walk accessible to me, and to keep it as vibrant as it just about still is.


As I wrote, I found myself in subconscious dialogue with a younger version of myself, politely asking why he seemed to have cared so little in the past about something so critical to his own survival, and to that of his fellow humans, as the biodiversity around him. In a way, I suppose that this is just a long letter back to that younger self. But, like a prayer wheel spinning away on a Himalayan hillside, two unavoidable questions kept passing in and out of my brain as I walked, and wrote: If not me, who? And if not now, when? 


Just as the hope continues to glimmer out of the darkness, so do those questions. Meanwhile, the clock is ticking.


RTMG


Petworth


August 2022




PART 1


Birth of a Journey




1. A CURLEW AND A ROUGH POPPY




‘It was the best of times, it was the worst of times; it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness; it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair.’


CHARLES DICKENS, A TALE OF TWO CITIES





I can date the birth of my walk to a precise evening in early June, nine months before it actually started.


I can pinpoint it to two fields, a hundred or so miles apart, both of them beautiful.


The first is in the Severn Vale. I am with an 80-year-old conservation field worker. It is mid-morning, and we are looking for signs of breeding curlews. It is, he says, a giant Lammas meadow,* as old as the churches we can see in the distance, and by a mile the best field he has ever known for nests. No silage* is taken here; instead, the field will eventually be mown in strips for hay, as it has for more than 500 years, but not before the young birds have had a chance to fledge, and therefore escape the flailing blades and crushing wheels. Time was, he continues, when you might have found upwards of fifteen nests over the area and, above them, a concerto of parent birds bubbling out their beautiful anxiety at his approach. Some of those chicks from the previous millennium would not have made it to adulthood, as is the way with nature, but the general health of the population would be protected by the number who did, in the bountiful equilibrium that preceded industrial man. 


This year, however, has seen a catastrophically wet May during which the nearby Avon had burst its banks twice and washed away most of the nests, so he knows that there will be fewer of them. And it’s not as if this year is an outlier; the same lack of success has attended just about all of the last dozen seasons, albeit for a cocktail of differing reasons, and the effect on numbers is starkly visible. In the event, we find four, which he counts as something of a result, though it turns into three when one of the nests is found to have been predated by a passing fox. Two weeks later, he emails me to say that two of the other three had gone that way as well and that, for the first time in his 60-year memory of that 500-acre meadow, there would be maybe only two fledged curlews in the entire field. Just two. The parents have simply given up for the year, he adds, and are already back down on the Severn estuary, feeding as if in midwinter. 


When you see breeding curlews down by the sea in June, it is not a good sign.


The curlew, besides being just one of the 574 different bird types that have been identified in Britain, is also an indicator species, which means that it provides strong clues about the overall health of its own ecosystem, and the other species it shares it with. Thus, as for the highly visible and gloriously audible curlew, so for the less charismatic lapwing, corn bunting, skylark, yellowhammer and other ground-nesting birds; and as for the ground-nesting birds, so for the insects below, and the raptors above them in the food chain. Indeed, so for the whole ecosystem. This is the twelfth bad year in succession on the meadow, and the curlew population is starting to crash. Across the border in Wales, the situation is even worse, and over the Irish Sea, some reports suggest that they are down to just over 400 pairs on the entire island.


The field worker tells me that he reckons we have no more than twenty years to save them as a breeding species in the southern half of Britain, thirty at the outside. Half a century of relentless concreting over of their habitat, of early-season silage making, of intensive forestry, of agrichemicals, of dog walkers and of uncontrolled predators, not to mention a neighbouring country that still regularly tries to licence them to be shot,* has brought the breeding population of Britain’s largest wader to its knees, and is starting to consign that most beautiful of all songs in nature to a collective memory on some digital tape.


When the curlew falls silent, the two of us agree, so does a part of us.


*


Eight hours later, and high up on the South Downs above Arundel, on my way back to my car in the dusk after an early evening meeting of local farmers, I spot a single rough poppy. I have deliberately left my car half a mile away so that I can walk back through that field, and find that poppy.


I am not a good enough botanist to spot it on my own, but I have been shown how and where to see it by someone who is, and as part of a project that we are both working on. I know that these days it is a vanishingly rare summer flower of these margins, a survivor from the chalky seed bank that has recently been disturbed just enough to germinate it, maybe for the first time in a hundred years. In the same row, I spot cornflowers, some dwarf spurge and a single narrow-fruited corn salad. That last one even my parents probably never saw, back in the 1950s.


I stop to examine them, and hear beyond the tall hedgerow the tell-tale ‘rusty gate’ calls of a covey of grey partridges. At the far end of the 30-acre field, a marsh harrier slides down the evening breeze towards her woodland roost, momentarily catching the horizontal rays of the sun on her plumage; along a mown strip of headland runs a hare in the same direction. If I stay long enough, I might see as many as ten species of raptor in and around that field; if I am patient and clever enough, which I am not, I could count up to 500 different invertebrates. Indeed, if I wait a year, I will hear ‘head-started’* curlews calling here maybe for the first time in centuries, brought in as eggs from a more plentiful habitat, and then incubated and released.


Little of this home-counties Eden was in evidence two decades ago, not even the hedge. Instead, this was part of a 100-acre prairie field of barley among whose barren contours the great ecologist, Dick Potts, had once reported on what he believed would be the final act in the extinction of the grey partridge as a bird of the Downs. Since then, the fields have been divided up, fourteen miles of hedges have been installed on top of new beetle banks,* and twelve-metre strips of wildflower mix, or bird mix, sown; dew ponds have been excavated and lined, and a patchwork system of farming reinstated, with a four- or five-year rotation that includes livestock. This is no organic farm, though, but an ambitious arable concern every bit as intensive and profitable as that old prairie, a quiet assertion that ‘re-naturing’ linked corridors rather than whole farms and areas could be the answer. The difference lies in what is in between those fields, in the 15% that was given back to nature. For a country that already consigns a third of its food to landfill, 15% of the farmland given back to nature doesn’t seem too great a sacrifice. Dick Potts is sadly gone, but what he started here is now bursting out with new life. New life upon new life.


The lesson of the Peppering Project, as it is known, is in many ways as simple as the very first lesson of basic first aid: that is, first to remove the patient from the source of danger. By farming for biodiversity as well as yield, nature has been allowed to surge back at a rate that not even the most optimistic field worker could have hoped. In the first three years of the project, Potts reckoned that 30 years of decline had been reversed. Ten years on, and you would need to retreat by about a century to find the same volume and variety of life elsewhere. Some of the plants and insects being found these days haven’t been in the regional guide books for half a century or more, if ever.


Nature is like that, if we only let her be. She bounces powerfully back. The famous camphorwood tree in Nagasaki and the ‘Survivor’ pear tree at the site of the 9/11 attacks in the heart of New York stand testament to the enormous underlying will of nature to live on in the most extreme circumstances.


Two fields, a hundred miles apart. Both beautiful, both loved. I could have taken you instead to a chemically-drenched sugar beet field on the Cambridge plain, and shown you no more than a couple of crows and a transiting pigeon, but that would have proved only what you should already know, which is that intensive monoculture is the death knell of biodiversity. What would be the point of showing you that?


Instead, the difference between these two equally well-managed fields demonstrates, first, the utter fragility of populations when they fall below a critical mass and, secondly, the rubber-ball resilience of nature if and when we stop messing her around.


Here, in the most de-natured developed country on earth, a rough poppy comes like the Nobel Prize for hope.


*


In the weeks that followed, I would occasionally find myself talking to friends about those two fields, and what they implied. Like a fly walking across a bedroom ceiling, they were a seemingly inconsequential part of my life that I somehow found impossible to ignore. Some people glazed over; some instantly got it, but a good number questioned why, with all the other and more existential problems of the world, climate change at the front of them, we should worry about a few wading birds, or some arable weed consigned to the seed bank of history. In a world of white noise, went the argument, how could we possibly have the mental bandwidth to think about biodiversity when there is so much else going on?


‘Don’t get me wrong,’ was the gist of what they said, ‘I like wildlife as much as the next man. But the disappearance of a few hoverflies isn’t exactly going to kill us, whereas rising sea levels just might.’


One of the premises of my journey is that we need to worry about species loss, if anything, even more than climate change. Knowing that I am not one of Britain’s 22,525 professors1 and that I sometimes struggle to keep up with all the developing science, I found myself retreating four centuries into history for a philosophical reason why I should be justified in being as alarmed as I am. 


One afternoon in the autumn of 1654, in a Jansenist monastery some twenty miles south-west of Paris, a young mathematician came up with a theory about the existence of God or, more accurately, a convenient way not to have to worry about it. ‘If God does not exist,’ he wrote, ‘one will lose nothing by believing in him, while if he does exist, one will lose everything by not believing.’ Therefore, however unlikely the existence of a remote deity might have seemed to this brilliant student of science, it was simply safer to believe in the concept of God than not, which he then went on to do. 


This philosophical position is known as Pascal’s Wager and, as the years have progressed, I have found it a useful device with which to override the endless scientific arguments about the exact degree of trouble we are in.* It is simply much safer than not for me to accept the sixth Anthropocene extinction as a fact, just as I also accept man-made climate change, water pollution and soil degradation as facts, and concentrate the efforts of my struggling layman’s brain on what I can personally do to help.* If I do this, I won’t harm anything more than it is already being harmed, and I stand a reasonable chance of actually helping make things a tiny degree better. It also enables me to accept as read that unchecked biodiversity loss has every chance of killing us. After all, only a species as cocky as our own would collectively overlook the 40,000 plants that throughout history have kept us alive, well, clothed, housed, mobile and, just occasionally, high; or started replacing the 7,000 that are edible with processed imitations.2 It helps to know that most of the oxygen we breathe comes from microscopic plants at the bottom of the ocean,3 and that all the money in the world won’t enable us to pollinate by hand once we have killed off the insects that currently do it for free.


In other words, I have stopped wasting time lying awake and wondering who is right or wrong. I have seen the evidence and I buy the wager. We are trashing our planet, and we simply need to find ways to stop.


*


A few weeks later, I lie in bed, still thinking about that Nobel Prize for hope, and about the contradictions between those two fields. It beats English batting collapses, which is what I normally lie awake and think about.


That’s an annoying thing about getting older, to add to the usual list of body parts working less well, namely the bouts of sleeplessness, and then the strange things that a brain contrives to fill those unwanted hours with, when it has given up trying to sleep. 


I have come to this point in which my entire working life now appears to revolve around Latin names and ecosystems, from a world of guns and grill pans: guns for the nine years I was paid by the taxpayer to be a soldier, to wear a uniform and at least look as if I was protecting my country; grill pans for how I made my living in the housewares industry for the quarter of a century that followed. The soldiering had taken me, unusually, to every continent on earth including Antarctica, and had given me an abiding fascination with birds and their fragile world. Then, after years of patience from business colleagues who had sensed some time ago that my mind would wander off to some peat bog or other, or a sea-cliff nest in the Outer Hebrides, while they were vainly hoping I might help them make important commercial decisions, I finally took the plunge towards the end of my sixth decade and became a full-time writer and campaigner. Thus I took a tiny leasehold in a world I had previously only been able to peep at over the wall. Now I have scrambled fully over it, albeit to a place where most people that I spend time with seem to have PhDs, when I don’t even have a degree in anything to wave back at them. The only thing that I have ever been formally trained to do is kill people.


Meanwhile, all around us are stories, and sometimes those stories just need to be told. 


*


A word on biodiversity, the variety of life on earth. 


Understanding what we have lost in nature is an inexact science, not least because we often don’t actually know what we are starting with. Famously, a dozen scientists were invited as recently as 2007 to an already well-studied Swedish island to see if they could possibly find anything new; two weeks later, they emerged with no fewer than 27 brand-new species, of which thirteen were shrimp-like animals that turned out to be abundant almost everywhere.4 There is a general view that there are about 8.7 million species on earth (plus a cheerful admission that it could end up being double or even treble that), and that the really scary thing is that we only started killing things off in earnest about 70 years ago, or one second to midnight on the 4.5 billion-year clock of our planet to date. It is the speed of what we are doing, thousands of times faster than the natural rate, that should be holding your attention, if you are drifting off.


We are causing these declines and extinctions in a number of ways that you don’t really need to be a scientist to understand, of which by far the most important is habitat loss, and by far the most significant reason for that is agriculture. Whether in the clearings of a trashed rainforest in Brazil, or on the desolate seabed below a British salmon farm, we are removing species’ habitat at a rate that was already alarming 70 years ago, but is now sped up by what has been drily known as the ‘great acceleration’. Just as they did it in the Midwest of the United States at the turn of the last century and were duly punished 30 years later by the dust bowls, so we have done it here in our vast chemical beet fields. Secondly, there is over-exploitation whereby, both legally and illegally, we are simply taking more out of the sea and the soil than they can sustainably give us: and from rare hardwoods to Atlantic cod, we just keep coming back for more. Climate change is a surprisingly distant third, followed by the effects of invasive species, pollution, persecution and disease. Overlay that template on the familiar but vanishing English hedgehog, for example, or the curlew, and it goes from being avoidably theoretical to instantly recognisable. Then again, sometimes even our scientists don’t know why species are disappearing.


We inadvertently make ourselves feel better about this by shifting the baseline of time against which we measure that loss, and by talking about pure biodiversity (meaning the number of species) rather than what we should be discussing as well, which is ‘bio-abundance’. The tacit agreement to use 1970 as one of the baselines these days ignores, of course, any losses that were incurred earlier than that, for example when the hedges and orchards were grubbed up in Britain after the 1947 Agriculture Act. But we have lost a lot, and what we have lost lies often unseen in the shadows of the more dramatic crisis of climate change. This is not surprising: we can predict almost exactly what will happen to overcome a Pacific island nation if the sea levels rise by a couple of metres, and we cannot duck its urgency; but we generally have only the sketchiest of ideas of the long-term consequences of the disappearance of nineteen out of every twenty acres of our own hay meadows. After all, 58 metres of potential sea level rise, locked in its new fragility in the Antarctic ice, is understandably going to grab people’s attention more readily than a 40-gram snow bunting that has simply run out of space on the British mainland. Like a routine visit to the dentist, species loss never quite seems to make it to the top of the mental in-tray. 


We tend to think of biodiversity as something good to have, like otters on a sandbank or goldfinches on a bird feeder, rather than something of life-giving importance to us. Perhaps there is no starker reminder of the cost of messing around with nature than Covid-19: whatever we choose to believe about how the virus actually started, it is odds-on that a raccoon dog or an illegally traded pangolin in a Chinese wet market was its unwitting conduit from bats to us. Not only is the pangolin heading for extinction as the most trafficked animal on earth,* but the collateral damage of its approaching demise seems already to be our own species’ sickness.


A recent report from the Natural History Museum5 puts the United Kingdom in the worst 10% of all nations on earth for biodiversity loss, pointing out that we have lost around a half of it all since the dawn of the industrial revolution. To lead the decline in a world that has already lost such a percentage of its populations of mammals, fish, birds, reptiles and amphibians since 1970 is no mean feat; and, when faced with a beautiful farmland view out of the window of the car, it is sometimes easy to ignore, below the surface, the quiet and largely unnoticed pulverising of wildlife that has accompanied our industrial and agricultural development. We see and hear generally what we wish to see and hear and, if you have never seen a turtle dove, you aren’t exactly going to miss it when it finally becomes locally extinct. You simply move on and watch the next thing, until that goes as well. Curlews, for example.


Onto this shrinking landscape, then, those remaining lowland curlews alight to try to breed each spring, unaware of what is lined up against them. They have lost half their population in the last twenty years alone, or around 5,500 birds a year that just disappear. Their Latin name, Numenius arquata, describes them as the ‘new moon bird’ (the gentle curve of their bills reflects the gentle crescent of the infant moon), and yet they live in the old moon shadow of what happened to their cousin, the Eskimo curlew, back in the 1960s. Reckoned once to be among the most numerous waterbirds on Earth, they were hunted to extinction on their annual migrations from South America to Alaska. The last known one was photographed in Barbados in 1963. Who talks of Eskimo curlews today? But then who talks of the once even more numerous passenger pigeon? The last one, where not long before there had been around 3 billion, was called Martha, who died in a Cincinnati zoo in 1914, and you can still see her stuffed remains in the Smithsonian. The great American conservationist, Aldo Leopold, wrote an essay about her relationship with us on the occasion of the opening of a monument to the passenger pigeon in 1947, from which the central paragraph still calls plaintively to us today about our connection to these extinctions:




We who erect this monument are performing a dangerous act. Because our sorrow is genuine, we are tempted to believe that we had no part in the demise of the pigeon. The truth is that our grandfathers, who did the actual killing, were our agents. They were our agents in the sense that they shared the conviction, which we have only now begun to doubt, that it is more important to multiply people and comforts than to cherish the beauty of the land in which they live. What we are doing here today is publicly to confess a doubt as to whether this is true.6





I sometimes surprise myself by how much I mind about this stuff. At some point in the sleepless night, I get up and look out over the garden and towards the giant old oaks in the neighbouring park, brooding magnificently in the moonlight. On a whim, I grab some clothes and walk down the road to where I know there is a gap in the wall, through which I can access the oldest of those trees. There are no curlews here, but there are a million connections from the highest leaf to the most distant mycorrhizal filament, and a tree that is communicating with others as surely as I am breathing. New age sentiment or not, it is why I want to be here, this morning, at the start of my seventh decade. It is called ‘biophilia’, and it is our species’ instinct to connect with nature and other living beings, the deep evolutionary need that even the most urbane of us have to bring the outside in. 


I lie uncomfortably on my back on the grass and the exposed roots, looking up to the emerging dawn shapes of the branches above, and a ridiculous idea comes to me.


*


Annoyingly, by full daybreak, the idea is still there.


The idea is an adventure, an adventure for that nameless part of life that fits between middle age and whatever comes afterwards. It’s a daft one, but it is born out of the reality that I am making many of these judgements about nature emotionally, and based only on a knowledge of a tiny bit of our country, and the small number of things I observe for myself, or read. Those curlews link to other habitats, other species and other geographical areas, and there are whole swathes of the land they cover that I have only really seen out of a train window, or from a slow-moving motorway. As migrants, maybe they have seen the pinprick lights of a Danish city far below them during a night flight from Finland, rested on a deserted Dutch beach, and fed on some Essex marsh at dawn. ‘When we try to pick out anything by itself,’ said the naturalist John Muir of all these infinite connections, ‘we find it hitched to everything else in the universe.’7 If this story is about anything, it is about those connections.


What if I took a very, very long walk from one end of the country to the other, from the Solent to the North Scottish coast, chasing a single season northwards? What if I saw these things for myself at walking speed, those things that remain unrevealed when you pass them on a motorway at 70 mph? What if I then dipped in and out of just a few of the thousands of biodiversity restoration projects small and large, from a hedgehog house in a tiny suburban allotment to the biggest natural forest-planting scheme in Europe? How much would my views change? Would I become more optimistic or pessimistic if I totally immersed myself in the realities on the ground for a couple of months? One thing is certain: I will quickly be too old to even think about doing such a journey in the future. Misquoting the words of the immortal Tom Lehrer, by the time he was my age, Mozart had been dead for 27 years.


As I brush my teeth I look in the mirror, and see in front of me many reasons not to do it, but the sight of them instead makes me a little bit more determined.


At breakfast, and to my surprise, my wife Caroline tells me that she thinks it is a challenging idea, but a good one.


‘It’s just a long walk,’ she says, eventually. ‘And you only ever regret what you don’t do.’ This may be code for: ‘And you will never stop going on about it if you don’t go.’


‘Do you want to come along?’ I ask, after a suitable pause, but into an eloquent silence. As I utter it, I can see that it’s not a great invitation, and I’m not even sure that I want to put her through it. Anyway, the entire lower half of my own body would like not to come, so I understand anyone else who doesn’t.


She smiles and gets on with what she is doing, so it is a walk that I will do alone, an idea that thrills and terrifies me in equal measure. But that is what adventures should do. And after all, tourists follow the progress of the cherry blossom over in Japan, so why shouldn’t I follow the progress of greening oak trees here?


If I can make it happen, it will be a thousand-mile migration to find the light.





* A floodplain meadow, generally managed communally, and so called because grazing animals were not allowed on before Lammas Day (now August 1st).


* Silage is green grass, cut early and stored anaerobically, as winter forage for livestock.


* France, to be clear.


* Head-starting is the practice of removing eggs under licence from birds in an area where they are plentiful, and can be re-laid, to a sparser one where they can be incubated, fledged and released in the hope that they will return to breed.


* A beetle bank is a raised bank of grass and flowers that is run through an arable field to increase the insect life in the middle of it.


* After Blaise Pascal, French mathematician (1623–62). Sadly, he would go on to find out all too quickly whether he had been right or wrong in his wager, as he died a few years later of stomach cancer, at the age of 39. 


* To be fair, there is a lot more information and evidence available to support these positions than Pascal had to support the existence of God. 


* 206.4 tons of pangolin scales were confiscated from 52 seizures between 2016 and 2019, a figure thought to be dwarfed by what passed through undetected. Wildlife Justice Commission report, February 2020.




2. THE AUK AND THE RED KITE




‘A journey is like a marriage. The certain way to be wrong is to think you control it.’


JOHN STEINBECK, TRAVELS WITH CHARLEY


‘All levelled like a desert by the never weary plough All vanished like the sun where that cloud is passing now All settled here for ever on its brow.’


JOHN CLARE, ‘REMEMBRANCES’





For all that this is a journey of hope, it is still a hope that starts in darkness.


It is a darkness that is well exemplified by the little-known Bramble Cay melomys, a rat whose tiny living was eked out in the shrubberies and sand of one small island at the top end of Australia’s Great Barrier Reef, and who, in 2015, was declared extinct by the International Union for Conservation of Nature. It had been driven there by rising sea levels and storm surges, and is now the first known mammal whose loss can be blamed in its entirety on climate change. Bramble Cay may be 9,000 miles away from those curlews, or that rough poppy, but the fate of that little rat should stand as a stark warning for the rest of us.


After all, nature writers these days have of necessity become recorders of decline, at best trying elegantly to stitch the occasional colourful thread of hope into a tapestry of what is going, or already gone. From the petite Sumatran rhinoceros to the chestnut ermine moth, biodiversity continues to pay the price for our forgetting that there should be no separation between us and the animals, between how we live and nature. We are animals, and we are part of nature. Nature cannot be something that we ‘go out’ into. It is where anyone with humility is already living. When one of Britain’s largest conservation charities,* and without intended irony, comes up with the strapline ‘Giving Nature a Home’, you can start to see the nature of the problem, if not the solution.


In our distant biblical past, when we were supposed to have been ‘gifted’ dominion over the animals, birds and fish of the earth, no one could have foreseen the wrecking ball that we would subsequently swing around our planet, and the extinctions we would eventually bring to bear on any species for whom we could not find a profitable use. These days, most of us tend only to invite nature into our lives on our own terms: the dogs in our houses are simply wolves that we have domesticated to operate entirely by our rules (or partly by our own rules, in the case of mine); the manicured parks and gardens in our towns and cities are islands of delight that we can pass through quickly and hygienically, like the footnotes in the pages of a busy life. We enthuse about the goldfinch that has come to our new bird table, but we ignore the dozen species of pollinating insect that no longer visit our unnatural flower beds. We lay down a plastic lawn to have the sense of green without the risk of untidiness.


Because our species thinks in numbers, conservation, or rather natural decline, has tended to become a branch of the statistics industry over the years, whose percentages are a boring but effective way of informing us of what is going on in our world. It doesn’t help that many of these figures contradict each other, or that the news we read is routinely, even exclusively, bad, in spite of the islands of hope whose presence often remains unreported. While this story is manifestly not about statistics, allow me to offer just five British ones at the outset, and only in case you are tempted to dispute the start point. The first three relate to lost habitat which, as we saw earlier, is the dominant cause of species loss. 97% of our wildflower meadows have gone,1 as have 98% of our ancient woodlands* and 93% of our natural peatlands.2 Add to that 76% of the biomass of our flying insects3 and over 40 million of our birds.4 While none of this is new – the poet John Clare was writing about the biodiversity loss that followed the Enclosure Acts 200 years ago – what should startle and divert us is its intensification. It doesn’t really matter where you set the baseline, or whose research you read: the way that we have trashed the nature that tries to sustain us is extraordinary, but the speed at which we have recently done it is scarcely credible.


This is further complicated because, in addition to wiping out a significant proportion of the natural life on our planet, we continue to view the remaining bits of that life through the prism of what is known as ‘non-human charisma’, through which we rank the popularity of other species by what we see as their charm and appeal to us. This is why the red squirrel, for example, attracts vastly more conservation funds and attention than the equally endangered wart-biter cricket. And why we often seem to prefer to watch a pride of lions 6,000 miles away on our televisions on a Sunday evening than observe the riot of life going on in the hedgerow just down the road. This matters, as we shall see.


The pivotal moment for all this was around 10,000 years ago, when we started to move from a mobile, hunter-gatherer lifestyle to a largely static agrarian one. This process brought with it a number of effects, of which just two have been instrumental in leading to where we are now. First, the act of staying in one place and of having stores of food directly available led to an ever-steepening boom in our population, to the point that we became by far the most successful mammal in earth’s history. Back then, there were somewhere between 1 and 10 million of us; now, there are around 8 billion. There being this constant growth in our numbers led inexorably to the second issue, that of our relentless need to adapt the environment around us to our own needs, rather than ourselves to the environment. We are the only species to have done this to anything like the scale we have, and it is why scientists have called our time the ‘Anthropocene’ age, an as yet unofficial geological epoch defined by the direct impact that we have had on the planet’s ecosystems and, latterly, its climate.* 


We can steal a tiny bit from related science here, even if it looks at first sight to be uncomfortably boring and technical. Stick with it if you can. In a sinister echo of Georgyii Gause’s ‘competitive exclusion principle’, by which no two species competing for the same resources can coexist in equilibrium for long (meaning that one must die off or adapt), we have always been the strongest in any given competition; Gause wrote his book5 back in 1934, and he actually had single-cell paramecia on his mind at the time, rather than the humans who would actually go on proving his principle again and again, powerfully and indefinitely.* Very little in our natural world survives prolonged contact with us.
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