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‘Simply wonderful.’


– BEN FOGLE


‘Kate’s book has the warmth and calming effect of a log fire and a glass of wine. Unknit your brow and let go. It’s a treat.’


– GARETH MALONE


‘Kate Humble pours her enviable knowledge into attainable goals. It’s a winning combination and the prize – a life in balance with nature – is definitely worth claiming.’


– LUCY SIEGLE


‘As ever, where Kate leads, I follow. She has made me reassess and reset.’


– DAN SNOW









Praise for Thinking On My Feet


‘A lovely, civilized and transporting read, that should have all of us stepping out to meet the world with fresh eyes.’


— HUGH FEARNLEY-WHITTINGSTALL


‘An enticing read that makes every walk Humble describes an adventure’


— RANULPH FIENNES


‘A beautiful and magnificent book. A paean to a simple act. I defy you to read this book and not be inspired to walk, march or hike – and as a result live a better life more connected with nature and the world around you.’


— SIMON REEVE


‘A lovely book, fast-flowing yet at every turn giving the reader pause for thought. Kate Humble makes a delightful companion, her words full of sunshine and the raw pleasure she radiates as she encounters life in its many unexpected forms.’


— BENEDICT ALLEN


‘Witty, enlightening and often startlingly profound’


— COUNTRY WALKING MAGAZINE


‘It’s about how walking helps Humble, and others, cope with life… hugely uplifting’


— WAITROSE WEEKEND


‘Will encourage you to pull on a pair of boots and get out there yourself.’


— THE MAIL ON SUNDAY


‘A diary of sorts, charting a year of wonderful walks through the sun, wind and rain…each entry builds an image of her life in the great outdoors…it sounds idyllic to say the least.’


— SUNDAY EXPRESS


‘These are 365 days of inspiration to get out and, sometimes literally, smell the flowers.’


— WANDERLUST MAGAZINE
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A NOTE BEFORE WE START
*


Hello. If you’ve picked up this book in the hope that it will give advice on how to live in a hollow tree, forage for worms and knit a blanket out of leaves, then I’m afraid it won’t help you. I’m not sure what will. Maybe you should just go ahead and try living like that. If you like it, carry on. And if you don’t, stop. But if you still want to find a way to live more simply that is, perhaps, a bit more attainable, then you could pick up this book again.
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How To Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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WHY SIMPLY?
*


It’s been a ––– year. I’m not sure of the word to use here. There doesn’t seem to be one, or if there is, I don’t know it. Perhaps if I just give you the facts, you can fill in the gap for me.


In the first few weeks of this year a number of people I love have died. Jennifer, the beautiful, graceful, infinitely kind woman who took us under her wing when we first moved to Wales and made us part of her family. My father-in-law, with breathtaking suddenness. Di, the dear mum of dear friends. My own dad.


None of these deaths was a tragedy. All had lived into their eighties – my father-in-law was ninety. And all had died with the people they loved beside them, knowing that their lives had mattered, that they would not be forgotten, that they, too, were loved. But I am left now with a tangle of emotions that I can’t describe, and I can’t put a word to.


And perhaps these losses have helped bring something else into focus, that has, for some time now, been niggling away on the periphery of my thoughts. It’s not unpleasant; not one of those vaguely discomforting feelings you get when you might have forgotten something important, or done something that has caused upset, but you’re not sure what. This is more of a quietly forming and growing realization – maybe consciousness is the right word – that life – my life – could be lived differently – more simply – and that I might be happier for it.


I should state right now that I am not unhappy. I’m sad that people I love are no longer around, but not generally unhappy. If life is the lottery some think it is, this particular game of chance has been very benevolent towards me. And it is easy, when life is like mine, with its mix of ups and downs, worries and joys, but nothing too extreme or too challenging, to coast along, content with how things have panned out, slightly of the mind that fate will always be kind. But with the sharp reminders I’ve had that life is finite, the urge to find a way of living that is more fulfilling has become stronger and more insistent.


And there is another factor at play. The state of the planet that is our home, that sustains all living things, has never been so fragile. It worries me profoundly that the things we do, or don’t do, the way of life we have become so used to, that we take for granted, really is no longer tenable. As the late scientist and philosopher Buckminster Fuller observed, ‘we are all astronauts on a little spaceship called Earth’, but we are a crew in mutiny.


It seems to be an intrinsic factor of human nature to resist change, even when we know that change may be the very thing we need to embrace. How many people do we know that are miserable at work or hate where they live? That are in unhappy relationships or trapped in financial doldrums? How many of us feel a sort of hopelessness when we hear about another great environmental catastrophe? When the headlines are dominated by news of droughts, landslides, devastating storms? When another animal is declared extinct? And how many of us dream about the possibility of a different sort of life?


But change is daunting and difficult. There is no guidebook or helpdesk or blueprint for guaranteed success. Identifying a desire to change is one thing, actually getting started is another challenge altogether. For me it feels like standing at a junction of tracks with signposts pointing in every direction, but with no indication of where they would lead me. So I’ve done what I often do when I want to try and solve a conundrum. I’ve opened my notebook, picked up a pen and written a question:


‘What would I change?’


And then I’ve crossed it out. I’ve scribbled the sort of artless doodle of someone who isn’t very good at drawing trying to think. I’ve penned another question:


‘Why change?’


And in answer I’ve written:





*   Life feels more complicated than it needs to be


*   To have less financial pressure


*   To have more time to walk/read/see friends/learn things


*   To have less dependency on others to make/fix stuff


*   To have more time for garden/veg bed/animals and be more self-sufficient


*   To use less resources and reduce impact on environment


*   To counter our throw-away culture and needless waste


*   Because I don’t want to regret I didn’t give it a go.


It’s not a plan, as such, but it has given me a sense of where to start. And now in that same notebook is a growing list of things that I want to try to achieve and find out more about. I’m not expecting that by the end of the year I will have come up with a beautifully neat, one-size-fits-all solution. Right at this moment I feel as I do when I’m about to undertake a journey to somewhere I’ve never been before and the map I’m using is sketchy and vague. There are lots of questions and ‘what ifs’. There’s the exciting discomfort of uncertainty. I’m sure there will be futile leads, disappointment and failures, as there are on any journey, but I hope there will also be moments of revelation, enlightenment and achievement.


I know I have to be open-minded and always let curiosity get the better of me. I also know I have to be scrupulously honest with myself and accept that some things may not be possible to sustain or won’t feel right for me. And most importantly I don’t want to run away from real life, to go and be a hermit in a cave, or a wandering monk living on the charity of others. This isn’t about living a life of penury, devoid of joy or fun – quite the opposite. It is about finding, or rediscovering, the aspects of life that really matter and having time to value and enjoy them. It is a search for simplicity and the contentment that goes with it.




If you have built castles in the air, your work need not be lost; that is where they should be. Now put foundations under them.
HENRY DAVID THOREAU, WALDEN









CABIN LIFE
*


It’s Sunday evening. I’m sitting in a room full of books and well-worn furniture. There’s a big, cast-iron woodburner and baskets full of twigs, logs and old newspapers. There are maps on the wall, several pairs of wellington boots by the door. There’s a wonky pile of board games and jigsaw puzzles propped up in one corner, a sheep skull, fossils and the vertebrae of a whale. The view outside the windows that make up most of one wall is dominated by trees, a leafy mosaic of greens, blocking out all but a slither of darkening blue sky. I’ve wedged the door open with one of the wellies and the only sound is the whispering rustle of leaves and the bleating of sheep somewhere on the hill behind me.


My friend Martha has been coming here since the 60s. Her parents bought two fields and a tumbledown stone house in this still remote, steep-sided valley in mid-Wales. Their plan was to fix up the stone cottage over time, but the neighbouring farmer wouldn’t give them access to water or let them tap into his electricity supply, so it remained untouched and instead the family would camp in the field below it every summer. It must have been idyllic in lots of ways. There’s a stream at the bottom of the field perfect for paddling, trees to climb and the huge, beckoning expanse of the hills to explore. But the summer weather wasn’t always benevolent. Martha remembers a year when the rain and wind were so violent, her canvas tent first collapsed then blew away, leaving her and her sister in a sodden huddle on the groundsheet.


Martha’s parents, unable to restore their stone cottage but feeling they needed something a bit more robust and weatherproof for their family to spend their summers in, ordered a flat-packed A-frame house from Sweden and it took two men just two weeks to assemble it. It looks like a giant wooden tent, its tall apex roof sloping down to the ground on each side. There are windows front and back, an open-plan ground floor and a wooden ladder up to another floor where everyone would sleep. It is homely, comforting and gloriously low tech. It does now have electricity and water, but there’s no TV, no internet and the signal on my phone disappeared 3 miles down the road. ‘I’m away with no access to email or phone messages’ my out of office states. I’ve got five days here. Five days with no timetable and nothing to do other than read, write, walk and think. It is a great luxury. The luxury of simplicity.


And now it’s my final night. The woodburner is lit, the dog asleep, stretched out on the wooden floor, my wine glass almost empty. Beyond the windows it is deeply dark and still. A tawny owl calls. A half moon is setting behind the hill. And I sit, my feet in woollen socks resting on the table in front of the warmth of the fire, thinking over the last few days.


On the first morning I woke with the light soon after six, cleaned my teeth, splashed water on my face, pulled on jeans and jumper. I gathered up a map, shoved my feet into boots and, with Teg the dog bounding ahead, went to explore our patch. I followed a narrow sheep track running parallel to the stream, pausing at the edge of the field to look back at the house. It sits well in this landscape. I admired the geometry of it, plain and practical against its backdrop of green. The path soon brought us to a farm track. The map seemed to indicate that the way ahead was a footpath, but there was no sign on the gate to confirm whether it was a right of way. It looked well-used though, so I decided to take it.


In a few moments we were out on the open hill, the land rising steeply to a ridge on our left and the glory of space and sky. It’s daunting though. We’re so used to being channelled, guided where to go, whether we are following marked footpaths, road signs or the nagging voice of a satnav. But here it’s just me and my dog, my rather shaky navigation skills and the faintest of tracks leading through the heather, that may or may not go anywhere.


I decide I can’t go far wrong if I stay roughly on the contour I’m on now, and if I’m on the path that is on the map, we’ll meet another that will take me up to the brow of the hill. I’m soon waist-high in bracken, although the path is still clear and definite beneath my feet. Teg disappears, swallowed up by the towering foliage. I push my way through, making for what looks like clear ground ahead. Teg is already there. She relishes this terrain. For the last couple of months, she has been part of a team of dogs gathering sheep and cattle off the slopes of the Brecon Beacons. It’s a job for dogs born to be in the mountains – sure-footed and with endless stamina. She waits for me to emerge, then trots ahead on the track that gets fainter and fainter and finally peters out altogether.


Right, I think, bugger it, let’s just head up. The ground is covered in a thick mat of bilberry and it makes for tricky walking. Teg bounds delightedly through it while I wade inelegantly, panting. The sun has risen above the hills, spilling its soft warm light on the ground. I keep climbing, the bilberry giving way to heather, which is even harder to walk through, but beautiful, vibrant purple glowing in the early sun. I stumble out onto a broad track and as I do so I feel my phone, which I’d put in my pocket, buzz. There’s signal up here and I look with dismay as the emails ping through and see that there are some that I really need to address. But there’s an advantage to this technological intrusion. I have OS maps on my phone so can check exactly where I am. The little red arrow shows that if I head east along the track I’ve found, I’ll meet another heading north that will bring me in a neat circle back to the house.


Feeling a little bit pleased with myself, I think I’ll be even smarter and download the map so I can use it offline. Except that I don’t really know how to do it and end up somehow losing the map altogether with no way I can find of getting it back. The paper map I’ve brought from the house has been much used. There are rips along some of the folds and crucial bits (like the path I’m on now) that have faded and been rubbed away. So instead I look at the landscape. The visibility is breathtaking; I can see for miles. The dark outline of the Brecon Beacons dominates the western skyline. To the north is the opposite slope of this valley. Unlike the rough, uncultivated pasture on this side, it is a patchwork of fields, hedges and coppices, its south-facing ground benefitting from the sun. I make a note of the farms, using them as landmarks so I can gauge roughly where I am in relation to the house, hidden from view, tucked into the slope at the bottom of the hill where I stand.


And quickly a routine establishes itself. I feed Teg, make breakfast for myself, settle down to write or read with a big mug of tea at my side. Teg sleeps, or potters contentedly about in the field outside the house. We go out again in the afternoon, try another route on the other side of the valley, get lost, find our way back. I write again until it gets dark, heat up some soup, stoke the fire, sit with a glass of wine in the company of peace, silence and a sleeping dog.


This morning, out on the hill, I realize that I no longer need the map or worry about where I am. I’ve taken a different route each morning, feeling increasingly familiar with the landscape and the features that have become the waymarks by which I navigate: the rocky outcrops, the lone tree, the dried-up pond. There has been the odd squally shower some afternoons, but the mornings have always been bright and clear.


Today I climbed up over the ridge and down the south side towards a big pond, its shimmering water rippling in the keen breeze and reflecting the blue of the sky. The air is cold, my fingers tingle with the chill of it, but the sun is warm on my cheek. As I near the pond, a flush of ducks takes flight, circles, leaving behind three chestnut-plumed mergansers to keep watch. A herd of Welsh ponies, grey and chestnut, manes and tails fanned by the wind, regards me warily. They trot away up an incline, then stop and turn their heads, ears pricked, nostrils flaring. As I make my way back up the slope to the ridgeline, I watch two ravens hang motionless in the air, wings spread, silhouetted against the blue of the sky. They are so perfectly still that for a fleeting moment I wonder if they are real, but then they dip and swoop and soar away, riding the thermals, defying gravity.


And now I sit, toasting my toes, reflective. Could I live this pared-down version of life long term? It is so, so tempting to think it possible.


Henry David Thoreau, the American author, philosopher and naturalist, lived in a cabin he built himself for two years and two months. He documented his experiences in his book Walden, which has become something of a seminal text on simple living. In March 1845 he borrowed an axe and started to cut the trees that he would use to make the frame of his house. For $4.25 he bought a shack from a man called James Collins and dismantled it so he could re-use the boards that formed the roof, walls and floor for his own. He dug a cellar to store potatoes, erected a frame from the trees he’d cut, covered the frame with the boards he’d bought, and moved in at the beginning of July. The finished cabin was 10 feet wide and 15 feet long and cost him the grand total of $28.


He survived by growing some of his own food, foraging and fishing and claimed that ‘I maintained myself thus solely by the labour of my hands and found that, by working about six weeks a year, I could meet all the expenses of living.’


I laughed when I read this, because it reminded me of something Geoff told me.


Geoff has a beautiful camp in the Flinders Ranges in South Australia. Remote, off-grid, the guests who stay there are drawn by its tranquillity, the beautiful walks, the wildlife and an unparalleled night sky. Geoff’s wife does the cooking, while he acts as guide as well as doing all the maintenance of the camp. They love it, but it is a full-time job and they work every day of the week. His nearest neighbour, Adam, is an Aboriginal man and he and Geoff have become great friends over the years.


‘But one thing I’ll never understand about white folk,’ his neighbour said to him one day, over a beer at the camp, ‘is that you work so hard just to take two weeks off a year. While I work hard for two weeks so I can have the rest of the year off. Who’s got the better life?!’


When Thoreau wasn’t working or gathering food, he filled his days writing, thinking and walking for mile after mile through the hills and woods surrounding his cabin. ‘We need the tonic of wildness,’ he wrote. ‘To wade sometimes in the marshes where the bittern and meadow-hen lurk, and hear the booming of the snipe, to smell the whispering sedge where only some wilder and more solitary fowl builds her nest, and the mink crawls with its belly close to the ground…We can never have enough of nature.’


He referred to his time living in the cabin as ‘an experiment’, to demonstrate to himself, and others, that it was possible to live happily and comfortably without the need to work day in, day out, in order to pay for costly trappings that there was never time to enjoy. It’s unclear why he stopped living at Walden and returned to live more conventionally, but he wrote before he left, ‘I am convinced, both by faith and experience, that to maintain one’s self on this earth is not a hardship, but a pastime, if we live simply and wisely.’


Some years ago, I was making a series of documentaries that involved me being away from home for weeks at a time. The work was fascinating but exhausting, and any day that we weren’t filming we were travelling. Television crews don’t travel light and every journey we made involved endless manhandling of heavy boxes, wrangles at customs, queues, interminable waits at airports, packing, unpacking, late nights or early mornings. At short notice, the chance came for a break – just a week. And we found somewhere that was the perfect antidote to the hectic pace of life I’d been living: an off-grid cabin beside a lake in rural France. And by happy coincidence it was available the week we wanted. We booked and paid and then I became overwhelmed with doubts. What if the photos had lied, given the impression that it was on its own, when actually there were cabins all around the lake, and jet skis and motorboats and people?


‘Well, we can’t do anything about it now,’ was my husband Ludo’s slightly unsympathetic response.


I cheered up when Di, the owner of the cabin, emailed to say it was quite hard to find and suggested we meet her in the car park of the nearest village so we could follow her there. She led us out of the village, down a narrow lane that wound its way through a forest of sweet chestnut trees, then down an even narrower lane, and finally turned onto a rutted dirt track that made its way downhill between ancient oak trees. The track petered out at the lake edge, just beside a small wooden cabin, built on a deck with a jetty leading out over the water and a handmade raft tied to the end. And that was it. There were no other buildings, nothing at all. Just a lake, trees and splendid isolation.


It was a perfect week. We walked, we swam, we read books. We made short forays to local villages for crisp baguettes and smelly cheese. We paddled the raft, cooked on a fire, drank wine. Talked. Laughed. And on our last evening, when Di and her husband Bob came to check everything had been OK, we told them, quite truthfully, that it had been the best holiday we had ever had. ‘We’ve been having cabin fantasies,’ I laughed.


Actually, I’ve been having cabin fantasies for years. I bought Ludo a book when I was working in Canada called How to Build a Log Cabin. I don’t think he’s ever looked at it, but a girl can dream. Bob, though, gave me a questioning look.


‘Are you serious?’


‘Oh, you know…’ I said, a bit embarrassed, ‘it’s probably like a holiday romance. I’ll get over it!’


‘It’s just that we know of a lake for sale,’ Bob continued, ‘and it has a sort of fishing hut that goes with it…’


My heart was racing.


‘Do you want to go and see it? It’s only a few kilometres away.’


We were leaving at five the next morning and hadn’t packed.


I looked at Ludo, who raised his eyebrows.


‘Of course we do!’


Our little lakeside cabin has become our retreat, a place of respite and rejuvenation. Bob turned the not-very-lovely fishing hut into a thing of beauty. Using wood from trees on our land and on his, he built a staircase and a sleeping platform under the eaves. He panelled the walls, crafted a tiny kitchen, built a deck and roofed it with hand-cut chestnut tiles. It is not much bigger than Thoreau’s – about 12 feet by 18 feet. There is no electricity or mains water. Solar panels provide light and power a pump that brings water from the lake to the shower. There’s a composting loo, a woodburner, and a small fridge and cooker that run on a gas bottle.


Like Martha’s A-frame, there is no TV or internet and our phones get a signal occasionally, but only outside and if we stand in the right spot. Last summer we spent a month there and at the end of it I found it really hard to adjust to ‘real life’. We’d talked a lot over that month about the possibility of living there full time and what adjustments or additions we’d need to make for it to work. It’s easy being there when the weather is good, because we spend almost all our time outdoors – we even sleep outside on hot nights. We swim in the lake, rarely wear shoes or much in the way of clothes, eat food cooked on the fire.


But when it’s wet, or on short winter days, and we are inside more, that’s when we notice that there isn’t really enough light, that there’s no space to hang wet clothes, that two people and three dogs feel like a crowd.


We concluded that what we would need to make it habitable full time was two more rooms – a boot room, for outdoor clothes and wet dogs, and another room besides the one where we cook and eat and sit now – somewhere we can work or just have our own space if we want to. Then we talked about the issue of drinking water – there isn’t any: we go to the nearest village and fill up our jerry cans from a tap there. The fact that the kitchen sink (it’s actually a caravan sink) is annoyingly small. That if we want hot water, we have to boil the kettle. That if we need to wash clothes, we have to go to the machine outside the supermarket, which is 7 miles away. ‘We could wash our clothes by hand,’ I suggest, not overly confidently.


I’d been reading a book my friend Phil gave me called The Plain Reader: Essays on Making a Simple Life. It is collected writings from an Amish/Quaker/Luddite (as its editor describes it) magazine called Plain. My favourite is one entitled ‘Hand-Washing Your Clothes’ by Brenda Bayles. ‘The thought of having to do laundry by hand strikes terror into the hearts of launderers everywhere,’ is her opening gambit – how right you are, Brenda! – but, she goes on to say, ‘everyone should know how to hand-wash their clothes. To depend on any machine to take care of a basic need is foolhardy.’ She claims she can wash an automatic-washer-size load in ten minutes, hang it on the line in five. How does she do it? ‘Soaking!’ she tells her non-Amish/Quaker/somewhat Luddite reader, who by now is hooked. Here’s Brenda’s guide to no-stress laundry:





1.   Fill two tubs with water, one for washing and one for rinsing.


2.   Add bleach (or biodegradable hydrogen peroxide) and soap to the washtub if needed. (Brenda is not a fan of soap unless clothes are particular filthy. Otherwise, she says, soaking does the job. And before you say ‘But won’t everything just smell nasty?’ she has an answer for that too. Once soaked, they’ll be clean and if you dry them in fresh air and sunshine on a clothes line, ‘the clothes smell as clean as they are’.


3.   Let clothes soak according to the manufacturer’s instructions and how dirty they are. (She helpfully elaborates on this later too. Really dirty stuff – their farming clothes – she soaks for at least 24 hours. And, she says, if she’s busy and doesn’t get around to the washing for a couple of days she adds a capful of chlorine bleach to the wash water to stop it ‘smelling like it died’. A minimum soak should be three hours, but delicates should be washed after 15–30 minutes of soaking. Oh – and don’t use hot water, she says. It’s a waste of resources and can damage your clothes.


4.   Agitate each article separately by rubbing between your hands about five times.


5.   Squeeze out excess water and throw article into rinse tub.


6.   Swish the clothes a few times to rinse them.


7.   Squeeze excess water out of the clothing and place it in a bucket.


8.   Carry the bucket of clothes out and hang them up to dry.


Don’t bother with washboards, she admonishes. (Can you even buy a washboard any more?) ‘Too much work. Will also leave you open to “grandma” jokes from your spouse.’ Nor is she a fan of wringers. ‘Forget ’em. Wringers break buttons and zippers, take up your time and work you to death.’ Her final piece of advice: ‘insist on familial participation in this event…You will be richly rewarded with clean clothes, a clean environment, and a family that knows the joy of shared responsibilities.’


Ludo, I can tell, is not at all convinced by the idea of a washing-machine-free life. I’m going to try it and I’ll report back (although I suspect I’ll have to do it without familial participation). Using sunshine and fresh air instead of a dryer, I do get. We have a dryer, but I only use it when there is no hope of anything getting dry outdoors. And I do take curious pleasure in pegging things on a line. There’s something meditative about it.


We were back at our cabin in early spring. I’d been in London and had had a sobering sort of a day. First thing in the morning I was on Sky News. I’d been asked to talk about the scourge of plastic – which finally, after many years of campaigning by various charities, NGOs and concerned individuals, is being taken seriously. Suddenly plastic and the effect it has on our environment and on wildlife is headline news. The public is horrified, outraged, demanding businesses and government respond. ‘Can I just ask you one more thing?’ the presenter said before she wrapped up the interview. ‘What do you think of the climate-change protests that are causing major disruption in London this week?’


This was the other big news. A group calling itself Extinction Rebellion had taken to the streets of London. Through peaceful protest and mass civil disruption, their aim was to get the issue of climate change on the global agenda. Like the problem of plastic, climate change has been a cause of deep concern for scientists and environmentalists for decades. It is not a new phenomenon. But governments and society have, until now, chosen to ignore it or deny that it is happening at all. My interviewer is not very good at hiding her frustration with the protests that for several days have blocked roads in central London and caused traffic to gridlock. I know she is hoping that I will agree with her unspoken view and I know I’m going to disappoint her.


‘I think what they are doing is magnificent,’ I say. ‘This is the greatest challenge the human race has ever faced. A few days of inconvenience is going to feel very insignificant when the very planet we live on is unable to sustain us any longer. Climate change is real, we are all experiencing the effects of it. Fires, water shortages, coastal erosion, extreme weather and the damage that causes to homes and infrastructure. And do you know what makes me so sad and so ashamed?’ I don’t wait for her to answer because I know she is desperate to end the interview and move on to the next story. ‘It is our generation that discovered the climate is changing and that the change is happening as a direct result of our behaviour. And yet we’ve done nothing to stop it. Nothing. That is our legacy. Unless we do something decisive and meaningful now.’ She gives me a rather strained ‘thank you’ and turns back to the camera to introduce the weather.


From the studio I go to meet a group of volunteers who have joined the group Thames 21 for a river clean-up. The low tide was earlier this morning, so the hundred or so people I see at the water’s edge have already filled a large number of black bin bags. From the towpath the muddy bank below looks litter-free. I wonder if there is anything left to do. ‘Oh, there is plenty,’ Paul tells me, handing me a garden fork. ‘Just dig there.’ I sink the fork into the mud and lever it up. Tangled amongst the tines of the fork is a fibrous mass. ‘Wet wipes,’ says Paul, matter-of-factly. ‘Flush ’em down the loo and they end up here. The whole bank is basically a solid mass of ‘em. We’ve found the odd plastic bottle, a few discarded cans, that sort of thing, but most of those bags at the top there are filled with wet wipes.’ And over the next couple of hours we filled yet more bags from the seemingly endless supply before the incoming tide chased us off the mud.


I took a commuter train from Charing Cross and rattled through the suburbs to Kent. Ludo met me at the station with the dogs and we went to stay with friends for the night before taking the early train beneath the Channel and driving south. It’s six or seven hours from Calais, but we listen to podcasts, stop when we see a good place to let the dogs out for a stretch, and find a village café for lunch. The last hour or so we’re on country roads that wind through fields and woodland, past small farms and villages that are so quiet they appear abandoned. There are few other cars on the road, the sun is bright and warm, the countryside fresh, green, bursting with new life. It is the perfect spring day. All the worries and pressures that crowd in on normal, day-to-day life seem irrelevant and inconsequential here, and our brains relax and just enjoy taking in our surroundings.


It has become a ritual of mine to walk the last mile of the journey. Ludo pulls into the side of the road at the top of a path that disappears into the woods. The dogs and I jump out and wave him off before plunging into the dappled shade of the sweet chestnuts. I walk slowly, savouring every step, breathing in the fresh, sappy scent of new leaves. We reach the edge of the trees and walk through grass and wildflowers. Insects buzz, birds flit amongst the hedgerows. We come to the top of the stony track that leads down to our cabin. The dogs recognize it and start to run, although there is still about half a mile to go. But still I don’t rush. I love this walk, love recalling the first time we came here with Bob and Di, bumping over the ruts and rocks, entering the cathedral-like gloom of a forest of conifers, descending towards a break in the trees. The track comes to an abrupt end at the edge of the wood. I remember getting out of the car, walking down a grass slope and exclaiming as the lake came into view. It was a fairy tale, a hidden glade and I loved it on sight. And that feeling has never diminished. It is still magical; Narnia without the need for a wardrobe.


In the morning I get up at dawn, let myself out into the chilly half-light, the eastern sky streaked with pink and orange, heralding the sun that is yet to appear. I’ve been under the weather recently, had a cold, a miserable debilitating bug: not bad enough to keep me in bed but bad enough that I wish it had. Two weeks of snot and phlegm, a hacking cough and a rasping voice. Today is the first day I’ve felt able to move at a pace faster than an achy walk and, with my dog loping effortlessly ahead, I break into a tentative run, relishing the freshness of the morning air, the feel of leaf litter and stone beneath my feet, the early beginnings of the dawn chorus that seems somehow to emphasize the deep silence of the still-sleeping countryside. We run, dog and I, up the track through the woods and fields full of bright spring grass and dandelion clocks. There are violets in the hedgerow, a small white flower I don’t know the name of and the first bluebells. In the field at the top of the lane are cows and their tiny calves, perfect copper-coloured miniatures of their mothers, who give low warning moos as we pass, hustling their offspring away from the fence and into the centre of the field. We come into the little hamlet at the top of the track – barely a hamlet really, just a handful of houses and a farm – cross the grey ribbon of empty road to skirt along the edge of fields and over a stream. Uphill we go, towards the old church of the neighbouring village up on the skyline, the dark orange sphere of the sun just appearing above the trees behind it.


It is a week of simple pleasures. There are tasks to do, as there always are when we open up the cabin for the first time after the winter, small fixes to make, herbs to re-pot, brambles to cut back, but because we don’t have to fit in doing them around an already busy working day, they don’t feel onerous. A job that always needs doing – and we both love – is chopping and stacking wood. This part of France is full of trees – mainly chestnut and oak, although walnut is grown too – and in autumn there are stalls at the local market piled high with the nuts and bottles of their rich, fragrant oil. There are small timber mills everywhere – usually one-man affairs – and every household has a woodpile. There is something extraordinarily appealing and satisfying about a beautifully cut and stacked pile of wood. Lars Mytting’s book Norwegian Wood: Chopping, Stacking and Drying Wood the Scandinavian Way garnered an almost evangelical following and became a bestseller. And you get the feeling Thoreau almost swoons at the sight of his woodpile:




Every man looks at his woodpile with some kind of affection. I love to have mine before my window, and the more chips the better to remind me of my pleasing work.





And the woodpiles stacked at the edge of fields, outside barns and in gardens here inspire admiration and envy in equal measure. Perfectly equal lengths of wood are stacked in precise order, chest-high and many metres long. The top will be protected by a tarpaulin, roped tightly down, the sides left exposed to the air to season the logs. Needless to say, we cannot lay claim to a woodpile like that, but when we were here last summer Ludo built a long, roofed structure behind our cabin and we spent many happy hours with chainsaw and axe cutting the logs to fill it. Ludo has the eye and the patience for stacking, which is not unlike doing a jigsaw or building a dry-stone wall. I love the physicality of swinging an axe, the enormous satisfaction when a log splits cleanly from one, perfectly judged blow. It’s good teamwork, pleasingly tiring and mucky too. When the pile is replenished, we jump, sweaty, grimy and covered in sawdust, into the cool, dark water of the lake. Oh, how I love that feeling! And then we sit, bare skin on the sun-warmed wood of the deck, watching the colour starting to leech from the day, the air cooling, the call of a cuckoo against a backdrop of silence. This is the true pleasure of being here: just sitting – the feel of the wood, the smell of the evening, the sounds of the end of the day. These are things that cost nothing, yet can be so hard to attain. These apparently inconsequential things are overlooked or overrun by our busy, overcrowded, noisy world, but they are not inconsequential. They make us feel alive. Present. And that has become something rare. A privilege. And it’s now we understand that changing the cabin, adding rooms, trying to find ways to make it more – well, like a normal house – would destroy the very thing that makes it so special. It may be too basic, too simple, to be practical for everyday living, but it’s that very simplicity that makes it a place of respite and retreat, appreciated all the more because it is different.


But is there a middle ground? Can the privilege of conscious stillness become part of the pattern of a day, rather than a rare moment to treasure? Is there a way of incorporating that essence of simplicity, and the deep contentment it brings, into our everyday lives?






FIRST STEPS: TAKING STOCK
*


I have a fear of clutter and mess. I’m not sure it counts as a phobia, but if it does, it’s got a rather wonderful name: ataxophobia. The root of this fear is, I think, something to do with my need for order in just one area of my life. I feel that if at least I can have some semblance of control over the domestic bit of it, it mitigates the almost complete lack of influence I have over the working bit. In common with many self-employed freelancers, I can lurch between being so busy there’s barely time to breathe and the stomach-churning anxiety of an empty diary. And I never know how a year is going to pan out; can’t even guess what I might earn or whether I’ll work for fifty weeks or five.


So in order not to feel like a helpless piece of jetsam tossed about by the choppy waves of life, home needs to be a refuge, a place of calm; which it is, but only if it is tidy and there aren’t piles of extraneous stuff all over the place. That is not to say that I aspire to living with only the bare essentials. I don’t aim for minimalism, to live in the way Japanese writer Fumio Sasaki describes in his book Goodbye, Things: The New Japanese Minimalism. He pares down his possessions to such an extent that he can pack up everything he owns in less than half an hour.


I understand the liberation that might come with this, the euphoric feeling of being so unburdened, but I don’t want to live in a white box with no furniture and one hand towel. I love my books, the things I’ve collected on my travels, the pictures on the walls of our house. And I like colour. Although I can never imagine living in a city again, if I had to, I would want to live in a house in the brightly coloured terrace in Bristol that I’ve often admired. Or in the row on the waterfront at Tobermory. Somehow those houses seem more homely, more inviting, infinitely more appealing than the serried, formal rows of uniformly pale houses in the adjoining streets.


Edi Rama, now prime minister of Albania, used colour to transform the country’s capital city and, in so doing, the mindset of the people living there. Rama trained as an artist but was also very politically active. He had been an ardent supporter of democracy, and was one of the key figures to influence the fall of Communism in the early 90s. In 1998 he was made Minister of Culture, Youth and Sports and instantly became known for his colourful way of dressing as well as his rather unorthodox political style. It garnered him a lot of support, particularly amongst young people, and in 2000 he was elected mayor of Albania’s capital, Tirana.


Tirana was a city typical of the post-Communist era. Grey, concrete Eastern-bloc architecture, metal grids over shop windows, no green spaces. Crime and corruption were rife, the streets occupied by gangs. One of the very first things Rama did when he became mayor was to send out a team of people armed with pots of bright orange paint. Rama used his artist’s love of colour and flamboyance to transform the city. He didn’t have the budget to demolish buildings so instead he painted them, turning the uniformly grey and dismal cityscape into a riot of colour. And the effect was extraordinary. In an interview with an American journalist, Rama told him, ‘when we started painting, two things would happen. First, people that had the shops would start to get rid of the grids (the bars over the windows) because they felt safer. And the second effect was that they started paying taxes.’ Colour brought Tirana back to life, thousands of trees were planted, green spaces restored. It became a tourist attraction and in 2004 the award committee of the inaugural World Mayor Prize gave it to Rama.
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