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To the kindest animals;


you know who you are.



Introduction

It is possible to achieve a level of outdoors awareness that, although once common, is now so rare that many would label it a ‘sixth sense’. This is the practised ability to make connections, then draw conclusions from all of the evidence presented to our senses almost without thinking. In this book, I will show you how to sense direction from stars and plants, forecast weather from woodland sounds, and predict the next action of an animal from its body language – instantly.

Anyone unfamiliar with this type of thinking may not spot a ‘missing’ step until it is highlighted. We have become so distanced from this way of experiencing our environment that it may seem hard to believe that it is possible outdoors, although in more familiar settings it may seem less alien. 

Have you ever felt you were being watched and later found out that you were right, but were unable to work out how you knew?

Imagine you are sitting in a café with your back to the window. You get a strange sense that someone behind you is looking at you. You may be right. If a friend is trying to catch your attention from the window of their car as they drive slowly past, this may register in the faces or body language of others in the café – perhaps the waiter looked up while pouring your coffee. Your friend’s call later that day confirms you were being watched. 

Psychologists have proved that we can gauge the mood of a person at the other end of a telephone conversation extraordinarily well as soon as we hear their first word. Our ears hear it, but our brain rapidly draws on a lifetime’s experience, our knowledge of the character and situation of the caller, the time of day or night and a myriad other prompts to paint a much more inclusive picture than the word ‘hello’. All day and all night, the outdoors whispers single words full of deeper meaning to us. We have grown a little rusty at painting more than the outline of the picture. 
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A sixth sense is not mysterious: it is expert intuition, a honed ability to join the dots offered by our senses to complete a fuller picture of our environment. And there are a lot more dots than we are aware of. In the past second your senses have picked up eleven million pieces of information. It could take years to analyse all of them consciously, so almost all of that information is filtered out by your brain without troubling you. But if your brain picks up anything weird, wonderful or threatening, you will sense that something worthy of your attention is going on. 

Recent research and popular books have convinced many people of our ability to gauge modern situations intuitively. 

Look at the image opposite and imagine you are crossing the road. You will have seen that there are three cars and one is closer than the others, but that you need to be wary of the furthest one. And in reality you would do this instantly, without counting or measuring anything. 

Nobody has considered what we are still capable of in nature. This is ironic, because the ability to judge situations intuitively springs from our need to survive in a wilder context. Humanity has used this type of thinking to experience the outdoors for most of our history, and evolution has ensured that we would not exist without it. The early human who had to rely on laboured thought to work out what was going on around them was at a great disadvantage to one who sensed an enemy nearby, a dangerous predator behind them or a possible meal ahead.

I was once led deep underground by a BBC TV crew. We made our way, crouching, through dark, twisting tunnels into a cold slate mine in north Wales. There were no clues in our dank surroundings that were obvious to anyone in the crew, which was probably what prompted them to test me by asking if I could tell which way we were facing. 

I peered at the damp rock, illuminated only by my head torch, then answered, ‘East.’ 

The safety consultant, who knew the mine intimately, confirmed that I was right, but admitted to being as mystified as the others by this ‘sixth sense’. After a few enjoyable minutes, I revealed that I had noticed the alignment of the grain of the slate, known as ‘dip’ to geologists. All sedimentary rocks begin as horizontal layers, but over millions of years, geological forces bend and tilt them; many end up with dramatic angles and these have trends. I’d seen that the slate surrounding us in the Welsh valley sloped up towards the south and used this to find our direction deep underground. 

In that case I used a ‘clue’ consciously to answer a simple question. I have relied on this approach professionally for decades, and much of my writing has focused on this sort of logical, deductive thinking. However, something perhaps more interesting happens when the brain adopts the process and takes a shortcut. By the time we left the mine, everyone could sense direction instantly: it was reflected back at us in the slate. The idea that we might not have been able to do it was almost comical. 

At the most basic level, we have not entirely lost these skills. Imagine you wake in a room that is perfectly dark, thanks to heavy curtains, and you hear a cockerel crowing outside. It may not take any conscious thought to appreciate that it is growing light outside. The dog’s bark at the usual time tells us that the postman is arriving. 

But these examples are infantile compared to what our minds are capable of outdoors. This book is about our great ability in this area, which has been allowed to atrophy, almost forgotten and steamrollered by our modern lifestyle. 

But how do we know it is retrievable? 

Because a few individuals have held on to these skills, mainly those who have immersed themselves in the study of particular creatures or certain landscapes out of necessity or desire. Indigenous tribespeople all over the world, expert hunters and fishermen often retain extraordinary abilities and hold the torch to remind us of what is still possible. 

I have sat with Dayak tribespeople as they explained that a deer would appear over the brow of a hill, and was amazed moments later when my eyes met those of a muntjac in the predicted spot. Only after careful discussion did it become clear that the Dayak were subconsciously tuned to the relationship between the salt on a rock, the bees, the water, the time of day and the clearing in the forest, all of which suggested that deer would come to lick salt at that time. 

The Pygmy people of the Democratic Republic of the Congo are used to hearing honey. They know that when honey is available the sound of a particular animal, related to the chameleon, changes slightly. They can also sense when they are being watched by a leopard. The physical clues are in the tracks on the ground, but a pedestrian study of them barely relates to predators in the forest. Instead they have learned to associate certain prints with an intimate understanding of the likely resting places of a leopard. Fresh ones near a typical leopard resting place spell danger. When they sense they are being watched, they are usually right. 

Inuit hunters have a word, ‘quinuituq’, which means the deep patience needed when they are waiting for something to happen. Through it, they develop a relationship with the land that transcends crude analysis. The Arctic expert Barry Lopez described Inuit hunters as going beyond listening for animals or looking for their hoof prints. They ‘wore’ the landscape, like clothing, and engaged in a ‘wordless dialogue’ with it. It is important to emphasise that this is science, not mysticism. It is an ancient skill, not New Age, which we were all born to practise. Without any forecasts many people can tell when rain starts whether it will be a shower or a longer downpour. They may struggle to explain it, but we grow accustomed to the changes in the sky that signify showers or otherwise. Our ancestors were tuned not only to broad changes in the landscape, but to finer ones, like the way the wood sorrel’s bright leaves fold up on the approach of rain. 

A fisherman may predict the exact spot a trout will rise to the surface, but initially struggle to explain how. On later reflection she realises that her eyes and brain had worked together to notice that a cloud had blocked the sun. The black gnats had fallen out of the sky due to the lack of sunlight and the trout had come to the surface to feed. But the angler had sensed where the trout would surface. 

It is not the location that is important but the immersion. Recently I spent a few hours with David Baskett, a guide at the RSPB reserve at Minsmere, Suffolk. We were walking along the top of the longest shingle spit in Europe, when a pair of dark shapes drew our eyes to the water. The grey seals played for a minute near the end of a groyne that stretched down into the water. Then David said, ‘They’ll come up onto the beach now.’

The seals took their time, but they were soon wrestling inelegantly with the shingle and hauling their way upwards. 

‘How did you know they would climb out?’

David look puzzled. 

I tried again: ‘How did you know that they would choose this moment and this spot to come out of the water? Is it a daily habit?’

‘Er . . . no.’ David looked at his feet. ‘Umm, I don’t know, really.’

Ten minutes later we were talking about the birds’ relationship with vehicles. Cars, vans, even lorries will not scatter the birds at Minsmere, but the second a car door opens, they’re gone. I asked him about the seals again as we looked out over the Scrape. 

‘I think it was the dog,’ David said. 

‘Was there one?’ I tried to remember. ‘But don’t dogs scare them off?’ 

‘You’d think so, but the seals actually like to come up and investigate them. I think a dog was there when we were. That’s probably what made me think that the seals would do what they did. I’m not sure.’

Remnants of this ability can still be found in our relationship with domesticated animals. When you’re walking a dog in a city park it’s fairly easy to tell from the way it turns whether the person approaching from behind has a dog with them or not. Time spent enjoying this way of experiencing the outdoors helps us to begin rebuilding our lost sixth sense. And if we make this a regular part of our outdoors experience, we soon find that our brain takes over, forging shortcuts and allowing us to draw conclusions without conscious thought. We stop having to think through each step because our brains do it for us. We sense a dog behind us, and we sense that the weather will be fine tomorrow. It is only a small leap from that to sensing what we will find round a corner or what an animal will do next. 

This book includes my experiences, but its main aim is to demonstrate how you can develop this sense in yourself. Central to this are the ‘keys’, a collection of patterns and events in nature worth our attention. I have given each one its own name – for example, ‘the shear’ – to make them easier to remember. Throughout the book, there is a progression from easy to more advanced. The keys will lead you from a raised awareness towards our lost sense.

In this book I bring a lifelong pursuit of outdoors awareness to its zenith, ever the goal of naturalists. It has been an exploration of meaning in nature, and I am indebted to that long tradition. Richard Jefferies, the nineteenth-century nature writer, believed there were messages in the brown, green and red blotches on finches’ eggs, an alphabet he found as alluring and puzzling as ‘the strange inscriptions of Assyria’. All naturalists fail to reach the highest summit, yet we set off anyway, hoping with humility, but never enough, to glimpse nature from some uncharted plateau. Journeys under stars and across oceans, forests and deserts have led me to the ultimate challenge: to gain a deep, intuitive understanding of my environment closer to home, a true sense of place. 

Very little in our surroundings is random, and with a little practice we can learn to sense things that we may find astonishing. Understanding how and why this happens opens a new, and very old, way of experiencing our environment. It is a more radical experience of the outdoors than has been common for centuries.


Part I 

Ancient and New


Wild Signs and Star Paths I

Sit on a patch of earth for ten minutes, and all manner of motion will appear. Leaves oscillate in the breeze, sun flecks roll over the undergrowth, birds fly by, insects introduce themselves through flight and wriggling, while ants or beetles may parade. If we choose to look, we will also see the world of the still, the shape of trees, the colour of earth and flowers, the shade of leaves. When we stand up and walk briskly for ten minutes, our eyes may miss all but the bigger beasts and brightest butterflies. But our brain is busy noticing the things we think we miss.

I drove west along a road that was the blackest of wet tarmacs. There were hedges on either side that didn’t register except as a speckled brown blur with the odd white burst of old man’s beard. The bare trees loomed as silhouettes, then raced by. My mind was on my destination, a mundane meeting an hour away, ready to gobble up my morning, then disappear from diary and memory. And then I felt it. I sensed south. 

A few years ago, there was a collision between a tree and a star constellation in my head and the world has seemed different ever since. The south I saw on that drive was the result of a shape I have come to know very well. It is called the ‘tick effect’. Phototropism, the way plant growth is influenced by light, leads to tree branches growing closer to horizontal on the southern side and closer to vertical on the northern side. This creates a recognisable tick shape when the tree is viewed from one side. 
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I had sensed this shape in a tree by the roadside, one I wasn’t even looking at, while travelling at about 30 m.p.h. And its familiarity gave me the warm fuzzy feeling that comes with recognition of any pattern we know and like. It also gave me an instant sense of direction.

A couple of days later, I was running a course for a small group on the South Downs and I led them to an ash tree. I had chosen it from hundreds of others because it was an exemplar of the tick effect. I gathered the group in the perfect spot to give the ideal perspective of the tree, then stood in front of it and pointed out the shape to them. I enjoy these moments, because others do: something that may have passed unnoticed is highlighted and then it shines out from nature. It becomes surprisingly obvious. 

There were nods and smiles. Most of the group saw it straight away, but two people didn’t. I tried again, demonstrating the effect more slowly and deliberately, sketching in the air the silhouetted shape of the branches that made the tick. Not a flicker of recognition. During the third attempt, I felt a tinge of irritation – how could those two not see what was plainly in front of their eyes? 

I quelled the irritation. There is no point in being a teacher of anything if you can’t find the positive challenge in such situations. I tried another tack. I asked the pair to squint: this can filter out smaller details and help us to spot larger shapes. By the fourth variation, everyone in the group could see the effect. And by the end of the afternoon, one of the two who had struggled to spot it pointed out the effect in a distant tree before anyone else, including me, had noticed it. 

Later that day, relaxing with a cup of tea, I tried to empathise with the two who had had difficulty seeing the shape. I thought about how I must once have been unable to detect it – I started noticing it in my late twenties, so before that it must have passed me by. Yet it was now announcing itself, leaping out of the blur to the side of a car I was driving. It was not just the shape that was now so easy for me to see, but its meaning. I was sensing direction from a tree, without even trying. How strange, I thought.

The constellation Orion straddles the Earth’s equator. As a consequence, it rises in the east and sets in the west. Also, it’s visible all over the world, which makes it a favourite constellation for natural navigation. I have come to know it very well and have learned to sense direction from Orion without giving it much thought. But for many years I had to think about it. And to get from Orion meaning little to it announcing direction instantly, I must have followed the same paths of recognition that everyone traces with star constellations until something unusual happened. 

First, we learn to recognise the pattern of a constellation. This must be why our ancestors concocted constellations: they were almost certainly invented in prehistory to give us something to recognise and help us to make sense of a complex picture. Our brains have evolved to find and recognise patterns, which allows us to impose and then find order in the thousands of stars that are visible at night. A night sky that would otherwise appear random and overwhelming is a collection of patterns we can identify. 

The more familiar we become with the constellations, the more comfortable the night sky feels. But it is the recognition of the patterns that is vital. Recently, in an inflatable planetarium in Wales, I was listening to a talk by Martin Griffiths, a professor of astronomy, about the constellations and patterns that the Celts once saw in the night sky. It was a delightful talk but, however fascinating it was culturally, it became uncomfortable on a psychological level. I watched as the professor tore up the ancient patterns I knew and substituted different ones. It almost made me queasy. The telling thing was that none of the stars changed or moved, but he redrew the patterns. A bear mutated into a horse, a scorpion became a beaver. Small details perhaps, but it disrupted my comfort with the night sky. After the talk, I went back across the fields, guided by more familiar patterns. 

Once we have learned to recognise a constellation, like Orion, the next step in natural navigation is becoming familiar with its meaning in terms of direction. In the case of Orion, it’s not difficult to get started: since it rises in the east and sets in the west, if you see it near the horizon you must be looking east or west. If, after half an hour, you notice it has gone up a bit, you’re looking east, and if it has sunk, you’re looking west. 

The Orion method is a straightforward way of gauging approximate direction using a pattern in the night sky. I used to do it regularly. I never decided to stop, but it isn’t what I do now. Now when I see Orion, I see direction. I’m not talking about numbers of degrees or words like ‘east’ or ‘west’ popping into my head: those are labels of direction. I actually see direction. Which, I hope you’ll agree, is a bit odd. But it is something you can see. And you’ll soon be seeing direction in the night sky, but only as one tiny part of a new awareness. More importantly, you’ll be regaining your sense of what’s going on around you outdoors. I’ll give you the nuts and bolts of the Orion method later, but first I’d like to share with you how it fits into the small revolution – perhaps renaissance is a better word, you decide! – in the way we can experience the outdoors. 

San Bushmen in the Kalahari report experiencing a powerful burning sensation when they are getting close to an animal they are hunting, and Australian Aboriginals have talked of orienting themselves using a ‘feeling’. In 1973, when asked how he found his way, Wintinna Mick, an Aboriginal, told the navigator and scholar David Lewis, ‘I have a feeling . . . Feel in my head. Been in the bush since small. That way is north-west.’ Lewis thought he was calculating this using the sun, but he was insistent that he was not: ‘I know this north-west direction, not by the sun but by the map inside my head.’ 

We know that people who live in indigenous communities in wild places have an awareness of their surroundings that eludes those of us living in an industrialised society. A sense of direction is a small part of this, but by no means the most important. 

During the Enlightenment, also known as the Age of Reason, rational thought was prized over the religious faith that had dominated for centuries. Cartesian rationalism and the weights, measures and machines of the scientific revolution prevailed. Intellectual snobbery ensued and any suspicion that the heart was being allowed to rule the head was viewed sceptically by the intellectual vanguard of the time. It was a decisive shift and, despite pockets of resistance and a more determined fightback by Romanticism, it has prevailed to this day. The savage was not noble, just ignorant. The gut was denied its feeling. 

It’s not only indigenous communities who now have this awareness: animals have it too, of course. Which may explain why this form of thinking has unfortunately been seen as inferior historically, typical of the ‘lower’ beasts and ‘natives’. What sort of argument could be made in favour of the way tribespeople experience their environment when pitted against a civilisation that gave us steam engines and a vaccination against smallpox? How hard is it still to value it from a culture of space travel and the Internet? We have gained so much through a more analytical view of the world, but at what cost? 

This is not a new concern. We’ve had a nagging suspicion for centuries that we were becoming cleverer with each passing year, but perhaps not growing any more aware. William Cowper, the eighteenth-century English poet, expressed this in ‘The Doves’: 

Reasoning at every step he treads,

Man yet mistakes his way,

While meaner things, whom instinct leads,

Are rarely known to stray.

He knew that as our maps became better we were losing our deeper understanding of the territory. 

Years after pondering tree shapes and my experiences with Orion, I began reading books and papers that I hoped would help me understand what was going on. Thanks to the work of many extraordinary researchers, such as the psychologists Gary Klein, Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman, the mystery was solved. I could suddenly see a path to rediscovering our lost sense of awareness outdoors. 

We have two ways of thinking and we need both, because each is excellent at certain things and rubbish at others. Consider this unlikely scenario: you are relaxing at home, watching TV, when a stranger kicks down your door and runs into the room wielding a knife. At this point your brain has performed a lot of assessments of the situation very quickly. You have made decisions about whether to run away, fight back or stay put. Your pulse has risen, you are perspiring and your breathing has changed. All of this has taken place automatically. At this point the intruder seizes you, holds the sharp cold knife against your throat and whispers in your ear, ‘A car drives at 60 m.p.h. for two hours, then at 40 m.p.h. for another two hours. How far did it travel? Answer correctly and I’ll let you go. Get it wrong and you’re dead!’

‘Er . . . two hundred miles,’ you reply. 

They let you go and disappear into the night. 

In the space of one surreal minute you have used two different types of thinking. Some psychologists call the two ways of thinking System 1 and System 2. But I’ve found that’s too dry to be memorable and quickly becomes confusing. Daniel Kahneman has better labels: fast and slow, as outlined in his book Thinking, Fast and Slow. If we need to compare or calculate things, follow rules or make deliberate choices, this is ‘slow’ thinking. If we are surprised by a sound, sense anger, feel beauty or take fright, this is ‘fast’ thinking. 

How can we tell one type of thinking from the other? There is no perfect method, but the best clue is that if we can tell we’re thinking about something, it’s conscious thinking. It’s slow. If we react to something ‘without thinking about it’, then the truth is that we have thought about it, just using the system that we don’t consciously acknowledge. This is fast thinking. When indigenous people show an instant awareness of their surroundings without appearing to think about it, they’re using fast thinking. And I’m convinced that this was a far greater part of all humanity’s outdoors perspective ten thousand years ago and at all times before the first agricultural revolution. 

If we imagine there being a sliding scale from fast unconscious thought at one end to slow conscious thought at the other, we can picture our ancestors being closer to the fast end than contemporary indigenous people, and those of us who enjoy the odd Starbucks as being towards the slower end. It is important to stress that this has nothing to do with intelligence: there has been no significant biological change in our brains during the time period. The differences are cultural. Or, put another way, an average human of ten thousand years ago could solve The Times crossword as fast as his or her counterpart today, if they had led the same lifestyle and had the same influences. Ironically, according to eminent historians like Yuval Noah Harari, they probably had more free time than us, so may have enjoyed the distraction. 

Fortunately, there isn’t yet a great wall between us and this experience of the outdoors. It is just that this faculty has shrunk to the point where it is a minor part of our experience. I remember giving a talk in the Essex town of Saffron Walden and staying in a hotel overnight afterwards. During breakfast the following morning, I was thinking about the ideas in this book and a very cheery elderly waitress was pouring my tea for me, when she said, ‘Looks like rain.’ 

We were indoors and, to the best of my knowledge, she had not set foot outside for quite a while. Sure enough, by the end of my breakfast it had begun to rain. Because I was contemplating this book, I asked her how she had known it would rain. She looked pleasantly shocked to have been asked something so strange. But, after a short pause, it transpired that there was no mystery: the skies had darkened a little and this was evident even from the small amount of natural light reaching into a room full of neon. That may surprise or impress nobody, but that is the point: we all still have the ability. It is just that it has withered to a few short-term weather forecasts or similar. However, there is nothing stopping us rekindling the deeper skills we once had. As we will see, few areas demonstrate the gulf between what we could once do and our ability today than our understanding of animal behaviour in the wild. 

Watch a bird flying towards a tree and you will be able to tell whether it is about to land on that tree or fly past it. This is not because you can read the bird’s mind, but because you can read its body language. If you don’t believe you can do this, try it. Watch a bird in flight and pick the moment you think it’s about to land on something. It will be before its feet touch down. Now ask yourself, how did you know that the bird was about to land? 

Birds fan their tails, change their angle of flying and their speed just before landing, which means that their bodies go from near horizontal to pointing slightly upwards and this angle increases sharply just prior to landing. It is the way both birds and aircraft can go from flying quickly through the air to landing on something slowly and safely, without falling out of the sky.

Our brains are picking up these clues all the time and making sense of them as best they can. There are thousands of them around us, all of the time, and we interpret many without realising it. Your brain can tell that the bird is about to land because it has enough information from your senses, but this is the interesting thing: if asked, you might struggle to describe exactly how you knew it. Your brain made sense of the bird’s body language, without bothering your conscious mind with the details, a classic difference between fast and slow thinking: the fast part knows things that the slow part can’t articulate. Thanks to photography and careful studies, we now know that ducks have four distinct stages of landing, including a certain head angle and bringing their feet forward. But we knew this already: we know what a landing duck looks like, we just didn’t have scientific labels for each of the stages. 

Imagine you’re walking in an area that you don’t know well and you’re being watched by a friend at the top of a steep hill. Your friend watches you walk quickly and confidently over the crest of a gentle hill, then slow down as you approach the crest of a dangerous precipice. Afterwards they ask how you knew to slow down before the big drop.

‘Well, I could see that there was a steep drop coming up,’ you answer. 

‘Yes, but how? Could you see what was on the other side of each crest?’ she persists. 

‘Um, no. But one felt dangerous and the other didn’t. I don’t know why.’

But, of course, you do know. Your brain has grown accustomed to noticing the subtle differences in the way the landscape changes as you approach a gentle hill compared to a sharper drop, even if you don’t appreciate exactly what it’s doing. The brain’s not perfect at this. I’m sure you’ve had those experiences where you find yourself gingerly treading towards an edge, only to find that it is a small dip followed by a kind slope that rolls away. Your brain has picked up the steep edge and prompted you to take a safety-first approach in that situation. All it senses is that there is a sharp drop, it doesn’t have the information to tell you that it’s only a tiny one.
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All of this so far is straightforward stuff, by which I mean that these are skills we have retained, even if we spend little time outdoors compared to our ancestors. But I shall demonstrate how it is possible to develop such skills to a much higher level. 

People who still spend long periods outdoors, particularly if they are focusing on certain areas, talk of this greater ability. The language may vary, but the experience is similar and points to an ancient sense of extraordinary awareness. Rob Thurlow is the ranger in my local woods and we often discuss our experiences there. He has spent thousands of hours monitoring deer behaviour.

‘Sometimes you just feel the eyes on you,’ Rob told me, referring to the fairly regular experience of knowing that a deer has clocked him, even though he’s looking the other way. I know exactly what he means and have had the same experience, as have many others. Joel Hardin, who was a professional man-tracker with US law enforcement for many years, sometimes had a strong sense that he was very close to a fugitive: ‘I just had a feeling.’ And he was usually right. 

When it is unclear how these sensations come about, they can be given labels, like ‘psychic’ or ‘gut feel’ or ‘sixth sense’, but whenever we use such words or phrases we are alluding to the fact that the evidence has been sorted using our fast thinking. There is no right or wrong with the labels we choose to use for this – it is hard to be precise in language about something that goes on in our head that we can’t feel happening – but I shall describe it as ‘fast thinking’ or ‘intuition’, one being the active process, the other the general ability. 

From suggesting that our distant ancestors would be able to do The Times crossword if they were given the cultural framework, it follows that we can regain our ability to sense the outdoors as they did. That may sound daunting, but it is the framework that is important. Besides, you are already using these skills every day in your work and at home. All we are talking about is moving us back along the scale outdoors. Let’s look at a few examples that demonstrate we can still do this. 

If someone asks you whether it is night or day, it is not a taxing question to answer. If an insect lands on the back of your neck, you will swat it away without hesitation or contemplation. If you see the trees swaying outside a window, you instantly sense that it’s windy. Through the same window on another day, you see the heat haze rise off bright tarmac and your brain tells you it’s hot, without your asking it. Walking along a track down a hill you see two small bright elliptical objects on the ground in the distance that are coloured like the sky. Before reading on, work out: what are these bright objects?

That last question was a bit sneaky. Here, I have tried to lay a friendly ambush, by asking your slow thinking to do something your fast thinking is better at. The answer is that you are looking at water, a pair of puddles on the track ahead of you. You may have worked that out by considering the evidence presented, the biggest clue being that these objects were the colour of the sky – when viewed from a shallow angle, water acts like a mirror. But whether you got the answer to this before reading it or not is unimportant. The key point is that if you were actually doing the walk you wouldn’t have needed to consider the evidence or think slowly about it: your brain would have recognised the shape, colour and situation of the objects, automatically compared them to those with which it was familiar in that setting and presented the answer to you. And this would have happened whether you wanted it to or not. In reality, you couldn’t not have recognised the puddles. 

Let’s consider situations where we use both types of thinking. The other night I took my two sons out on a night walk. As we were returning home we saw the clouds suddenly brighten. 

‘Whoa . . . what was that? Was it lightning?’ Vincent, my ten-year-old, said. 

‘Yup,’ I replied. 

To me, it was obviously lightning, but my younger son hadn’t yet built enough experience of it during night walks to recognise it instantly. He was having to think about it. His cogs were probably sifting through a process like this: sudden very bright light in a cloudy sky . . . search memory for known images that fit . . . only one so far . . . lightning?

All three of us recognised the lightning, albeit in slightly different ways. 

There was another strike.

‘That was a big one! Is it close, Daddy?’ Vinnie asked, a little anxiety in his voice. 

‘No, not close, but let’s see how far. One elephant, two elephants, three elephants . . . fifteen elephants . . . twenty-five elephants . . . It’s still a long way off, more than five miles away.’

‘How do you do that again, Dad?’ Ben asked. 

‘We count the seconds, by counting elephants, then divide that number by five to get miles, or divide by three to get kilometres.’

Because there was little wind, it wasn’t raining and the thunder had not arrived immediately after the lightning, I had known straight away that it was not a storm we need worry about yet; that was intuitive. By the time the elephants arrived in our conversation, we were all using slow thinking to build a more detailed picture of where it was. 

When Vincent first asked me whether the flash was lightning, his fast thinking had sensed something that surprised and alarmed him. When that happens to any of us, our fast system bumps it over to our slow system to analyse. If you’re walking down a street at night and sense that the person coming towards you is not behaving normally, you will begin to analyse the person and situation more deliberately. Fast (sense) to slow (analysis). 

If you are at a party and hear your name mentioned in a conversation on the other side of the room, your attention switches to that conversation. You may then hear the rest, including references to your charm and good looks – let’s give human nature the benefit of the doubt here. But if you then tried to remember what those people were talking about before they mentioned your name, you wouldn’t be able to because you weren’t listening carefully enough. The volume of conversation hadn’t changed, but by focusing your conscious slow thinking on it you could make out what was being said from that moment onwards. 

Here’s the weird thing: how did you hear your name being mentioned in the first place, since you weren’t listening carefully at that point? That was your fast unconscious thinking constantly scanning your environment for threats, and nothing is more threatening to the modern tribesperson than gossip. 

If all we could do was divide up the types of outdoor thinking into fast and slow, it would remain an academic exercise and do little to improve our experience or ability in nature. The next step is noticing how and where our brains engage fast thinking instead of slow. This is something to which I have given a lot of thought over the past few years. Incidentally, this thinking has been mostly ‘slow’, sometimes painfully so. But there has been the occasional fast moment. We all experience sudden fast moments in our work and play. They are rare, but delightful, and we call them ‘insights’. Or ‘Aha!’ moments. 

‘Yes! Brilliant! That’s how we can solve the problem and meet the impossible deadline!’ Or, ‘Of course! That’s why Helen didn’t react as I thought she would. She’s in love!’

Gary Player, a very successful golfer, was practising difficult shots out of a bunker. He managed to sink the ball in the hole twice in a row. A Texan who was watching and couldn’t believe his eyes offered him a hundred dollars if he could do it a third time. In the ball went. The Texan handed over the cash, adding that he thought Player was the luckiest person he’d ever seen. 

‘Well, the harder I practise, the luckier I get,’ Player replied. 

I’m sure he wasn’t the first person to use that line and he won’t be the last, because we all know that time spent doing things repeatedly hones our skills. That expression, ‘hones our skills’, is another way of saying that our fast thinking becomes more adept through practice. Outdoor skills are no different from sports skills or any others: they take practice. 


The Sun Anvil

The aim was to touch the sea on the north coast of Crete, then head south until we could touch it on the south coast, without using any maps or navigation instruments. It was about twenty-six miles as the crow flies, but we would be neither flying nor following many straight lines. I reckoned we needed to be ready to walk about double that distance. There was also the matter of the 8000-foot mountain range in our way. 

The real challenges were heat, water and weight. It was September and the land would be parched. I wanted us to be able to walk for up to four days without relying on additional food or water from anywhere. But walking for four days in mountainous terrain with a pack in temperatures as high as 37 degrees centigrade means you need a lot of water. And water is heavy. The more we started with, the heavier our packs, the harder the going, the slower we would walk and the more water we would need. It was a teasing conundrum. The best compromise seemed to me to be fifteen and a half litres each. To avoid a water emergency, the plan was that we were not allowed to touch our reserve three litres of water unless we had thrown in the towel, broken out the emergency map and GPS and headed for civilisation. And we were not allowed to touch the final litre until the end was in sight. This may all sound a bit tough for a holiday walk, but I have known people who died from heat stroke and it can be sudden. In truth, it was the only risk I feared. 

In Panormos, a small town on the north coast, my good friend Ed and I checked our own kit and then each other’s. We rammed water bottles into our packs, clipped them to the outside, filled our stomachs with fresh water, then touched the sea and waddled off into the hot hills. 

One of the few great frustrations of natural navigation is that it is hard to assess rights of way in semi-wild environments. Nature does not map property rights in the way it does direction and terrain. It was not long before a shepherd emerged from a ramshackle outbuilding and began remonstrating with us in fast Greek. The words meant nothing but the body language was fluent and easily intelligible – he was telling us to head back the way we had come. The simple plan did not allow for much retracing of steps: we had a time limit, enforced by our limited water, so we tried various ways of charming our way past him. He became angry. We tried a different tactic. 

I had read a bit about the history of Crete and the hills are still stained with dark memories of the Second World War. During the Nazi occupation, there were brave pockets of resistance, then a wave of slaughter by the Germans. Guns are still widespread and there remains a proud, independent spirit to the Cretans, especially in the rural mountainous areas where we would be travelling. 

‘We’re from London, England.’ 

I don’t know if this line helped or if its timing was coincidental, but the mood softened and we were soon waved on our way. All future meetings were very friendly. We were even offered a lift on an olive farmer’s tractor – which we politely turned down. It was against the rules of the strange coast-to-coast game we had decided to play. 

One heavy foot in front of the other, we made our way uphill. 

‘Clear.’

‘Clear.’

One of the less savoury routines we set up early on was to check in with each other about the colour of our urine. We knew it would get darker as the paths got steeper and we risked dehydration, so we wanted to keep it the right side of amber. 

The first day was always going to be hard. It was hot in the foothills, our packs weighed their maximum and it was almost relentlessly uphill. Ed took my mind off the temperature by asking if the alignment of greenhouses might be used to help find direction. I wasn’t sure, but made a note to check. It turned out that north–south is preferred, unless there is not enough light in summer when east–west is better. So, maybe. 

At the end of the first sweaty day we rolled out our foam mats and sat down by an outbuilding on the ridgeline of the mountains we were crossing. We had pushed ourselves hard and I wasn’t sure that the heat would allow us to keep up the pace for the following days, but perhaps we wouldn’t have to. And if we did, at least there should be some downhill and our packs would be five kilograms lighter each day. 

We ate some foil-packed curry and watched the stars emerge. I set up some transits – lining up the North Star over some rocks – to give us an accurate compass in the morning should the sun be hidden behind cloud. Then we lay down under a thousand stars. 

Ed began the swearing, but I joined in soon enough. The mosquitoes arrived in waves. We plastered ourselves in repellent and lay down again. After a day like that, it would have taken mosquitoes the size of rats to keep us awake all night, but we did wake sporadically to sense them buzzing and biting our faces. It happened so regularly that we noticed a pattern. Every time we were woken by the mozzies, the sky was overcast. There were never any when it was clear. It was so dependable that we took to waiting for clouds to pass before closing our eyes, knowing we would wake again when the next bank arrived. 

I carried with us the whole range of natural navigation techniques that my head has stored over the past couple of decades. But there was no doubting that, unless the weather did some very odd things, the sun would be our main compass. 

In early September, the sun would rise and set a few degrees north of east and west and be due south in the middle of the day. The critical thing was how its bearing would change between those times. It is not a uniform process. The bearing of the sun changes more dramatically near the middle of the day than at either end. For any serious expedition, I try to keep a handle on this by calculating what time the sun will pass through south-east and south-west. This gives a good measure of its passage through the day – the closer to the middle of the day this happens (and it is always equidistant either side), the more dramatic the change around lunchtime. I have found this to be the fastest way of accelerating a fresh familiarisation with the sun as a compass. 

It starts with a routine of cross-checking time with the direction of the sun. We had watches – our one concession to modernity. What time is it? That is, which side of the south-east time are we? Half an hour early – OK, that means the sun must be a few degrees to the east side of south-east. We could use that information to pick a point to aim for, ideally in the middle distance or beyond, and repeated the process perhaps a dozen times a day in open country, much more regularly in woodland or difficult terrain. 

Then something much more interesting started to happen. At some point, maybe towards the end of day two, the formal checks became less frequent and the informal ones much more common. That may not sound very profound, but I believe it is. The slightly slow deliberations were no longer necessary: we had a sense of where the sun was in the sky and the direction that indicated. Our brains had been gently hammered into a new pattern of thought. This is the sun anvil. The meaning we can find in the sun had become intuitive. 

The following day, the change had bedded in. It was hard to tell when we were even thinking about it: the sun was just there, guiding us silently and effectively in any direction we chose to go. This is how many indigenous people use the sun today and how our ancestors once did. 

At times the sun hid behind clouds and we were even rained on briefly, which gave us the beautiful opportunity to navigate using a rainbow. The sky was a mixture of light and dark clouds, the sun well hidden behind a mountain ridgeline, and a rainbow appeared in front of us, adding welcome colours to the arid brown of the mountain range on the opposite side of a broad valley. It was extraordinary. I could feel the pattern unravelling again. 

If we imagine a rainbow as part of a full circle, then the centre of that circle will always be directly opposite the sun – this is why rainbows at the start and end of the day are big semi-circles. To navigate using rainbows, we need only to think about where the sun is in the sky and the rainbow will be 180 degrees in the opposite direction. But this takes some conscious calculation. It is fairly straightforward, but it was striking how different it felt from the previous hours of wayfinding by intuitive sense of the sun’s direction. Practice had pulled the sun compass from slow thinking to fast, and the rainbow pulled it back the other way. If the rainbow had lasted long enough we would doubtless have learned to use it intuitively, as we had the sun, but the showers passed and the chance never came.

[image: Image Missing]

For our lunch break on the second day, we rested in the shade of a goat milking parlour. More for my own amusement than out of necessity, I placed a coin at the end of the shadow cast by a rusting piece of iron. After a lunch of cold chilli con carne and dried banana chips, I placed a second coin at the end of the shadow’s latest position; the line joining the two marked east–west on the ground. 

A few hours later we passed a house with beach kit drying outside. It was satisfying to think that, unless we had gone horribly wrong, the signs of the sea that we were looking at had probably been driven up from the south coast, not the north. 

The second afternoon was horrible. In an attempt to hold the high ground, usually a good tactic, we found ourselves caught in a maze of interlocking spurs. Steep climbs, steep descents, alternating in a brutal fashion for a few hours under a cloudy sky. They left us feeling tired and dispirited. We judged our progress in the distance we felt we had covered in a southerly direction. The spurs were forcing us east and then west, making us work hard for no south at all. We decided to pitch camp an hour before dark – whenever possible I like to have a bed and a meal, however basic, ready by the time the sun goes below. 

We found a clearing among the trees and it looked perfect. There were a few more animal bones than would have been ideal, but they were much easier to clear than the endless rocks in most spots we had considered. There were tunnels in the dense undergrowth nearby and it was obvious we were settling by a network of animal trails, but since we knew there were no animals in Crete that need concern us, we thought little more of it. 

After supper Ed and I worked through the various compasses that were being formed by the stars: Scorpius and the summer, or Navigator’s, triangle were pointing south, Cygnus, Cassiopeia and the Plough to the North Star. Again, we set up transits so that the following morning we could see the pointers marked on the ground.

The rest of the evening was far from relaxing. As we settled and said goodnight to each other we heard a vehicle approaching over one of the many dirt tracks that laced the mountain. It sounded close enough for us to see headlights, but we saw none. Then we heard the first shot. The swearing at the mosquitoes the night before was nothing to the profanities that rang out around the mountainside then. 

Hunting is the most popular pastime in these wilder parts of Crete. It was clear that someone was shooting if not directly at us then very close to us. In our exhaustion, we had accidentally made camp on a prime spot for targeting animals. Our head torches went on and I broke out a spare one, setting it to flashing mode. Then I rummaged in the bag at the bottom of the rucksack that contained the things I hadn’t thought we’d need and began breaking light-sticks to hang from the trees. The adrenalin was intense. We were possibly trespassing, albeit in a semi-wild area, and it wasn’t clear if we should be jumping up and down or keeping as low as possible. We opted for the latter, lay down and listened. There were a few more shots and then we heard the vehicle start up and move off. 

It was the sort of experience that would have kept me awake for an hour on a normal day, but at the end of two very physical days, I soon started to drift off. 

Minutes later, I sat bolt upright and switched on my head torch again. The beam lit the face of a startled cat. It was two metres from my face, staring at me. It was noticeably bigger than a domestic cat, but with some similar features. It paused for one second, as if assessing who was in the ascendancy in this encounter. I remained still and stared back at it. Then it bolted into the undergrowth. 

‘What was that?’ Ed asked. 

‘I don’t know,’ I replied. 

‘What made you turn on your torch?’

‘I must have heard something.’ But I wasn’t convinced. The animal was near silent in its retreat and I doubted it would have made a noise that woke me. I may never know what caused me to sit upright and turn on the torch. I can picture the animal’s face still, and there is only one species it can possibly have been: a wildcat, sometimes nicknamed the Cretan Lynx. It is extremely rare, thought for many years to be extinct. I treasure the memory now, but at the time I wanted some sleep, untroubled by gunshots or rare felines. 

Over breakfast the following morning we looked for the tracks of the wildcat. They were there, but then so were hundreds of others. The whole clearing was a killing field, thousands of small bones. It was hard to tell what had done most of the killing, predators or humans. 

We decided to give up on holding the high ground and dropped down into the valley. The sun came out again and we made good ground, heading south through wild rocky landscapes, then olive groves. 

By lunchtime on the third day, we could see civilisation along a coastline and it was welcome. Not least as water was already getting low. The temperature rose again as we dropped down and we arrived at the coast that afternoon. Hobbling onto the beach, we dipped our hands into the sea and took photos of the moment. Then we studied signs on hotels and restaurants to work out exactly where we were. We discovered we were in a place called Agia Galini, meaning ‘Holy Peace’. Neither of us had ever heard of it. Turned out it’s directly south of our starting point in Panormos. But that was as much by luck as judgement. By which I mean that parts of our brains allowed themselves to be shaped by the sun anvil and we let them do the hard work. I am confident that we would have fared less well if we had relied on too much clever, slow thinking. 


Wild Signs and Star Paths II

Earlier I promised you the key to seeing direction in Orion. All you need to do is add a couple of secondary patterns to the shape of the constellation and then to practise noticing these. Your brain will happily do the rest for you – it is always keen to take fast, automatic shortcuts if it can, as this has been essential to our survival as a species. Sitting around a fire in the Amazon jungle, the sound of bird alarm calls in the trees sets a tribal group thinking slowly and consciously about its meaning. But the survivors of that jaguar attack didn’t ponder the meaning a second time, they hopped it. 

On his journey from east to west, Orion ‘rolls’ up across the southern sky, then down. He is highest when due south. In practice this means that the orientation of the pattern we know as Orion and its height are clues to direction. And once we have had enough practice at recognising these three patterns – the shape of the constellation, its orientation and height – the process becomes intuitive. We learn to see direction in the night sky ‘without thinking about it’. The same approach can be applied to all the constellations. Some take more practice than others and many have seasons, but if we choose to, we can learn to see direction – that is, to sense meaning in constellations as we do with a compass needle. The first time anyone sees a compass, the needle holds no meaning. 
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To start with, you’ll want to keep the Orion method as straightforward as possible. Height is a great help: the higher Orion is, the closer to south you are looking. Next, notice how Orion has a belt; it is easy to recognise as it is the only place in the night sky where you will see three bright stars form a short straight line. Below his belt hangs Orion’s sword. As Orion rolls from east to west, through south, the angle of the sword changes relative to the horizon. If we think of it as a needle on a gauge, it moves from pointing east at the left side, via south in the middle and finishes pointing west. Compare the illustrations above and below and this will become clearer.
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All you need to do now is to practise associating the sword ‘needle’ with direction. It takes slow thought the first few times, but if you persevere you’ll notice that the effort level drops. This can happen quite suddenly and is a sign that your brain has automated part of the process for you. Perhaps you struggle to identify Orion for a couple of nights, but within a week you’ll find it hard not to spot him. However, at this stage it still takes a moment to work out which way he’s aligned, and this may remain the case for a fortnight. Then, a few weeks later, you’ve parked your car, you’re wondering what to have for supper, your mind is miles away from the night sky, and you suddenly see it: south in the sky. 
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