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To Chévi, my best friend.


You taught me to live, to feel, to love,
to believe that everything was possible
and to become myself.











Dawn


Nature is all that we see,


All that we want, all that we love.


All that we know, all that we believe,


All that we feel within ourselves.


It is beautiful for those who see it,


Good to those who love it,


Just when we believe in it


And respect it within ourselves


Look at the sky, it sees you,


Kiss the earth, it loves you.


The truth is what we believe


In nature it’s yourself.


GEORGE SAND












PROLOGUE


Is it a man or a woman? My eyes long ago lost the ability to spot that kind of detail from more than thirty metres away. Is that an animal running along beside them? Oh no, please, not a dog! I’ve got to stop them before they scare my friends away.


Like them, I’ve become very territorial. Anyone who enters my territory is seen as a threat. I feel as if my intimacy is being violated. My area of the forest has a radius of five kilometres. As soon as I see somebody I follow them, I spy on them, I collect information. If they come back too often, I’ll do everything I can to scare them off.


I emerge from the undergrowth, determined to keep the walker from advancing any further. A strong smell of very sweet violets assaults my nostrils. My walker must be a woman. As I climb back up the little forest path, I realise that it’s been months since I last addressed a word to a human being. I’ve been living in the forest for seven years, communicating only with animals. For the first few years I went back and forth between human society and the wilderness, but over time I ended up turning my back once and for all on what they call ‘civilisation’ to join my real family: roe deer.


As I advance along the little forest path, feelings rise up in me that I thought I had completely eliminated from my life. What must I look like? My hair hasn’t seen a comb for years, and it’s been cut ‘blind’, with a small pair of sewing scissors. Luckily my face is beardless. So there’s that. My clothes? My trousers, completely covered in soil, could stand up all on their own like a sculpture. Well, at least it’s dry today. At the beginning of my adventure I would sometimes check my reflection in a pocket mirror that I kept in a little round box. But over time, with the cold, the damp, the mirror tarnished and, to tell the truth, I no longer know what I look like.


It’s a woman. I have to be polite so as not to frighten her. But stay on your guard, you never know. What word should I start with? ‘Hello’; ‘hello’ is good. No, maybe ‘good evening’. It’s already the end of the day.


‘Good evening …’


‘Good evening, monsieur.’
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I was very small when I discovered, in my first class in primary school, the foundations of my future human life – I was learning to read, to write, to count and how to behave in society – I could easily find myself looking out of the window, contemplating the nobility of life in the wild. I observed sparrows, robins, blue tits, any animal that passed through my field of vision, and I thought about how lucky those little creatures were to enjoy such freedom. I was shut away in this room with other children who seemed to like it there, while from my lofty six-year-old perspective I already aspired to that freedom. Obviously I was aware of how rough life out there must be, but when I observed that existence, simple and serene despite all its dangers, I felt a tiny germ of mutiny stirring within me, resisting a vision of human life in which I already felt they were attempting to confine me. Every day I spent by that window at the back of the class took me a little further away from what are known as ‘societal’ values, while the wild world exerted an attraction on me like a magnet on a compass needle.


Only a few months after the end of the holidays, an apparently banal event would give shape to that germ of rebellion. One fine morning I learned as I got to class that a trip to the swimming pool was planned. Somewhat timid by nature, I was already apprehensive. When we got to the pool itself I froze with horror. It was the first time I’d seen so much water, and, never having swum in my life, I was filled with an instinctive fear. All the other children seemed perfectly at ease, while I was gritting my teeth. The instructor, a red-haired woman with a long, severe face, asked me to get into the water. I refused. Her face tightened, her voice hardened, and she ordered me to jump in. I again refused. Then she walked heavily towards me like a military officer, took me by the hand and hurled me violently into the pool. I swallow great gulps of water, of course, and not knowing how to swim I started to go under. Gesticulating frantically, I saw my tormentor swimming in my direction. I panicked, certain that she was going to kill me. My survival instinct led me to do the impossible: I doggy-paddled to the middle of the pool and dived below the divider separating me from the larger pool with a view to reaching the other side. Having got to the edge, I climbed the ladder and ran as fast as I could to seek refuge in the changing rooms. I put my trousers and my t-shirt back on. Once she was back out of the water, the instructor looked for me everywhere. The sound of her footsteps on the damp tiles suggested that she was coming back up the little corridor that ran between the booths arranged on each side. I’d locked myself in the third one on the left. She flung open the second door, which closed again just as violently, an almighty racket that made me think she was smashing in each door in turn. Seized by panic, I started crawling from one booth to another, slipping through the spaces between wall and floor. Having reached the end of the row, I took advantage of the few seconds during which she examined one of the compartments to cross to the other side and slip discreetly out of the exit. Once outside I went charging down the street, running straight ahead, my eyes blurry with tears and chlorine, until a familiar-looking man stopped and asked me to go with him, taking me by the hand. It was the bus driver. He had seen me coming out by myself and had the presence of mind to follow me. Between hiccupping sobs I told him what had happened, and why I never wanted to go back to the pool. His voice and his words reassured me a little. Once my little drama was over and the teacher had been told how my flight had ended, I found myself at the back of the bus, alone, being stared by both teachers and classmates, like a dangerous wild animal that needed to be treated with care. After that incident, the decision was made to take me out of school. I would pursue my education at home thanks to the National Centre for Distance Education (CNED).


So I found myself alone in my room, isolated from the outside world, with no friends and no teachers. Luckily a big library was open to me, full of literary treasures (Nicolas Vanier, Jacques Cousteau, Dian Fossey, Jane Goodall, etc.), telling stories of nature and life in the wild. I also devoured all the popular science books I could get my hands on (Nature Day After Day, Survival of the Fittest, Woodland Friends). A mine of precious information that I tried to apply on my own personal scale, in my garden. An apple tree, a plum tree, a cherry tree, barberry hedges, cotoneasters, pyracanthas, a few rose bushes – there were all kinds of things around the family home to stop me getting bored. Tending to all that plant life quickly became my main source of escape.


One morning I discovered that blackbirds had made their nest in the hedge opposite my bedroom. In my childish brain, that discovery produced an overriding command: I had to look after them. I started doing my rounds along the hedge like a car-park attendant, shooing away the cats attracted by the scent of easy prey. At all times of the day and night, as soon as I was sure no adults were watching me, I would open my window and slip outside, as discreet as a cat, in search of news of my little feathered family. Seeing me so often, they seemed to have got used to me. I gave them food, bread-crumbs, earthworms or insects that I put on a little plate. The parent birds came and picked at them and brought them to the fledgelings. With each passing day I gained their trust a little more. Now I could actually go inside the hedge to watch the babies squawking, my face only six inches from theirs. When the moment finally came for them to leave the nest, it was the father who left first. The little ones jumped out behind him and fell to the ground. The mother bird brought up the rear. They all hopped around the hedge. Sometimes they would approach me. I felt as if they were trying to introduce themselves. My nine-year-old’s heart hammered. It was my first contact with the wild world and to immortalise it I took a photograph of the fledgelings and sent it to my examiner at CNED, Mme Krieger.


Each time I went for a walk I would extend my exploration of the surrounding area a little further. Behind the hedge there was a fence beneath which a hole had been dug, presumably by foxes. I slipped through it without any difficulty, to discover the neighbouring field and the promises of adventure that went with it. The first few times, at night, by the moon’s faint light, the thirst for freedom was always tinged with fear, the burning instinct of the little adventurer always reined in by the prudence of the good little boy. But the irresistible draw of nature soon tipped the balance towards life in the wild. And on that new playing field all my senses were awakened. Concentrating on my walk, I registered the topography and the nature of the ground. Every evening, touch replaced vision, and my body learned the terrain until I could map its contours with my eyes closed. It was exactly the same memorising process that the body uses when we get up in the dark and know exactly where the light switch is, except that in this case I was applying it in the middle of the countryside. The smells changed, too. Nettles, for example, smelled much stronger at night. Even the earth didn’t give off the same perfume. And when I sniffed the damp exhalations of the marsh of the Petit-Saint-Ouen, I knew that my jaunt would soon be over. If I pressed on a little further, I would reach the forest ranger’s house. And beyond that lay the forest, the unknown. The nightjars circled around my head, their flight producing a curious humming, harsh and monotonous. I wasn’t afraid. I felt great.
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Pine forest. I used to come here when a storm was raging. The pines acted as an effective windbreak, often producing a microclimate. It could add one or two degrees. The pine cones and the needles that had fallen on the ground made it easy for me to light fires.


Deep within me there was an instinct for freedom that made me escape as soon as the opportunity presented itself. And one single rule seemed worthy of respect: that of nature. I never broke a branch; I wouldn’t even touch dead trees. I made up increasingly sophisticated rituals, bordering the absurd, because I had an inexplicable sense that the events I was witnessing were more striking and more frequent when I passed the trees on their right. So I constructed my imaginary world, my spirituality, my relationship with nature, all well-documented, well-thought-out and filled with a childish mysticism.


For some time, a fox had regularly been sleeping under a leafy tree in our garden. One winter evening I decided to follow it across the fields. As it reached the forest ranger’s house, I saw it carrying on along its route at a gentle trot. It was time to dive into the unknown. About a hundred yards further off, on the edge of the forest, a cub revealed to me the entrance to its den. I had never ventured so far from my bedroom. The wind, still blowing in the same direction, carried all the scents in from the field. Suddenly the twilight thickened. The sound changed, too. There were countless new sounds, because life was there, in the depths of the wood. I stepped inside a little way, ten metres, then ten more, just long enough to feel that little shiver of adrenaline that something mysterious gives you, before turning on my heels. There was, in fact, nothing to fear. The animals knew very well that the fields were the thing you should be wary of. The forest was fascinating, enchanting. I ventured a little further in each evening, always cautiously, as if to avoid offending it. Then one night I found myself face to face with a red deer. I’d often heard them braying at the end of the summer, but I’d never dared approach them. Their hoarse bellowing at night was too intimidating for a little ten-year-old boy. And that unexpected encounter petrified me. That heavy body less than ten metres away from me, the ground shaking with each step he took: I was overwhelmed by the power emanating from the creature. My heartbeat must have been audible a long way off. Suddenly it turned towards me and started braying with that hoarse voice. Around him, the does started replying in tones that were slightly less deep but just as loud. Each bray made my ribcage vibrate, like the low frequencies of a stereo channel. In the end the stag turned away. I did the same, to show him that I hadn’t just come to see him. And we left each other like that, two creatures that had met by chance while wandering at night. Slipping silently under my covers a few moments later, I realised that the stag had given me the finest lesson of my short life: animals meant me no harm. I already wanted to go back, but I had to be patient. The wild world doesn’t open itself up to just anybody.


From then on, as soon as the house was asleep, I opened my bedroom window, slipped behind the blackbird hedge and crossed the nightjar field to find the gloom of the big trees and the bustle of the animals. The foxes that were the first to lead me there revealed their burrowing neighbours, badgers. Above my head I discovered other life. If there is one bone-chilling creature in the forest it’s definitely the owl. A silent predator that isn’t afraid of anything or anybody. Amid the constant murmur of the forest you can’t hear it fly, and if you rouse its curiosity it will have no hesitation in coming right over to you. The first time I crossed paths with an owl I was still recovering from the Dante-esque scenes in the film Jurassic Park. Without my noticing, the creature had settled on a branch less than two metres from me. All of a sudden, without warning, it made its ‘hoo-hoo’ cry. I started backwards, tripping over a log, landing with my feet in the air, my eyes wide and my backside in the mud. The night life of the forest is thrilling. Many animals, both small and big, get on with their daily tasks at night. But some of them never seem to rest. This is true of the squirrels that I see strolling around my garden during the day and running in all directions at night. When do they find the time to sleep? The question obsessed me until I worked out what I was failing to understand. Flicking through a picture book about the world of the forest, I realised that the hyperactive little rodents that I observed at night weren’t squirrels at all, but young dormice. I was misled by their tufty little tails.


All those elements of my childhood were there as if to tell me that life in the wild awaited me somewhere, and that when I was able to shed the burden of human constraints the forest would be there to welcome me. I believed so firmly in that prophecy that I sometimes went to sleep with my fists clenched very tightly, praying for night to turn me into a fox so that in the early hours, when my bedroom window opened, I would be able to escape by trotting towards that woodland vastness that inspired my dreams. The reality was much less exciting. I lived almost entirely alone, without friends or classmates, without holidays or school trips, and apart from my nocturnal escapades I sat in my room studying by correspondence with teachers at the other end of France, or going on little cycle rides around the garden. On my rare permitted outings, to go shopping, for example, I would sometimes talk to the various shopkeepers who quizzed me about this home schooling business. I told them all that the situation suited me perfectly, because even if deep down I had a sense that something wasn’t quite right, I had no way of comparing myself to other children.


The truth is that the life imposed upon me gradually turned into a form of moral torture. So much so that at the age of sixteen I took the decision to spend not only my nights but also my days in the forest. And my rebellion reached its peak on the day of the tests for the Baccalauréat, the school leaving exam. I decided to scupper the educational boat once and for all by throwing my registration letter into a maize field. Over those past few years I had discovered a passion for nature illustration, and wanted to start training as a draughtsman. Except that the school wanted me to study ‘business practice and communication’. I didn’t even know what the words meant. Finally, battle-weary, I agreed to sign up for a course of study for apprentice sales staff, which included by way of consolation a photography correspondence course. My passion for wild fauna remained intact, and I planned to do something with it. Over the course of my forest outings, I became aware that the wild animals recognised my scent, my various postures. They welcomed me into their habitat until I was basically part of the scenery. It took me a long time; I spent whole days and weeks in the forest, claiming that I was engaged in a long photography course. When I got home I was told that what I was doing wasn’t a job, it wasn’t something I could make a living from. But money wasn’t my priority. My quest was for a certain moral stability. Living in the present moment like the forest animals gave me my true place in the order of things. Animals showed me that the more I thought, the more filled I was with a sense of danger. The problems of my past, or those bound up with the uncertainty of my future, along with my desire to keep hold of the mastery of the present without ever letting go, were slowly destroying me. Observing the nature around me and absorbing the wild world stirred my mind in a thousand ways and clarified my thoughts.


For several months I had not been aware of the time, the hours and days, spent in the forest. My life was more intense, and filled with joy, wonder and serenity. That didn’t mean that I jettisoned all sense of reality, though. To avoid sinking into morbid destitution I did some sports photography for local newspapers, which allowed me to buy clothes and food. Obviously nobody believed in me and I had no moral support. My parents tried to tempt me by saying that the ‘herd’ would protect me, that I wouldn’t survive for long on my own. But the more they tried to hold me back, the more frayed the bonds became. And then one day they broke. The decision was made: I was going into the forest. A Jean de La Fontaine fable gives quite a precise description of what I felt at that moment. It’s called ‘The Wolf and the Dog’, and this is the story it tells:




A wolf was all skin and bone


So well did the dogs keep watch.


The wolf met a mastiff as strong as it was handsome,


Fat and shiny, which had lost its way.


The wolf would happily have torn it to bits;


But battle was called for


And the mastiff was big enough


To defend itself most boldly.


So the wolf approached it humbly,


Addressed the dog and complimented it


Upon its fatness, which it admired.


It’s up to you, my fine fellow,


To be as fat as me, the dog replied.


Leave the woods and you will do well;


Your peers are miserable there.


Thin and mangy, poor wretches they are,


Destined to die of hunger.


For they have no elegant water jugs


And always face death by the sword.


Follow me: a better fate awaits you.


The wolf replied: what do I need to do?


Hardly anything, said the dog; chase people carrying sticks, and beggars;


Flatter the ones with houses, please their masters:


As the result of which your wages


Will be rich in every way:


Chicken bones, pigeon bones,


Not to mention occasional strokes.


The wolf was already imagining a happiness


That made it weep with tenderness.


As they walked on it saw the dog’s collar:


What’s that, it said. – Nothing. – What? Nothing? – Hardly anything.


– But what? – The collar by which I am attached


From what you see may be the cause.


– Attached? the wolf said. So you can’t run


Where you wish? – Not always; but what does that matter?


– It matters in that I wish nothing


Of all your meals,


At that price I would not wish a treasure.


Having said which our wolf ran away, and runs still.





And the moral of this story: it is better to be poor and free than rich and fettered
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My expedition into the woodland realm began in April and I decided, where possible, to eat only locally grown fare, following an omnivorous but vegetarian-inclined diet. I could not imagine living in a natural habitat and eating the wild animals that lived there. My human values had not abandoned me, and I was aware of the importance of respecting others, even though I admit that nature is overflowing with predators that have no choice but to kill in order to feed themselves and survive. To find food in the forest, I needed above all to create for myself a territory that provided a concentration of food and shelter. So initially my ambition was to reproduce the way in which squirrels looked after themselves. With the money I had saved from my photographic work, I bought tins of food, drinking water and the equipment that I thought I would need to survive in what we must, if we are honest, call a rather hostile environment. I hid everything at the foot of a tree, amid a lacework of roots that I thought I alone knew about, under a pile of branches and dead leaves. Unfortunately, a few days later, wild boar discovered my hoard and revelled in it. All the tins were disembowelled by their razor-sharp trotters. My hoard was crushed, shattered, dissipated. Nothing survived the powerful trampling of the herd, which left behind it just a heap of debris, as if to say: ‘And where do you think you are?’ I was obviously shocked for a few minutes, and then I had to put things into perspective. Nature has funny ways of putting us in our place when necessary. From now on, to protect my scant possessions from the greedy and the curious, I would bury my little packages in old poachers’ holes. Those cavities, about forty-five centimetres wide and two metres deep, were used in the past to trap foxes and badgers. I just had to remove the murderous snares at the bottom and cover them over with good solid wood to prevent walkers from falling in.


This anecdote also brought it home to me that going to the shops and bringing my shopping back into the depths of the forest in my fifty-litre rucksack was, frankly, exhausting. And exhaustion, when you are living outdoors, is something that should not be ignored. In fact, in order to survive, my most efficient strategy was to eat as far as possible what I already had at my disposal. Bramble, silver birch, hornbeam and bay leaves, ‘dry’ fruits such as chestnuts, beechnuts, seeds or hazelnuts, and also plantains, dandelions, sorrel and a huge number of other plants that taste more or less good but are extremely rich in nutrition. From now on, I would only eat food from the outside world if everything else was in short supply. It even became something to celebrate when I brought it into the forest; even a simple tin of ravioli.


[image: image]


Pine-cone battles. Squirrels are mischievous and territorial. They had no hesitation in throwing pine cones at me, and anything else within reach, to move me on when I was sleeping at the foot of their tree.


There was one other source of gastronomic delight: the food that hunters left at the foot of trees to fatten up the boar. So I got the pumpkins, courgettes, tomatoes and other fruit and vegetables, bread, too, unsalted but bread nonetheless. It was by following the animals – boar, foxes, badgers – that I discovered this form of pilfering. They were the ones with experience, so they were also the ones that showed me the way, and with every passing day I came a little closer to them, I became a little wilder. Without being aware of it, I was performing a study in animal behaviour (or ethology, to give it its scientific name) in order to become, very gradually, a guest of the forest. The boar, the red deer and the foxes that I came across increasingly accepted me on their territory, while at the same time keeping their distance. After a few months I felt as if I had melted into the most marvellous scenery imaginable, the world of the forest. It was then that I made the acquaintance of an enigmatic and fascinating creature, the one that would quite simply open my eyes to life in the wild: the roe deer.
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