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To my boy Finn


May you always be able to find the same level of connection and sense of grounding in the present, that I have from spending time in the great outdoors.


No matter what you go on to face in life, know that the answers lay within and are never far from your grasp.




FOREWORD


Excuse my French, but Nick knows his s***. He knows about the great outdoors, and he also knows, based on his own personal experiences, how getting out into the wild can benefit your mental health and wellbeing. As someone who has been through mental health issues myself, and who has also spent a lot of time outdoors – in the military and on other adventures – I can tell you that this book is on point. It’s raw, thought-provoking and inspirational. It’s also wise and passionate.


On every page, you sense Nick’s passion for spending time in the natural world and rewilding yourself. Reading this book is like spending time in Nick’s company – he’s always encouraging you to be in nature, and always has something to teach you. Nick and I are both former Royal Marine Commandos, and we met more than ten years ago in the jungles of Belize on exercise. I can’t think of another former Marine who loves being in the wild as much as Nick does. For years, Nick has been keeping me informed about the new life he has built for himself in nature, which has been great to see. All his best stories, his deep knowledge and his insight are in these pages, which will teach you how to thrive in nature and, even more importantly, how to enhance your health and wellbeing.


As Marines, we demonstrated a Commando spirit every day. That same spirit runs through this book from cover to cover – courage, determination, unselfishness and cheerfulness in the face of adversity. And always being able to find the silver lining in a situation. The great outdoors also teaches you that. This book is for anyone and everyone who wants to get back to nature, and to feel happier and healthier. And I think that must be all of us.


Jason Fox 
August 2022




INTRODUCTION


Nature saved my life. Nature stopped me from switching myself off.


That’s not some hyperbolic first line to hijack your attention – it’s the reality, as raw as it sounds. If I hadn’t had a deep love and connection with nature, I wouldn’t be here today. I would be a statistic – yet another burned-out Royal Marine Commando who survived daily contact with the enemy in Afghanistan but was unable to deal with the aftermath, with the coming home part. Psychologically, war had turned me inside out. I was fried. I had reached a point when I didn’t care whether I lived or died, when I felt as though I might just switch myself off.


Nature pulled me back from the edge.


That, in essence, is why I’ve written this book. The fact that nature kept me alive is something I’ll never forget, and which I reflect on most days. Now, I want to show you how to rewild yourself, because – whatever your story – it will make you happier, healthier and more at peace with the world.


This isn’t intended to be a dark read. Rather, I hope you’ll find it an inspiring, hopeful and practical book, and that my love and gratitude for nature will come through on every page.


I’m going to be encouraging you to go wild every day, as well as showing you how to forest bathe, sleep under the stars, forage for food and talk openly around a campfire, among other ways of rewilding yourself. I like to think that if you can master the outdoors, you can master yourself.


First, though, I need to share my story so you can understand why I found myself numb from top to toe, not caring whether I was here or not, and the only place that felt right for me was in the woods, immersed in the wild. By reading what happened to me, you might start to appreciate why I believe so strongly in the healing power of nature, and why I feel that, after so much darkness in my life, nature is the light.


ACTIVE SERVICE


Four gnarly tours of Afghanistan, where staying alive was a daily struggle, left me broken and self-loathing, and facing a firefight of a different kind. I was diagnosed with complex Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. Complex because it was the result of layer upon layer of devastating, disturbing and life-changing experiences.


Every day on those tours, we fought up close with the enemy, running through cornfields and into compounds, sometimes with our bayonets fixed, and I was often the first man in. Clearing rooms in a compound, I was throwing in high-explosive grenades and using a gas-operated, belt-fed weapon system that was capable of firing 600 rounds per minute, and my heart would be hammering in my chest at more than 200 beats per minute.


Every day was dicey. Every day was kinetic. Every day we were tested psychologically as well as physically. In the broiling, hellish heat, with temperatures sometimes exceeding 50 degrees Celsius, we conducted 18-hour patrols, some of which were down the notorious, high-walled Pharmacy Road in Sangin, Helmand Province, where there was no way of escaping the enemy. We were on high alert for snipers, tripwires, booby traps and murder holes.


Know your enemy


The enemy ranged from locals who had been given a fistful of dollars to toss a grenade or fire a few rounds at us, to hardened, foreign fighters. Some of them were clearly well-versed small arms tacticians who got us into some tricky situations. Finding yourself cut off or surrounded was commonplace. Discussions about saving the last round for yourself were also common, which gives you an idea of what we had to think about before stepping out the door each day.


In the movies, someone gets shot once and they go down – but that wasn’t our experience. Our super-light 5.56mm rounds would often go straight through the enemy; they weren’t designed for killing outright, but for mortally wounding and incapacitating in conventional warfare. It would then take two soldiers to remove the injured man from the battlefield. Yet, this was far from conventional warfare. If we needed to kill the enemy outright, we had to shoot them in the head, which was made all the harder by them zigzagging as they ran towards us (which was also how we moved when running towards them).


From our encounters in the bazaar, it was clear that our enemy weren’t scared of us; fighting-age males would give us death-stares from their motorbikes and I just knew that we would see them again. They were fearless, perhaps emboldened by the drugs they were taking, which included heroin; they would pull the needles out of their arms, then run straight at us through the corn with their Kalashnikovs, more than happy to meet their maker. If you were captured, having your head cut off would have been a kindness – the preferred practice was for a medieval-style torture in which you were skinned alive and had salt rubbed into your body.


This was up-close, visceral fighting. I survived ambushes, temporarily lost my hearing from massive explosions, watched some of my colleagues get shot right in front of me, and, on many occasions, narrowly avoided losing my own life. Returning to base, you sometimes only had a couple of hours of sleep before getting ready to go out on the next patrol, so your brain hardly had a chance to begin processing what you had just experienced.


Victims of war


Seven times in the space of six months, I carried a friend’s coffin. And in the same six months, the bloodiest time of the conflict for British troops, I attended or had duties at a further seven funerals. At every one, my brain was saying to me, “It should be me in that box”. One of our chaps was buried in the same church that he had been married in just seven weeks earlier. I watched families fall apart as the realisation hit hard that it was their husband, uncle, brother or son inside that box. I know that lessons have since been learned but, at the time, it was lads from the same unit, who had just been fighting on the same tour, who were carrying the coffins. I can’t hear Mariah Carey’s “Hero” without imagining coffins going up in flames at a cremation; if that track ever comes on the radio when I’m driving, I turn it off straight away.


I witnessed civilians getting caught in the crossfire and encountered child combatants. One of the worst experiences was having to deal with a group of children who had been brought to our location after they had been gassed by enemy fighters for going to school – for wanting to learn how to read and write. Four were already dead in the back of the truck, while others were gasping like fish out of water, having been sprayed with a homemade concoction that had attacked their nervous systems. They filled all the remaining hospital beds where they were given CPR. I felt helpless. It was rough to witness. I also saw evidence of commonplace child abuse by foreign fighters. I remember a little kid who had been shot and was brought to our base in a wheelbarrow. Of course, the big question on everyone’s lips was, “Christ, was it one of us who did that?” It was possible, as bullets would ricochet everywhere when we were fighting in a built-up area. Then we discovered that the child had been shot at nearly point-blank range by his own parents in order to get the compensation dollars that our military provided. Life was cheap out there, even cheaper in war.


War wounds


As if my life wasn’t complicated enough, I injured my knee on my first tour during a skirmish with the enemy. Jumping across an irrigation ditch, I fell to my knees, John Travolta-style, and landed on some tree roots. I was in so much pain that I could barely walk. I put on a brave face and finished the patrol, but on my return to base the medic told me I had to leave the battlefield, which was devastating. I was absolutely beside myself. I felt as though I had been wrenched from my family – my military family. For the first time in my life, I was getting stress-related acid reflux.


I would end up having two operations on my knee. I’m pretty sure that the guy who replaced me lost his life on that tour. That’s something I have to carry with me. For a very long time, a large part of me believed it should have been me. There’s still a part of me that believes that I should have died on that tour, but I try to move forward.


Home discomforts


We would return from this unpopular war and sense that the British public didn’t want to know us. We didn’t feel wanted. Getting turned away from nightclub doors made us feel particularly unwelcome.


Despite being burnt out from the first tour, I still did three more. I was self-harming by training almost to the point of self-destruction. I would go up and down a rope for an hour while wearing a respirator mask, rage as I smashed the punchbag, and manically lift and do shuttle-runs with 50kg dumbbells. I couldn’t ever switch off. I was completely overwhelming my central nervous system.


The only time I found some relief from the hyper-vigilance that active service required was on leave when I went for a night out. I used to call it “pulling pin”, as you would on a grenade. I would go out and get blotto drunk. I would walk around nightclubs with two bottles of Champagne, one in each hand. As would other Marines, who were probably dealing with the same pain, though I never knew for sure as I didn’t say a stinking word to anyone about what was going on in my head.


We called those ‘millionaire weekends’, as you would spend £500 on booze. As a young Marine, the peer pressure to drink was massive: you couldn’t ever say no to a night out, even if it meant you would have nothing left in your bank account and would struggle to feed yourself for the rest of the month. Live fast, die young, as tomorrow you could be sent on an operation. As time went on, I didn’t need an invitation to drink, and I didn’t care that I was spending all my wages on booze or that I was drinking to excess. Death or running out of cash, I didn’t care about either of those. My card was just a piece of plastic, it meant nothing to me. All I could think about was the guys who weren’t there. I was telling myself to live big because they couldn’t. I was physically doing myself in while mentally beating myself about the head. I longed to black out, just so the pain in my head would stop.


My behaviour spiralled badly after the first tour. Uncharacteristically, I found myself fighting, drinking more and more, and caring less and less. Until that point in my life, I had always been a disciplined individual, but that was now out of the window. If someone in a club wanted a fight, I didn’t give a f*** and I would fight them. I now recognise I had the ability to become quite a scary character.


As soon as things started to hit hard at home, I would go into ops mode: short, sharp, cold and hard, and with little time for flowery speech or faffing about. It’s something that seems to be common among veterans, emergency services workers and other high-performance individuals. It’s a conditioned response, I guess. I wasn’t a nice person when I was like that. I could be savage. Fearing that some undesirables, and possibly also the authorities, were looking for me after one late night/early morning booze-fuelled altercation, I ran 23 miles back home, most of it along a dual carriageway and the rest across muddy fields, despite having had a skinful of booze. I was a machine back then.


All the trauma had left me very angry – with everything and anything. If I was driving and someone cut me up at a roundabout, I’d get road rage, which I find hard to admit as I now crawl along the country lanes in the valley around my home.


To add to my psychological distress, my mother was battling grade 3 breast cancer and wasn’t in a good place. She had had enough of the chemo and was at her wit’s end. She needed my love and support.


Even when I was between tours, I seemingly couldn’t avoid trauma. I had been drinking all day in my hometown and had been thrown out of a pub just before closing time. Looking for one final pint before going home, I found myself in a pub on the edge of town, and it turned into a lock-in. I passed out on the sofa, and woke to the sound of screaming. A girl threw a pint over me and shouted: “Do something!” I stumbled to the toilet where a local woman – someone I recognised from school – was bleeding out on the floor after a freak accident in which a shard of glass from the mirror had severed her femoral artery. Blood was spurting everywhere, all up the walls and as high as the ceiling. It was like a scene from a warzone, the place I was trying to get some respite from. In a moment, I went from blind drunk to sober. Fishing around in her leg for her artery, I got a face full of her blood.


For 19 minutes, the pressure from my thumbs was all that stopped Kirsty from dying. She lost half the blood in her body.


When the paramedics arrived and took over, I walked the three miles home, stripped off by the back door, and would later burn the clothes soaked through with her blood. I was traumatised by the event. It’s taken me years, and lots of therapy, to realise that I saved a life. I’m forever bonded with Kirsty, who has been such a warrior and become a friend. After more than ten years and more than 60 operations, including one to amputate her leg, she is now happier than I have ever seen her. At the time, the lesson I took from that bloody, horrific night was that I would never be able to switch off, as I could be called upon at any moment. No one else in the pub could have dealt with that situation. No one else had my training or had been conditioned by a brutal tour. That confirmed in my head that I could never relax as things could go wrong very quickly at any moment.


Post Traumatic Stress Disorder


While that night in the pub would undoubtedly have been a contributing factor, along with the massive facial trauma I suffered while playing rugby for the Navy between tours (breaking my eye-socket in three places as well as my cheekbone and nose), my complex PTSD can mostly be traced back to the war in Afghanistan. Consumed with paranoia, shame and survivor’s guilt, and fuelled by rage and black coffee, I often didn’t sleep. And when I did sleep, I was having violent dreams that felt so vivid and real that I took myself to see the psychiatric nurse. In one dream, I could hear the enemy running through the cornfields towards me and I couldn’t find my weapon. I was reaching around in my bed for it, panicking. That was during the tour on which I was having multiple panic attacks every night.


I was finding it increasingly hard to tell what was real and what wasn’t. Two clandestine operations – which I can’t say much about – brought on acute paranoia surrounding personal security, to add to the hyper-vigilance I had already been experiencing. I put Blu Tack over the camera and microphone of my phone, so certain was I that I was being spied on by foreign intelligence agencies. Scared for my safety, I changed the front door to one without a letterbox, and installed a clear plastic box for our post to be dropped into – I would watch that box from the bay window, only approaching when I felt it was safe to do so. Just in case I had to suddenly disappear for a while, I kept a grab bag in my car, and to shake off my imagined “tail”, I would drive round roundabouts twice and take diverted routes back to the house.


There’s a picture of me at the end of my very last tour, and I clearly look unwell – I have the classic thousand-yard stare. I came back from that tour and I was just looking through people. But my superpower now is that I recognise others who are now in the same place I was then – and I have so much time for people in that place. I’m very gentle with them. No one is born that way. They’re just responding to something that has happened to them or is happening to them right now.


A WAY FORWARD


It doesn’t matter whether you’re a veteran or not, we all bleed, we’re all human, and we’ve all been through something or are still going through something. Being in nature can only help you to turn things round.


I’m hoping this book will be a guide and companion to anyone looking to spend more time outdoors. Reconnecting with the wild can help to restore anyone’s wellbeing and happiness.


When I say that nature saved my life, I should perhaps be more specific: it was buying a piece of wild woodland in the West Country that saved me. I know I’m fortunate to have my own woodland, but this book is not only for those living within easy reach of the countryside – it’s just as much for those who live in the inner city, perhaps even on the top floor of a tower block. I believe anyone has the ability to rewild themselves – as long as they want to.


And this isn’t an instruction manual on how to be super-macho or hardcore in the great outdoors – it’s a guide to proven techniques that will enhance your relationship with the natural world and give you a greater sense of self-worth, purpose and identity, as well as confidence.


An entire generation of Marines and other service personnel have been damaged by the war in Afghanistan. The suffering caused one officer to be relieved of his command halfway through a tour, others ended up in the recovery centre or on strong anti-depressants. We have all looked for ways to deal with what happened. Tragically, some of the guys couldn’t find a path, and took their own lives.


I’m self-aware enough to recognise that my story is a little different. Former Marines don’t tend to study the ethnobotanical uses for trees, plants and flowers, or make YouTube videos about the delights of forest bathing (setting up a hammock between the trees, getting in and immersing yourself in nature and the moment). As far as I know, I’m the only former Marine who is working in nature from this angle.


Returning to nature


I suppose I’ve always had an affinity for nature. People imagine that one of the reasons you join the Royal Marines is because you had a chaotic childhood. I had a great childhood, most of which I spent outside. As a boy, nature was where I went to have fun and adventures with my friends. I suppose you could say I was raised as a “posh Redneck” in southern England, spending my days camping, fishing, playing rugby and ripping the skin off my knees.


As a Marine on tour, I didn’t have the same connection with nature. Out on a patrol, I could hardly stop and admire the landscape or pick fruit from a tree. If I was looking at my natural surroundings, it was to find some cover from fire, or to locate a hedge where I could set up an OP (observation post).


Going back into the woods, I felt safe again. I reconnected with my childhood. Without the woodlands, I wouldn’t have come through those bad times. Initially, it was somewhere to go, but over time it became much more than that. The woods gave me a new life, and a new identity, as I prepared for leaving the military and for when I actually left.


As a Marine Commando, you live in an elite world and you have to believe your own hype – that you’re the biggest, baddest thing out there on the battlefield. You’re part of a group of high-performance individuals who are working towards a common goal – the mission. You need a massive ego. But then when that’s all over and you’re no longer a Marine, you have to ask, “Who am I?” The woods helped me to answer that question. Working on my woodland, and building an off-grid wooden cabin, enabled me to put myself back together.


Away from the base, the barbed wire, the ID cards, the egos, and the version of myself that I had chosen to live with for so many years, I could start to work out who I was without a green beret on my head. Who was I free of the corps, when I didn’t have a uniform to wear, a place to be and a time to be there? I could start to ask the real questions in the woodlands.


A slow recovery


Nature wasn’t an instant healer. It was a slow process, perhaps because my PTSD is complex. I wasn’t an easy fix. At first, I suppose, I was a crazy man in the woods. There was the bitter, snowy night when I walked into the woods on my own, lit a fire and stared into the flames, before passing out from drinking too much rum. I still didn’t care whether I lived or died. I was still numb. I had taken a bottle with me into the woods as that was the fastest and most cost-effective way of switching off my brain. It wasn’t that I felt a strong command voice to end my life, but I no longer cared if I lived or not. I woke up still clutching the bottle, my body dusted with snow. My wife Louise – who has been my rock, and a source of constant love and support over the years – thought that I could have died that night, alone in the woods. She had already been through months of me sitting on my own in the dark in the living room – there was no stimuli around me but my head would be going at a hundred miles an hour.


That was my lowest point. But, slowly but surely, nature helped me to care again, to want to live, to find myself.


The reason I had got so low and ended up in such a wretched state was because I had somehow slipped through the net. The armed forces had recognised something wasn’t right, diagnosed me with complex PTSD and sent me on leave. While it was decided that I should go into the Naval Recovery Service Centre, in reality, no one made sure that happened and that I actually started my treatment. The truth is, they forgot about me.


That screw-up only made things worse. When Louise came home from work, she never knew what she would find and that scared her. I had been on leave for about eight months and was at my absolute lowest point when I finally reached out for help, contacting the only person I trusted: the psychiatric nurse who had dealt with me on my final tour. Within a week, I was in the Recovery Centre. If I had gone straight into therapy, I think I could have made a better, faster turnaround. Thankfully, I had nature to help me through.


My craving for a new identity came with a desperation for knowledge. I went on courses and read hundreds of books, adding to the bushcraft knowledge and survival skills that I had built up as a boy and as a Marine when deployed in the Middle East, the Arctic, the desert and the jungle. Every night in the recovery centre, I was carving spoons. The cleaner complained most mornings about the wood shavings scattered across the floor. While I did everything that was asked of me there – from hydrotherapy to acupuncture to cognitive behavioural therapy to eye-movement desensitisation and reprocessing (EMDR) – it was the woods that kept me alive. That was what kept me going every day.


I had internalised everything for years. It was only when I was in therapy that I started unpicking it all. The next part of the process was going into the woods and sitting around a campfire talking. In the woods, I found a safe place to open up to others about my experiences and the psychological damage I had suffered from going to war.


A LIFE FOR LIVING


Rewilded and reenergised, I established Hidden Valley Bushcraft, a bushcraft business teaching others forest skills, and even created a woodland kindergarten. Together with Louise, a former detective constable, I have built a new life that is firmly rooted in the land. Most meaningful of all has been my Woodland Warrior Programme, in which I take military veterans and others into my woods for a weekend of outdoor activities and honest chats around the campfire. At the exact same spot where I once passed out in the snow, full of rum and self-disgust, I give them the space to discuss their own inner turmoil, including sometimes their own suicidal feelings as they come to terms with their experiences.


It’s the soft skills, not the hard skills, that have taken me furthest since leaving the Marines. I no longer have to prove to myself that I know how to infiltrate a compound or how to kick someone’s door down, or how to take someone prisoner – I’ve done all that. I’m now actively choosing to do something else with my life.


I was a hair’s breadth from not making it. I allowed myself to become so ill that I didn’t care about myself. And that is why I welcome people into my woods. I’ve helped a wide selection of people, including Helen, a former firearms officer for the Metropolitan Police who was suffering from PTSD after surviving being shot in the leg, being stabbed multiple times and the detonation of a bomb in a shopping centre.
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