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The Natural Navigator


For the Gooleys.
Present, past and future.


The Lost Explorer: An Introduction


And that, in brief, is all there is to tell about the South Pole1. One gets there, and that is about all there is for the telling. It is the effort to get there that counts. We put the Pole behind us and raced for home.

Richard Byrd



The explorer has taken a wrong turn.

In the National Gallery of Ireland there hangs a painting of a tall, dark-skinned and well-built man. He is dressed in flowing robes and a turban, clothes he is unlikely to have chosen. The portrait was painted by Sir Joshua Reynolds and in 2001 it sold for a record £10.3 million.

The man in the picture had travelled from the other side of the world and appeared at the heart of London society in the autumn of 1774. The handsome visitor wore a Manchester velvet suit lined with white satin and lace ruffles; an elegant sword hung by his side. News of his arrival caused a sensation and spread across the city; he was quickly introduced to the elite of the day. The stranger met King George III three days after setting foot on English soil.

Omai was the first Polynesian to visit London and had arrived aboard HMS Adventure, one of Captain Cook’s two ships from his second great exploratory voyage. He had been adopted by the expedition for both good and bad reasons, but he was not coerced. Omai cannot be held accountable for what happened next.

The Noble Savage, as he was labelled at the time, was eagerly chaperoned by Sir Joseph Banks. Banks had sailed with Cook on his first voyage, as a self-sponsored gentleman botanist, and met Omai in his homeland of Tahiti during this journey. Banks had been quick to capitalise on the success of Cook’s previous circumnavigation. In the months after Cook and his crew returned from that voyage it was Banks who positioned himself as the righteous feeder of public curiosity. (He walked away from the second expedition before it departed, in a sulk after being told that the extra cabins he had insisted on having built on top of an otherwise excellent vessel had made Cook’s ship unseaworthy and dangerous.)

Banks, Omai and Cook, three men from three very different worlds, gave us some of the golden moments in the history of exploration and in turn the opportunity for us to build a picture of what it means to be an explorer.

Banks, for all his self-aggrandising, was a formidable naturalist. Discovery was his business – he brought back 30,000 plant specimens from his travels, including 1,400 never seen before, which increased the number of the world’s known plants by a quarter. He also vividly embodied both gallivanting hero, fighting to push back the frontiers of human knowledge, and fame-crazed egotist. He was able to draw from impressive reserves in each department when the occasion demanded and coming across Omai for the second time, it was the latter resource that he reached for.

Banks was ahead of his time in having an eye for what the public wanted and the chutzpah and means to deliver it. He took Omai under his wing and began a campaign to grab the attention of the British public, or to be more accurate, the public that mattered to him: high society.

It was Banks’ interest that pushed Omai to the centre of attention. The noble man, who had left the comforts of home to travel half way around the world in arduous conditions, had metamorphosed into someone who enjoyed the attention, perhaps a little too much. Omai had become a celebrity. His visit was not without controversy, he was criticised for joining a rakish circle, for playing cards and kissing a lady’s handkerchief.

The scientist, the discoverer, the navigator, the conquistador, the hero, the celebrity . . . The explorer wears many masks. But behind them all lies a simple philosophy. The explorer must do two things: make discoveries and communicate these to others.

Omai gratefully accepted a lift with Cook’s third great voyage and returned to his life in the Pacific. Unfortunately we know little about his time after settling back there. He doubtless regaled the islanders with rich tales of the people and customs in London and the discoveries he had made on the other side of the world. In this way he was as much an explorer as Cook or Banks and he did us a great service by illustrating that it was possible to discover a place that regarded itself as the political and cultural centre of the known world. He died two and a half years after his return, possibly from a disease contracted in England.

It has been more than two centuries since this trio came together and helped to increase knowledge and fire imaginations. The masks available to the explorer have not changed much, but as time passed, two proved more popular than the others: hero and celebrity. This was a gradual process but there are moments when we are able to get a front-row seat to observe it.

By the first half of the nineteenth century existential angst had crept into the thoughts of the more conscientious explorers. The Prussian explorer of Australia, Ludwig Leichhardt, wonders, in a breathlessly-long sentence, which mask people will see him wearing.


Others considered the undertaking exceedingly dangerous2, and even . . . madness on my part; and the consequence of a blind enthusiasm, nourished either by a deep devotion to science, or by an unreasonable craving for fame: whilst others did not feel themselves justified in assisting a man who they considered was setting out with an intention of committing suicide.



Almost a century after Leichhardt’s journey the change was gathering pace, but it took a boy from County Kildare, Ireland, to act out the tipping point. On Sunday, 7 March 1912 a cable arrived from Hobart, Tasmania. In it the Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen informed his brother and, in turn, the world, that he had reached the South Pole.

In an article published four days later in the New York Times, Sir Ernest Shackleton analysed Amundsen’s victorious cable. In the Anglo-Irishman’s choice of words it is easy to sense his mildly begrudging respect for his rival’s achievement: in the short piece he describes Amundsen as fortunate on four separate occasions. However, if there is the slightest hint of bitterness it is almost certainly brought on by a weightier problem than one man’s achievement, however envy-inducing.

The South Pole had stood as one of the greatest goals in the imagination of explorers and the public for centuries and was the only one left after the North Pole had apparently succumbed in 1909. (The American explorer, Robert Peary, claimed to have reached the geographic North Pole on 6 April 1909. He was given credit for it at the time and for many years afterwards, although the balance of opinion has now shifted against him. The debate as to whether he reached it or not rumbles on.) Both Poles had now been trampled and therefore sullied as goals of the highest kind for polar explorers. To a man as finely tuned to the marketability of large expeditions as Shackleton, this news was as cold a wind as he would have felt in Antarctica.

Shackleton was acutely aware that the business of exploration required a delicate balance and clever packaging. Now that the race to the South Pole was over, he would need to offset its neatness of goal with the scale of his new venture, and the danger it promised. This was a raising of the polar exploration stakes that he had forecast exactly one year to the day before. Writing in the Daily Mail on 11 March 1911 Shackleton attempted to explain, and perhaps plead, that the game that he had given his life to, must go on. ‘The discovery of the South Pole will not be the end of Antarctic exploration3. The next work [would be] a transcontinental journey from sea to sea, crossing the Pole.’

Therein lay the rub. If it was not before, it had most definitely now become a game. Previously it had been easy to argue that the human race needed to know what lay at the Poles. Now it transpired that there was nothing to differentiate the geographic Poles from the ice that lay all around them, but we only know that because explorers, like Amundsen, reached them and reported back.

It might sound risible now, but nobody could actually prove that these places were not marked by pots of gold or being patrolled by icy dragons. While any doubts lingered, however small, discovery of more of the same was every bit as valid in geographical terms as the discovery of a smoking and thundering waterfall on the Zambezi river.

The problem with Shackleton’s new trans-Antarctic proposal was that the aims of exploration had shifted. The crux of his new expedition was not that it would make discoveries, but that it would be physically, technically and mentally at the limits of human potential. It promised to deliver a great narrative, but it did not offer to teach us much that was new about the world we live in. The geographer and explorer, Sir Clements Markham, wrote that he was ‘astounded at the absurdity of Shackleton’s plan4’ and added that it was, ‘designed solely for self-advertisement.’ Markham was certainly no fan of Shackleton’s, but he was not alone in holding reservations. Even The Times’ upbeat assessment was that Shackleton’s aim was to restore Britain’s prestige by putting it back at the top of polar exploration – prestige, not discovery. The Royal Geographical Society limited its support to an aloof £1,000 and then showed some regret for even that level.

By both design and then accident, the story that emerged from Shackleton’s now famous Endurance epic, or the ‘Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition’ to give it its formal title, was extraordinary. The boat, Endurance herself, became trapped and then crushed in the southern ice, after which the expedition unravelled completely. As Shackleton fought to protect his team, he led his men over ice, onto the elements-torn Elephant Island, across the Southern ocean in a small boat and then over the dangerous land of South Georgia to the refuge of a whaling station.

With each stage there followed another chapter in a tale of hardship, leadership, courage, sacrifice, navigation, bad and good luck that has possibly never been exceeded in the history of exploration. This story has been told often, the point here is that its power has played a significant part in re-shaping the image of the explorer in the minds of the public and consequently in the minds of explorers themselves.

It is no coincidence that before the expedition set off, Winston Churchill referred to Shackleton as, ‘this adventurer’ and not ‘this explorer’. The crossing of Antarctica was not conceived as a voyage of discovery, even before it went horribly wrong, and by the time each person had miraculously survived the ordeal, discovery had been dramatically expunged from the popular picture of the explorer altogether. Who would be so greedy as to cry out for greater insight into our world, when such a feast of the human spirit prevailing over nature’s cold wrath was being served up for all to enjoy?

The Trans-Antarctic expedition was conceived as a ‘pitch’, something Shackleton knew would stand a good chance of lighting the interest of the public, media and sponsors, although not necessarily in that order. This triad of interest had now completed its move from the background of expedition ambitions to the foreground. Science had been trumped, it lacked the public appeal of adventure, and it took its seat at the back.

Shackleton was by no means the only one responsible for the switch of emphasis from discovery about the world we travel through to the travails, danger and, not least, glory of the individual explorers themselves. However, he personified this shift well and played his part with vigour.

The trend continued throughout the twentieth century and now, sadly, in the second decade of the twenty-first it feels as though we might have reached a point where it is difficult to find a good home for the word ‘explorer’. The word ‘exploration’ now feels equally moribund, and is most commonly used when companies look for oil, gold or other precious minerals.

The physical goals have been steadily mastered and it becomes increasingly obvious that the rewards to humanity of driving harder in this area are diminishing. There is talk of learning more about what we are capable of, mentally and physically, but this is not a convincing argument. There might not have been an expedition since Shackleton’s Endurance voyage one hundred years ago that has taught us much more about what our species can achieve in extremis.

What explorers moulded in the old style so often mean, but do not say, when they use this argument is that we will learn what they as individuals are capable of. The results are often undeniably impressive journeys, but might they be of greater service to the individual than the species?

Before this philosophy dominated, there was a golden age of exploration. More than one in fact, and they were not golden because places on the map had not been walked upon by white men, but golden because these were times when to explore meant to discover and share. We have fallen into the trap of believing that territory needs to be virgin for exploration to be possible or, failing this, an explorer must risk their life and dance with the extremes of physical endurance. Neither of these notions is true.

We must collectively share responsibility for allowing the concept of exploration to be monopolised by those who have been consumed by these ideas. It is time to wrest it back, time to forge a new explorer by reaching back to the many who had the spirit in years gone by and out to the few who have held on to it.

For a new age of exploration to be worthwhile, the aim must be to return to celebrating the acts of discovering and sharing, on however modest a scale. We can take our inspiration from the most curious of those that have gone before and go further, as we are not limited by the boundaries of knowledge or communication of their era. An ardent spirit of inquisitiveness married with the opportunity to connect more deeply and share more widely with the world around us than ever before: this is where the joys lie.

The person who brings greater understanding of the role a wild flower plays in the universe and the impact it might have on our thoughts and emotions, serves us better than the person who finds some novel way to punish themselves by exercising in remote places. In the future there will be two types of explorer, but only one will be happy to settle for quiet enlightenment, shared.

The great German explorer of South America, Alexander von Humboldt, who relished the interconnections that the natural world offered two centuries ago, holds a light for the new explorer. Humboldt was an inspiration at a time when a spirit of inquiry was treasured – Charles Darwin took his Personal Narrative with him on his travels and knew passages by heart. We should not be surprised to learn that Humboldt can hint at paths ahead for us.

It is the task of the explorer (and it is this which distinguishes them from the traveller) to make discoveries and to share them with the world. The latter part of the role offers exciting new possibilities for the next generation of explorers. When Humboldt wrote about his travels he did so in a way that conveyed his sense of wonder. He clearly viewed the opportunity to share his discoveries with as much zeal and ambition as the journey itself. His writing is entrancing and drew all who read it into the moments he had experienced. It is no coincidence that he was admired by French literary giants including Balzac, Hugo, Chateaubriand and Flaubert. He was friends with many luminaries of the German Romantic movement too, including Schiller and Goethe, who told his biographer, ‘What a man he is! I have known him so long and yet he amazes me all over again5.’

The opportunity to share the joys of discoveries with others through creativity has always been with us, it is part of being human, but we are especially fortunate that we live in a time when the potential to both create and share is growing exponentially.

Human beings have always marvelled at novelty, but we also find much to love in things that emerge from the dialectic course of our past. Deciding to see exploration as a challenge to make discoveries in lands that have been mapped many times and then share this experience in creative ways, marries tradition and novelty.

The experience of witnessing a deer move across white slopes as the intricate lattice of a snowflake cracks the light of a low sun into a perfect spectrum, can bring exaltation of a few seconds to an aware observer. The experience can also be wrought into a painting, a poem, book, song or sculpture and the whole journey of a few seconds or many years, shared with the world via the exploding potential of a digital age. Somewhere along this path the observer becomes an explorer. The opportunity is there for a new golden era.

It took a lot of courage for men to haul sleds across icy crevasses or to risk dropping down dead for want of a drop of water. It takes a different courage to attempt to make discoveries in a world that is so self-consciously drowning in knowledge and then to share this through creative expression. This is the gauntlet that the Natural Explorer runs.
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Alexander von Humboldt’s American Expedition 1799–1804
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Ludwig Leichhardt’s Australian Expedition 1844–1845
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Charles Darwin’s Beagle Expedition 1831–1836



The Senses




Earth, however, is kind, gentle, indulgent1, always a servant to man’s needs, productive when compelled to be, or lavish of her own accord. What scents and tastes, what juices, what things to touch, what colours!


Pliny the Elder





I parked the car at Canada; not in Canada, but at the place on the Ordnance Survey map that said, ‘Canada’. Apparently, this was the name given to the old farm buildings at the end of the long, bumpy country road running east from the village of North Stoke in West Sussex. It is an official road, bright yellow on the map, but it was also a dead-end and seemingly abandoned. The road could be of use to only two groups of people: farmers and explorers.


It took longer tying the laces on my boots than was necessary. I don’t know why, but I let the cord pull tightly around my fingers for a long time before releasing my grip. My foot slipped off the rear bumper of the Land Rover. Perhaps I was afraid. Before me lay an expedition unlike anything I had undertaken before.


I pulled my small, light rucksack from the otherwise empty boot of the car, slammed the door shut and locked it.


After only four steps I was stopped by the sight of a pigeon resting on top of the broken chimney of a low farm building. The arrogant surveying motion of the bird’s head was replaced by short jerks as soon as it noticed me. Then it wrote me off and returned to its lofty scan. A gate forced me closer to the side of the track, which led my eyes down to the verge. The purple head of a thistle bowed and bobbed and a bramble tugged at my arm. I reached down past the thorns to a perfectly ripe blackberry and let it roll in my mouth, feeling each demisphere on the tip of my tongue, before giving in and letting my teeth force a juicy explosion.


Ahead, I could see many hues in the path: a pale dust dominated but there were darker dry patches too. In the depressions the track grew darker still, with the wetness from the rains of a couple of days before.


I lifted my gaze to the greens, golds, purples and browns of the fields that rolled all the way down to the sea. The sea appeared to be blending with the sky, as it so often does on hot days, but I could just distinguish it between the haze of the horizon and a line of dark forest. Arundel Castle interrupted the smooth roll of a hill, its juts throwing brown stone up towards the sky.


A few steps further on I paused again, my ears directing my eyes upwards, to where a tug-aircraft was working hard to pull a glider up into the sky. Behind this sound, the wind was combing the trees and long grasses and a distant dog gave an occasional yelp. Under it all there was a comforting hum of crickets, their chirps so evocative of warmer places. I continued and these sounds were half-buried in the dusty crunch of my boots landing in the chalk and flint.


I took the northerly fork in the path and found myself ambushed by wildflowers. The sky-blue chicory was first to emerge from the thousand greens of the long grass. Then the radiant yellow of the hawksbit, followed by the mauve of some wild basil. Halting my slow walk, I stepped off the path and bent down to the smell of public lavatories in the flowers of hogweed and then offset this masochism by revelling in the vanilla hay scent of some Lady bedstraw. My fingers ran up over the tickling softness of some Timothy-grass and then I stopped and felt the sun warm the backs of my calves and the wind cool my neck. I felt a need to sit down on the grass. I was exhilarated, but also daunted. I had walked about three hundred metres.


• • •


The sound of the dogs barking woke the slaughterhouse workers on the morning of 29 August 1911. When the butchers went outside to see what had excited the dogs they were shocked by what they saw. They called the local sheriff, J. B. Webber, and asked him to come over from the town of Oroville. The sheriff set out with his deputies, armed and ready, and arrived to find a man who was starving, naked except for an old canvas poncho and with hair that had been burned off short. They were looking at the last Native American in California.


The emaciated man was from the Yahi, a southern group of the Yana people. There had been as many as 3000 Yana until miners and prospectors systematically slaughtered them in the 1860s. Only about 50 survived this genocide and they were forced into hiding along the creeks of the surrounding country.


Three years before Ishi, as he became known, surrendered to the Oroville sheriff, he had been forced to flee once more when two engineers who were returning to their camp stumbled upon his family’s village. Ishi, his sister and an old man fled the scene, leaving Ishi’s mother, who was bedridden, under some blankets and hides. Ishi ran one way, his sister and the old man headed in a different direction.


When he felt it was safe, Ishi returned to care for his mother. Neither he nor anyone else ever saw his sister or the old man again. He presumed they had died, either drowning in the dangerous creek or victims of a bear attack. His mother died soon afterwards, leaving Ishi as the last of the Yana. He lived all alone until he stumbled, apathetically but deliberately into the corral of the slaughterhouse that August morning in 1911.


From that moment, however terrifying and bewildering it must have been at times, Ishi’s fortunes improved. He was cared for and then employed by anthropologists at the University of California, Berkeley. For five years he helped the researchers piece together an understanding of the Yana lifestyle.


The Yana were hunter-gatherers and Ishi explained and then demonstrated to his new friends that this method of survival depended on being able to sense an animal before it became aware of the hunter’s presence. His sight, hearing and smell all needed to be employed as effectively as possible. Having found a clearing, Ishi made sure that he was downwind of it, concealing his scent from the animals, but also giving him the opportunity to smell prey as small as a rabbit. He would press two fingers against his lips and emulate the kissing sound of a rabbit in distress, drawing them close enough for him to kill with his bow and arrow. He could also impersonate quails, squirrels, geese and other animals as the prey demanded.


Ishi explained that prior to hunting it was essential for the hunter to remain pure. The decontamination ritual before a deer hunt included abstaining from sex, eating fish or smoking tobacco, sometimes for several days. On the morning of the hunt he abstained from all food and sweated himself. He refused to hunt with smokers. Sometimes Ishi would complete his immersion into the world of the animals by putting a stuffed deer’s head over his own, using it to peep over rocks and to lure the curious animals towards him.


Ishi’s ability to sense the presence of smaller animals and remain finely tuned to his surroundings was not the result of any inherent differences. He did not possess any biological advantages or strange powers. It was the result of cultural and anthropological differences driven by necessity. Most people have the potential to do what Ishi did, even if they have lived in a city all their life, if they choose to give their full attention to their senses and practise using them.


Ishi had lived his life away from the bombardment of unnatural sensations to which modern life subjected most Californians, even at the end of the nineteenth century. Sadly, Ishi’s sensitivity to the world extended to an immune system that had not been exposed to the prevalent illnesses of the time. He caught his first ever common cold within a few weeks of arriving in San Francisco and pneumonia that same winter. Ishi developed a bad cough in December 1914, one that never fully left him. He lost his life to tuberculosis on 25 March 1916, aged, it was best guessed, 49.


Ishi had depended for survival on tuning all his senses, but it is the sense of sight that will dominate if allowed to. Ludwig Leichhardt was impressed by his Aboriginal companions’ ability to notice the smallest details on their travels and he always fell short in any contest to spot something inconspicuous.




Every new moon also was hailed2 with an almost superstitious devotion, and my Blackfellows vied with each other to discover its thin crescent, and would be almost angry with me when I strained my duller eyes in vain to catch a glimpse of its faint light in the brilliant sky which succeeds the setting of the sun.





It is more likely that Leichhardt lacked practice than that his eyesight was not up to the job. Wilfred Thesiger had similar experiences in the Arabian deserts, where the Bedouin would point out camels on the horizon that he had failed to notice. As he strained his eyes to detect them, the Bedouin would be debating whether they were ‘in milk’ or not, their eyesight having been so perfectly honed that they could make out the shape of the animals’ udders where even a seasoned desert traveller, such as Thesiger, struggled to see more than a dot. Thesiger was later reprimanded by the Bedouin when he failed to notice some oryx in the distance. Thesiger could make out the white dots on the plain when they were pointed out to him, but he had not seen them. He was being admonished for his lack of awareness, not his eyesight, ‘If they had been Arabs you would have sat there3, without seeing them, until they came and cut your throat.’


Practice improves our awareness, but awareness is also a state of mind, one that develops from a need or desire to register details. Having noticed something in our environment, we need to make a decision about how keen we are to think about it and consequently to remember it. Awareness and memory form two parts of our conscious experience, both of which are fed initially by our senses, but which then depend on our choice to hone them. Leichhardt witnessed this coming together of awareness and memory in the way the Aboriginals experienced the land.




The impressions on their retina seem to be naturally more intense4 than on that of the European; and their recollections are remarkably exact, even to the most minute details. Trees peculiarly formed or grouped, broken branches, slight clevations of the ground – in fact a hundred things, which we should remark only when paying great attention to a place – seem to form a kind of Daguerreotype impression on their minds, every part of which is readily recollected.





A state of heightened awareness is not the same as familiarity: it is a habit that is transferable. At a village in the Kalahari, Laurens Van Der Post learnt that the Europeans that lived there would gather to study an aircraft as it came in to land, but they were always outdone by the locals. The local villagers could tell from the style of flying who the pilot was that day. They were never wrong.


Eyes are formidable organs capable of recognising between 150 and 200 colours. Their position at the front of the head, the predator’s alignment, allows us to focus on an object with both eyes simultaneously, bringing it into sharp focus. Faint stars, clouds or very distant objects can disappear into the background when we close one eye. Pilots and other professionals that depend heavily on their vision are taught to understand the peculiarities of the eye’s geography. Our muscles align the eyeballs so that the light from the point we are interested in falls on the fovea, the only area with a dense concentration of sensitive cells. This allows focused vision. If we hold a book up in front of us we can read its words, but moving it even a few centimetres to one side will blur the words if our eyes, and therefore our foveas, do not follow the text.


The point at which the optic nerve enters the eyeball contains none of the necessary cells for vision and so it creates a blind spot. Although usually compensated for by the other eye, there is a spot that each eye cannot see at all.
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Finding Your Blind Spot. Close your left eye and hold this page about 20cm from your right eye. Look at the cross and slowly move the page forward and backward until the black circle disappears.


When we enjoy looking at something outdoors we are seeing it as a mix of perfect focus, imperfect peripheral vision and blindspots. Pilots are taught to scan the sky when looking for other aircraft, by moving the eyes in short hops from one spot to the next. We can use the same techniques when appreciating the outdoors as it will bring different points into sharp focus and allow discoveries that would otherwise pass unnoticed. Our eyes tend to be drawn to certain things: landmarks such as buildings, dominant trees or unusual landscape features. If there is anything interesting but inconspicuous to either side of these features it will go unnoticed by the majority who allow their focus to settle on one spot.


It helps to scan an outdoors scene in the opposite direction to the way we read. When we look at the world from left to right we have a tendency to skip from one thing to the next, our eyes jumping forward to find the next meaningful ‘word’ or object. If we reverse this direction, and look from right to left, then we become more observant.


The latest research is showing that we do not all see colours in the same way. Or, to be more precise, we do not all see greens and reds in the same way. Sensitivity to blues and yellows is hard-wired into all of us, since our earliest ancestors in the sea needed to be able to detect these colours to regulate their depth. However, experiments have shown that some monkeys are not sensitive to reds and greens, and scientists now believe that this is a very late evolutionary development. Experiments have shown that we ‘learn’ our responses to reds and greens, in a way that we do not need to with blues and yellows. This means that our upbringing and culture will influence the way we see reds and greens.


The most dramatic cultural effect on the way we see colours can be demonstrated through language. People who grow up speaking a language that has a small number of words for colour are less sensitive to differences in those colours. The nomadic Himba people of northern Namibia have only five words to describe all the colours they see. The word ‘burou’ groups green with blues and purples and experiments have shown that the Himba find it incredibly difficult to tell many blues from greens. This link between language and perception appears to be universal. It can be seen in a very different context in the fact that the words for pink and brown had to be imported into Welsh.


It is testament to the power of our eyes that loss of vision is feared so greatly. Blindness was used as a punishment for the mythical Tiresias and inflicted by the Persian ruler, Abbas the Great, upon members of his own family he felt threatened by. In the film by Luis Buñuel and Salvador Dali, Un Chien Andalou, terror is struck into the audience by the sight of the heroine’s eyeball being sliced with a razor blade. The power of sight is a gift for those who have it, but it is a dominant one. If we think of the sensory experience as an ecosystem then vision is the alpha-beast that gobbles up all the resources, to the detriment of the other senses.


Since the Renaissance, vision has been seen as the highest sense and this is only being reinforced by the current trends in technology. The hours of television we watch, the number of photographs we take and websites we view is growing irresistibly. It is not a harmless trend.


‘The fundamental event of the modern age5 is the conquest of the world as picture.’ Heidegger’s words should be a call to arms for those who value the power of the other senses. The man to turn to for leadership at this point is James Holman.


James Holman, who lived from 1786 to 1857, was a British adventurer known as the ‘The Blind Traveller’. The son of an apothecary, Holman was serving in the Royal Navy when he was seized by an illness that reduced his mobility and left him blind at the age of 25. From that moment he rose from obscurity to fame via a circumnavigation of the world and other great journeys, before slipping back to obscurity again and dying at the fair age of 70. His legacy was an inspiration to many, including Charles Darwin and Sir Richard Burton, but perhaps of greater interest is the inspiration he remains to those who have lost their sight and those who are trying to make fuller use of their other senses.




I am constantly asked, and I may as well answer6 the question here once for all, what is the use of travelling to one who cannot see?. . . The picturesque in nature, it is true, is shut out from me, and works of art are to me mere outlines of beauty, accessible only to one sense; but perhaps this very circumstance affords a stronger zest to curiosity, which is thus impelled to a more close and searching examination of details than would be considered necessary to a traveller who might satisfy himself by the superficial view.





Holman’s biographer, Jason Roberts, gives a beautiful analogy to explain one of the ways Holman and other blind people manage to overcome this disability. Just as a spark in a dark wood supplies those with sight a fleeting chance to build a picture of their surroundings, so the metallic click from the tip of a walking stick hitting the ground gave blind people the opportunity to interpret the echoes around them ‘as a compressed definition of ambient space7’. Holman learned to use sound in every way that he could to build a more detailed picture. He differentiated between the sounds of a carriage and a cart approaching, he learned to distinguish types of footwear from the sounds they made and connected these to the different social classes and even professions of their wearers – he chose to salute some as he passed them on the street and not others.


Holman also found himself building a picture of the beauty of a woman through her voice and he was popular with the opposite sex, not despite of his blindness and not because of it, but partly as a consequence of it. Holman’s blindness robbed him of his sexuality in the eyes of other men, sometimes reducing him to the status of a eunuch. He was a handsome man who was given the opportunity to spend more time in the private company of women than sighted men would have been allowed. This access combined with his true fascination in a companion’s every sound, movement and intonation gave him a sensitivity that women found refreshing and very attractive. Holman is a role model for the suitor as well as the explorer.
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James Holman, ‘The Blind Traveller’


Natural Explorers follow their nose. Our five million nasal sensory cells are capable of detecting 10,000 different smells. Each one is able to transport us across space and time, from the whiff that conjures up an old school and has us checking that we have washed our hands properly to the jasmine thick in the cooling air of a Spanish dusk. Smell has a reputation for being primal, we can smell emotions that other senses fail to pick up. As Margaret Atwood noted, ‘fear has a smell, as love does.’ It is this potential for detection that invites smell to become a metaphor for sensing something hidden in each other: we smell a rat when we think we are being deceived and we smell blood if an opponent shows any sign of weakness.


There is no right or wrong in the sense of smell, but the spectrum is broad, the fashions eclectic and the cocktails that nature provides, diverse. The opportunity for delights and shocks is always there and they often stick in the memory. When we remember smells, we inevitably make associations and the world of smell becomes a complex tapestry, squares of familiarity mixed with surprise, nostalgia and intrigue.


The thousands of individual smells are rarely found in isolation and if they were it would quickly become confusing. The smells we recognise are collections of individual notes that we tend to group together in bunches, minty ones, floral ones, pears, musk, camphor, rotting and acrid ones. The most delightful and shocking smells rarely escape us and they garner a disproportionate amount of attention. It is the notes that lie behind or away from the wafting beacons of freshly cut grass, excrement, rotting herbage and flesh, flowers, the sea and body odour, that offer the finest enhancements to a journey. The sweet smell of pine resin on a fire cheered Ludwig Leichhardt, but there are joys to be found in less pretty sources, like rain and earth.


Humboldt believed that the musky smell of earth after rain could be compared to the smells given off by the jaguar, the capybara, the gallinazo vulture and the viper. He thought it must be emanating from a mould that contained worms and insect remains. He was not far wrong, the smell of the earth after rain is caused by living organisms, but much smaller than Humboldt suspected: it is the bacteria in the mud. There are some bacteria, members of the actinomycetes family, that thrive in warm damp soil and when the earth dries out these bacteria produce spores in the soil. Fresh rainfall churns the spores into the air and the cycle begins again, giving us a rich musty smell.


The rain itself is often slightly acidic, especially in or near urban areas, which means that chemical reactions take place as soon as it comes into contact with chemicals in the soil, on the ground or on buildings. The rain reacts with the oils and resins that plants and trees release, giving another different and appealing scent, or with any petrol on the surface of roads, accentuating its odour. The potential for a rich and bizarre mix of smells after rain in the suburbs is great.


Places smell and smells anchor places in the mind. Smells are the silent rope and pulley system that writers use to haul readers into their settings and moments. We can enjoy the scent of a cup of lime-flower tea with Proust before appearing in bed next to melancholy Lawrence Durrell, as he breathes in the musty smell of Arabia on the Levantine wind. Gore Vidal found Mongolia smelled of mutton fat, but the Mongols themselves did not smell at all, even though the Russians complained of their lack of ablutions. People do smell differently, the amount of body hair varies with genes and therefore regions. Sweat lingers and feeds bacteria in body hair and so hairy people will smell more if they do not wash regularly. On top of genetic differences there are differences in preferences and cultures. Napoleon famously once asked Josephine not to bathe for the whole fortnight before they next met.


• • •


James Holman felt drawn to attempt an ascent of the active volcano Vesuvius, picking his way through beds of hot lava in June 1821. When he was offered a lift on a mule he declined, explaining, ‘I see things better with my feet8.’ He reached the summit, something that was considered a great achievement even for someone with all their senses.


To walk barefoot on any surface is to know it through its texture, its temperature and ability to draw heat from us. A cold marble floor exacts a very different sensation to a wooden floor at the same temperature: the heat in our blood is drawn greedily through the skin of our feet into the stone. Most of us spend a far greater proportion of our childhood without shoes than we do as adults, with the result that walking with bare feet can bring back feelings of innocence, the responsibilities of adulthood cast off with our shoes – it sometimes seems a shame to have to put them back on. Shoes are a choice, a very sensible one, but a choice nonetheless, as countless indigenous tribes and the poor Helen Walker might testify.


Ms Walker lived up to her name by walking barefoot from Scotland to London in the first half of the eighteenth century. In a moving precursor to countless contemporary charity adventures, Helen’s aim was to plead with the Duke of Argyll in a bid to spare her sister’s life after she had been accused of murdering her baby. She arrived with blisters, a pardon was granted and her sister spared.


Touching enables a relationship with the natural world that the other senses fail to achieve. A pebble in a stream or on a beach may look smooth, it may even sound smooth if it is dragged across other pebbles by a retreating water, but nothing can give us smoothness like that moment of holding and caressing a smooth pebble in our hands.


Touching allows us to verify. On coming across a still body, those trained in first aid begin with a series of checks; feeling for a pulse will confirm or deny the biggest of questions. Another of the great questions was tackled with touch in Caravaggio’s ‘The Incredulity of Saint Thomas’. The doubter can see Jesus and the wound in his side and yet Jesus still needs to pull his hand towards him, forcing Thomas to use his sense of touch to confirm what his eyes have already shown him to be true. And so it is with the less grand questions.


Does an oak’s bark feel as it looks? Are those fructicose lichens that hang in aerial gardens from the sycamore worth a moment’s touch? Those who only allow their eyes and ears to sample the fountain in the town square on a hot day walk away poorer than those that take with them the electric sensation of fingers that are colder than their arms. Our hands warm up, sometimes with a faint throb and always with the lightest tickle at the fingertips as the water drops onto the paving below.


Vision can reach out miles, but touch is intimate. There is no escaping that it brings us within arm’s length. There are thrills to be found in touching anything that ought not be touched. Is this the same thrill that James Holman felt when he asked other visitors to let him know when the soldiers’ backs were turned so that he could reach out and break the rules by touching and feeling the sculptures in the Vatican?


The sense of taste only ever shakes off its label of poor cousin of smell when we sit down to eat and even then smell tries to take the credit for everything that isn’t salty, sour, bitter or sweet. Taste makes the most of honey and lemons, of salt and bitter rocket leaves, but it is left to one side in most travel experiences, barged out of the way by sight, smell, touch and hearing. It is only when we get our tongues onto something that the usually modest taste buds elbow their way to the front.


Taste is the most intimate of all the senses. Sight allows us to sample something many miles away and hearing can take us into a storm rumbling over a distant horizon. Smell forces us closer into air that has mingled with our target and touch closer still, but with the sense of taste we must take an object into one of the most sensitive areas of our body. Humboldt encountered Indians who could identify a wood type by chewing it. This reflects both the Indians’ finely tuned sense of taste and also their close relationship with the forest that sustained them.


It is worth considering the possibility that if a place fails to excite our senses, that might be more a reflection of us than our location. Dylan Thomas’ sentiments serve us well at such times.




Everything is very ordinary in Llangollen9; everything is nicely dull, except the summer world of wind and feathers, leaves and water. There is, if you are deaf, blind and dumb, with a heart like cold bread pudding, nothing to remark or surprise.







The Plants




Flower in the crannied wall1,


I pluck you out of the crannies;—


Hold you here, root and all, in my hand,


Little flower — but if I could understand


What you are, root and all, and all in all,


I should know what God and man is.


Alfred, Lord Tennyson





The plants surged from the verges of the path. They pulled me closer, like Sirens. There were poppies still in their prime and those past it, lining the edge of the path. The breeze was squeezing the red petals of one, flattening the flower, but it bounced back into a fuller shape with each lull in the wind.


The car was no longer in sight, it was hidden behind a tree. I took the left branch of the two paths ahead. It led gently uphill past an area called The Burgh. I continued until a valley opened up to the north. On the higher ground near the top of the ridge there was a modest colony of gorse. The flowers of this bush had passed, which was a pity, as I adore their coconut scent. I always admire gorse, choosing to grow on the exposed, rocky, unloved parts that other plants deem unsuitable.


The track led me down into the small valley, the home of Stoke Hazel Wood, and the plants changed as the soils grew deeper and richer. The lowest point was marked by a distinct triangle of mugwort or Artemisia, the plant standing out as the light caught the silvery undersides of the leaves. It is this silver colour that gives the plant its lunar associations and in turn a feminine identity. Artemis was the Greek goddess of the moon. Mugwort oil has been used by herbalists to enhance fertility and help with all aspects of the female reproductive system.


The track was worn and clear, but at either side there was a carpet of the broad rosettes of plantains. They are swift to colonise and happy to invade compacted soil. They tolerate more than their neighbours, being undeterred by the odd heavy tyre or boot. They, like the gorse, are survivors.


I reached the mugwort triangle and passed through a gate into a density and variety of plant life that surprised me. On a bank there was St John’s Wort and Viper’s Bugloss. Then wild carrot, wild oregano, wild parsnip . . . I plucked a sprig of wild mint and put it into my water bottle, dispelling the scent of manufactured plastic with something more uplifting.


• • •


The African Association was founded in London in 1788 ‘for promoting the discovery of the inland parts’ of Africa. In 1790 it dispatched a retired army officer, Daniel Houghton, to sail up the Gambia river and make for Timbuktu. He lasted less than a year. Sir Joseph Banks, who was a member of the Association, suggested the medically trained and marvellously named Scottish botanist, Mungo Park, as his successor. Park accepted the commission and set off for the Gambia in May 1795, with a brief to learn as much as possible about the course of the Niger.


In August the following year, Mungo Park was travelling from Kooma, accompanied by a pair of shepherds who were heading the same way. The shepherds went on ahead and Park held back with his tired horse, which was struggling to negotiate a steep and rocky road. Park heard a commotion ahead and fearing that a lion had taken one of the shepherds, he went ‘to have a better view of what had happened.’ He found one of the shepherds prostrated and apparently dead. The man was not dead, he managed to speak and whispered to Park that he had been attacked. Before Park had time to consider a retreat he was ambushed, released and then ambushed for a second time by the same gang, who were clearly of a fickle and dangerous mind. The armed banditti began by cutting the metal buttons from Park’s waistcoat, then stealing the whole waistcoat and then taking the second waistcoat below that. They eventually stole every one of his possessions, leaving him naked, before throwing him his hat and an old shirt and pair of trousers. The thieves made their escape, leaving Park to contemplate his situation. He sat for a while and looked around in amazement and terror.




Whichever way I turned, nothing appeared but danger and difficulty2. I saw myself in the midst of a vast wilderness, in the depth of the rainy season, naked and alone; surrounded by savage animals, and men still more savage. I was five hundred miles from the nearest European settlement . . . I confess my spirits began to fail me. I considered my fate as certain, and that I had no alternative but to lie down and perish.





The fact that we have this firsthand account is evidence that something changed Mungo Park’s mind. Whilst in the depths of a terminal gloom he noticed a detail that gave him the strength to continue.




At this moment, painful as my reflections were, the extraordinary beauty of a small moss, in fructification, irresistibly caught my eye. I mention this to show from what trifling circumstances the mind will sometimes derive consolation; for though the whole plant was not larger than the top of one of my fingers, I could not contemplate the delicate conformation of its roots, leaves, and capsula, without admiration.





The sight of this delicate moss gave Mungo Park a renewed sense of purpose and he walked until he found a nearby village and two very surprised shepherds. Park had experienced a moment of divine wonder, he felt that any God that had ‘brought to perfection’ such a small plant in such an obscure part of the world would surely have some concern for him, and so he roused himself.


The beauty of life in plants hints tantalisingly at something profound. Carl Jung once likened the experience of looking at plants to that of peering over the shoulder of the Creator as he made toys and decorations. Compared to humans or other animals, plants are biologically simple yet they still suggest something wonderful, beyond chemical reactions. It does not matter if modern evolutionary theory can account for alpine plants that keep warm using fuzzy stems that trap air for insulation, or for the ones that produce high levels of salts that act as anti-freeze, or those that actually generate heat to help them melt the snow they are growing through. No theory, however prosaic, will ever dispel the wonder. Some scientists see that wonder despite the explanation and some because of it, but we must pity anyone who thinks such theories diminish a plant’s beauty, as if a painting’s beauty could be diminished by explaining the composition of its oils.


The lack of a central nervous system makes plants less complex than animals, but no less beguiling. Somehow these organisms manage extraordinary feats without a brain, and without the motives and tarnishing guilt that go with it. They have a purity we lack and crave in our lives. A plant grows towards the light because of a process it does not think about. But it is not a passive bystander. The lichens devour rocks, and a young ailanthus teases open the crack in a pavement and reclaims the hard grey asphalt for the softer green. A witch hazel hurls its ballistic seeds across the ground as the sundews feast on insects among the bogs. All without an apparent thought.
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Witch Hazel seeds exploding out of their capsules


The challenge arrives not in persuading ourselves of the joys to be had in studying the plants we encounter on our travels, but in deciding where to begin. There are more than 25,000 species of orchid alone and a life dedicated to their study will leave many mysteries in that one species.


With the poppy we get a taste of how intricately connected our lives are with plants, quite literally when we use its oil for cooking, but more laterally when we consider what this flower means to us. The poppy reminds us of opium wars, heroin and Afghanistan, but also the fields of Giverny that Monet painted. Poppy seeds need light to germinate and so grow best in worked soil. They are symbolic of the extreme upheavals of the earth during the First World War and have come to symbolise remembrance in modern times, but they stood for sleep and death long before that. The small gold and violet silken flowers of one poppy in Tibet behaved like an altimeter for the botanist Frank Kingdon-Ward, who found they only grew between 15,000 and 17,000 feet.


It is tempting to concede defeat to the tangled green masses before their diversity overwhelms us. This emotion is brought on by a desire for total knowledge; it is a controlling instinct. The yearning for control might lead to better-regimented gardens, but it does little good among nature’s bigger canvasses. Any exploratory journey will take us out of the arena we know, this is surely the point, and then the desire to know all can be replaced with a celebration of noticing any small detail that brings a sense of connection.


As with the first gaze at a large painting, we notice the broad brushstrokes first. Each plant has its ideal conditions and tolerance levels. Plant habitats are connected to the climate, which in turn is shaped by the relief of the land and the Earth’s position relative to the sun.


Humboldt explained that the Befaria will grow at lower altitudes as the latitude increases. They ‘descend towards the plains in proportion as their distance from the equator3 increases’. Each region has its characteristic species. For Humboldt, the American west coast was made distinct by the cacti that grew there. He was also aware that two regions with similar climates will not necessarily share the same species. ‘The pines of Mexico are absent in the Peruvian Andes4. The Caracas La Silla is not covered with the same oaks that flourish in New Granada at the same height.’ It is a jigsaw puzzle. One observation is of little value on its own, but an awareness of climate, topography and geology combined with an eye for the species of plant that are thriving, quickly build a picture that is greater than any plant studied in isolation. The plants become friends and their familiarity brings other benefits: anomalous species draw attention, familiar ones bring comfort when found far from home. The botanist Sir Joseph Dalton Hooker was reminded of the Scottish Highlands by the lichen, L. geographicus, that he found in the Himalayan hills.


Once the broad picture is coming into focus it becomes possible to look for finer details and to relate to the land through the behaviour of the plants we find there. The classical system of the four Elements: Earth, Water, Fire and Air, has fallen from favour, but it remains helpful in understanding the environment of plants. If we think of Fire as the sun, then we have the four major environmental variables of all plants. These are the factors that determine their existence and wellbeing, and each plant is trying to tell us something about these Elements.


In spring and summer, streams can be found by looking for strips of grass that are brighter green. In the winter the presence of water is again an asset to the grass since it moderates cold temperatures. Rushes are another clue to water and soft ground, but the relationship between plants and soil is so close that the land can be read back from the plants themselves. In his book The Living Landscape, Patrick Whitefield has drawn up a list of the soil indications from differing plant types in the UK. They range, from the well-known, such as the rhododendrons that indicate acidic soil, to the more obscure clues, like the pineapple weed that indicates compacted soil near paths or gateways. Agrimony will be found on well-drained soil and meadow buttercup on moist. Chickweed occurs in rich soil and common sorrel in poor. Over time the plants come to define the character of the soil as much as the soil determines them and it becomes possible to read the value of the land. Whitefield heard it summed up in an old saying in England and Wales.




There’s gold under bracken,


Silver under gorse


And famine under heather.





Plants often give clues about the air as well as the land. Lichens are so sensitive to pollution that they are used by environmental scientists to gauge air quality, and so the more we find the deeper we can happily breathe. There are usually more lichens up in the trees than near the ground, where the heavier pollutants mingle. A recently felled tree is an excellent place to find a thriving lichen community.


All plants are also very sensitive to salt and salt-laden winds; any journey from the coast inland will show a transition from the most salt-tolerant plants to the least, a typical progression being from grasses to shrubs and finally trees.


Every plant is reacting to the sun on a daily basis. Through processes such as phototropism and heliotropism, hormones shape the growth and movement of the plants. Alpine buttercups track the sun throughout the day and most plants grow more heavily on their sunnier side. Branches on the sunnier side of trees grow more horizontally than on the shaded side.


Plants are great travellers. Millions of tiny seeds are carried for miles on the wind and then there are the big seeds that like to float across oceans, such as the coconut. Mangrove seedlings float horizontally, like a canoe and spread along the coast. The hand of the human traveller can be found behind many plant journeys, too. There is an intimate relationship between the pioneers and the migration of certain species around the planet.


Sugar cane was not native to Venezuela and so the sugar plantations stood out to Humboldt. During his visit to a farm he learned the provenance of the three different types of sugar cane, each recognisable from the varying colour of their leaves; one had arrived from the West Indies, one came with Bougainville, Cook and Bligh and a third from Java. The pasture grasses of North America have nearly all been brought over from Europe, they are better suited to grazing than the indigenous species. This earned the plantain grass the nickname of ‘white man’s footprint5’ among the Native Americans.


Grasses, with help from man, have become some of the most successful plants on the planet. They paint the United States with their different hues and strokes, tall bluestem grasses in the wet east, wheat grass as it dries a little to the west and, further west still, the short grasses that can tolerate the drier conditions, like the blue grama and buffalo.


Though they appear innocuous above ground, the lives of the grasses are more complex below the surface. One experiment demonstrated this well: botanists took two cubic feet of soil and grew some winter rye grass in it for a period of four months. Above ground the grass grew to a height of 20 inches, but when the scientists delved into the subterranean world and teased out the roots to measure them they discovered that the main roots were 378 miles long and the minute root hairs added up to a length of 6,000 miles. The roots had grown, on average, three miles each day.


In Southern Queensland, Ludwig Leichhardt revelled in the sight of luxuriant grasses, showy red leguminosae and bright yellow compositae, and he found the cattle there in equally rude health. Since grasses provide pasturage of many names, from the steppes of Europe and Asia, to Argentinian pampas and the American prairies, the sight of abundant healthy grasses is nearly always good news for grazing cattle and no less for omnivorous humans.


Plants have long been believed to provide more than sustenance; they maintain and restore life and the ability to pass on life through procreation. It is inevitable that they should have grown beyond food and towards our culture, medicine and broader life.


In ancient times, the appearance of mistletoe in an oak tree triggered an elaborate Druidic ceremony. On the sixth day of the lunar cycle, the Druids would face the moon and greet it with a phrase meaning, ‘healing all things’. Then a Druid priest, dressed in a white robe, would climb up into the oak tree with a golden sickle and cut the mistletoe down, allowing it to be caught in a white cloak. A sacrifice of two white bulls would then be made beneath the tree. The Druids believed that drinks containing this mistletoe would restore fertility to any barren animals and act as an antidote to any poison.
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