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      PROLOGUE

      Beauty and the Buff-tip Moth

      
      
      I, too, have in Arcadia been.

      
      THEOCRITUS, THIRD CENTURY BC




      
      It’s now hard to remember when first I noticed that I had a co-conspirator, though it has only been a handful of years. I
         can readily bring to mind beach picnics when I sat in wonder at my youngest daughter so utterly absorbed by picking through
         pebbles and shells, or prodding sand-hoppers with a straw. But I could never have predicted back then that she would become
         my constant companion – that I would come to take her interest and her companionship for granted, to accept it as the norm.
         It happened slowly.
      

      
      I remember Hermione standing beside a small tree, wearing pale pink shorts and a blue T-shirt. She must have been nearly seven
         years old. It was August, but to her it was simply summer. Her mind was fixed upon a discovery that had bent her whole attention
         to this one small tree. I watched her move closer, tiptoeing in as if she didn’t want to frighten something, pressing her
         face in among the lower leaves and fixing it there for a full minute. Then she ran to the house, arms flying, urgency stretching
         her paces. A few moments later she hurried back to the tree carrying a plastic sandwich box.
      

      
      She had found some caterpillars on a young red oak sapling in the garden. She had spotted the wispy, fleshless ribs of a single leaf. At six years old she knew the signs: that stripped leaves
         meant one thing – caterpillars. It was as though that day Robert Louis Stevenson’s blind Old Pew had come tapping and limping
         in to tip her ‘the black spot’, inextricably embroiling her in an adventure not of her own devising, but as part of the plot,
         in it whether she liked it or not – no going back.
      

      
      Even by the age of five Hermione was a child of the woods and the meadows that surround her home. She was often to be found
         in ditches, jam jar in hand; or capturing the squirming secrets beneath a log, but that day it was the specimen red oak sapling
         that grabbed her attention: ‘Quercus rubra’, said the tag she hadn’t read, ‘North America’. Carefully she picked the caterpillars from the leaves and placed them in
         her lunch box. I didn’t know it at the time, but this was the beginning of an extended exploration, which as the years unfolded
         was to become almost as gripping as Treasure Island; an adventure that she and I were to pursue relentlessly for the next seven years – those fat, Arcadian, literally wonder-full
         years of childhood.
      

      
      For me, Hermione’s discovery of those caterpillars of the buff-tip moth, Phalera bucephala, looking more like a lichen-covered twig than a moth, were the first inkling of the realisation that I had a fellow naturalist
         in the family. I watched her collect every caterpillar she could – over seventy – and secure them in her sandwich box. They
         were very beautiful and they had caught her eye. When they hatched as tiny hieroglyphs on the underside of one leaf, the beauty
         was already there – it came built in, part of the package. They arrived with intricate rings of fiery colour, their whole
         length squared off into curved boxes of shiny black with bright yellow margins.
      

      
      Yellow and black: those two colours wave an ancient flag – one of nature’s favourite ploys – a well-practised duet, endlessly
         repeated. They are a combination that shouts out loud. Wasps and hornets use it all the time, so do snakes and poisonous tree
         frogs, and a thousand other things that are either very nasty or want you to think they are. Biologists call it ‘aposematic’
         – the warning of colours. These caterpillars also come with a large black head, businesslike and glossy, with pale hairs.
         In fact the whole length of each caterpillar bristles with these white hairs, as sinister as a nettle. And not content with
         its yellow stripes and bristling black boxes, it has a nasty smell, even before you get to the foul taste. The buff-tip moth wasn’t
         taking any chances. Birds given to dining on caterpillars think twice before meddling with these handsome, unpalatable bundles.
      

      
      But Hermione didn’t plan to eat them and she knew nothing of aposematic coloration. It was the caterpillars’ inadvertent beauty
         that had caught her eye and she was doing the very thing nature was supposed to prevent, picking them off the oak and putting
         them in her plastic box – a lunch box loaded with bad taste.
      

      
      Buff-tip-moth caterpillars can – and do – defoliate whole young trees. They can munch the flesh from every last leaf, leaving
         behind them bare skeletons of whole saplings. They shuffle their intricate colours from branch to branch, not giving a damn.
         Why would they? They have been brought up to know that they look frightening and taste awful; no one told them they were beautiful
         too. Gardeners haven’t been around long enough to be included in the formula the buff-tip used for its grand plan, neither
         have little girls with a passion for nature and an eye for beauty. On that particular tree the caterpillars were doomed, an
         error of judgement by the buff-tip moth. It might have been such an unhappy story, but Hermione removed them all and lovingly
         kept them in a large cardboard box. For two weeks her caterpillars ate their way through barrow-loads of leaves from the only
         other, luckily much larger, red oak for miles.
      

      
      Do I tell her all this, I wondered? Do I draw her deeper into the subtle and complex machinations of science-based natural
         history as we now pursue it? When do you teach and when do you let life be its own tutor? Something held me back: wouldn’t
         aposematic coloration and natural selection be wasted on a six-year-old? Might it spoil her fun, burst some special bubble
         of childhood fascination I had long forgotten existed? Do I wait for the questions – allow her the space to make her own discoveries?
      

      
      Slowly, as I watched her, my own rural childhood came spilling back: the thrill, the absorbed, locked-on, private excitement
         of finding things out for myself, a thrill I had forgotten and cast aside, a sensation I had allowed to be crowded out by
         information and the rampant imperatives of modern adulthood. If nature was to claim this child as it had me forty-five years
         before her, then that was her good fortune and mine, for as long as it would last. My role was not to manipulate events or apply pressure to match some preconceived parental zeal, but just to be there and to run with it as best
         I could.
      

      
      That afternoon I glimpsed in this late child a rare opportunity: not only a second go at parenthood within the exciting possibilities
         of my own subject, but also, if she really was to become even a short-term amateur naturalist, as many children are, the chance
         to gain a companion with whom I could revisit my own country childhood. With the benefit of age and experience, I could meld
         the parent and the child within. As I stood silently watching her tend her caterpillars I made a choice I have never regretted
         – I decided to keep my peace. Aposematic coloration? Natural selection? There would be time enough for all that.
      

      
      I had been brought up in rural England before the proliferation of the motor car turned country villages into urban dormitories;
         in a now vanished world where a young child could walk or bicycle or ride a pony alone through country lanes without fear
         of lorries or louts; a gentler, now almost unimaginable world of horses and carts, cows hand-milked into a bucket, corn stooks
         and fallow fields. My childhood was an Arcadian paradox. Because my mother was severely constrained by chronic ill health,
         I was left to my own devices. The outdoors became to me a great open book of excitement and discovery, which fed an early,
         almost instinctive passion for all wild things. It seems likely, now looking back across half a lifetime of living in the
         Highlands of Scotland, that my decision as a young man to move to the far north (to a region which was in the 1960s still
         referred to as North Britain), to a wild and remote land of mountains, lochs and forests, was perhaps itself an unconscious
         escape back towards that lost idyll of happy exploration.
      

      
      It is certainly the case that I always wanted my children to enjoy the freedom implicit in an outdoor country upbringing.
         For most of my adult life, with my family and a dedicated staff, I have run a field studies centre at a place called Aigas,
         near Beauly, on the edge of the Moray Firth in the Highlands. Here I brought up my first family: my son Warwick and twins,
         Amelia and Melanie. In a land where the gun, the fishing rod, hiking boots and the pony were conventional adjuncts to country
         living, they all grew up knowing and understanding the essential revolutions of nature’s wild wheel. Later joined by my second wife Lucy’s almost identically aged family, James,
         Emma and Hamish, for a few fleeting years, the six made a formidable gang of hunter-gatherers, bringing home a smorgasbord
         of seasonal manna from the wild: rabbits, hares, deer, trout and salmon, grouse, pigeons, pheasants, duck, or stained shirt-fulls
         of mushrooms, chanterelles, bilberries, blackberries and raspberries, all breathlessly dumped, muddy, bloody, squashed and
         dripping on to the kitchen table, by children with glowing cheeks and garbled tales of exciting encounter and mishap.
      

      
      Yet, for me, those were crowded years when work often consumed twelve or fourteen hours a day, especially in the summer months,
         and when the priorities of parenthood were as much to do with building up the business and paying the bills as with sharing
         ‘quality time’ with my rambunctious gang of a family. In any event, their numbers and their spread of ages had banished any
         thought of encouraging them to accompany me in my work as a naturalist.
      

      
      Hermione was born to Lucy and me after an eleven-year gap, so that by the time she was six, Warwick, our oldest, was twenty-two
         and our youngest, Hamish, was seventeen. The others were at university; all six up and away, busy becoming adults, preoccupied
         with the inevitable picking of life’s rich fruits. Lucy and I were on our own again, starting afresh, revisiting a suite of
         parental responsibilities we had almost forgotten and, suddenly and unexpectedly, finding ourselves with more time to devote
         to this latecomer of a daughter – an only child with six siblings. Had she chosen to play with dolls I have no doubt that
         I might still have spent happy, if perfunctory, interludes with her; but from the very beginning she was uninterested in dolls,
         or doll’s houses, or prams, or any of the other conventional amusements for little girls, all of which were present in abundance
         from her three sisters. No, some maverick gene in her make-up was drawing this child to nature, to beetles, newts and tadpoles,
         centipedes and spiders.
      

      
      One day Hermione noticed that the sound of munching caterpillars in her box had stopped. She looked closely and saw that not
         one was eating. They were large and striking, the biggest nearly three inches long, glowing with health, but they had stopped
         eating. ‘Why aren’t they eating?’ she demanded. I told her it was time to bid them farewell. ‘Why?’ she asked again, looking upset.
      

      
      ‘Because they are about to pupate, and to do that they have to go underground.’

      
      ‘Oh,’ she said, looking sadder still. Tenderly we carried her box of plump caterpillars to the foot of the big red oak. One
         by one we put them on the crinkly bark. ‘They will come down when they are ready to,’ I told her. ‘Something inside them is
         changing. They aren’t going to be caterpillars for much longer. They are beginning the long process of turning themselves
         into moths; but first they have to bury themselves underground.’
      

      
      ‘When will that happen?’ she quizzed impatiently and a little indignantly. I explained that in their own good time they would
         burrow their way into the earth at the base of the tree. There they would pupate and sleep out the long cold winter. ‘In the
         spring they will hatch into fine buff-tip moths and crawl their way out into the air.’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ she murmured wonderingly. ‘So then there will be more buff-tip moths to fly round and lay their eggs on more trees.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ I answered, ‘that is just what will happen. It’s what always happens.’

      
      ‘Oh good!’ she beamed, as I took her small hand and led her away from the red oak tree. ‘Then I can find some more next summer.’
         I knew then that she was hooked.
      



   

      
      
      ONE

      
      The Eyes of a Child

      

      To see a world in a grain of sand,

      
      And a heaven in a wild flower,

      
      Hold infinity in the palm of your hand,

      
      And eternity in an hour.

      WILLIAM BLAKE, 1757–1827

      



      
      For a brief moment in time Hermione and the caterpillars share a world of their own, united in nature. I stand and watch and
         remember, there when she needs me, unspoken support when she doesn’t. But this parable is hardly an allegory for blissful
         existence on the planet, nor is it meant to be. It’s just the happy interlocation of two human lives – a smiling acknowledgement
         that I can teach my daughter and by that happy process she can help me relocate the lost world of my own childhood, the memories
         of primal, uncluttered observation long ago, and with them, that special joy – the elation of discovery.
      

      
      As I write, Hermione’s twelfth year is drawing to a close. The years of innocence are waning, slipping through our fingers
         like fine sand, and her attention is soon to be drawn away by the hurly-burly of modern teenage life, shrill and insistent.
         But we have had the good fortune to live through a period of years, those from six (give me a child that can walk and talk),
         when a child’s mind is wide open and as absorbent as a sponge, until now (and hopefully for a little longer), when other influences will inevitably barge in and take over. Six or seven blessed years of exploration and discovery,
         fat and full, it so happens of the natural world, because that is what surrounds her here and preoccupies her home life. It’s
         her lot that her family home is a field studies centre among the mountains and forests of the Highlands, that her father is
         a naturalist who works with the kites, ospreys, eagles, otters and pine martens of a remote and beautiful glen and that my
         work periodically takes me to wild and exciting places around the world; hers, too, that I have often been able to take her
         with me – although it has sometimes seemed to me to be the other way around.
      

      
      They have been years of recollection, literally the re-collection of those wonders and bright images that shaped me into who
         I am and how I think. Without an inkling of the effect she was having, she has forced me to remake many of the discoveries
         of my youth, visiting them again after an absence of more than forty-five years, with that vivid and untrammelled freshness
         that is the hallmark of a child’s perception. Hermione has brought me to remember things I didn’t know I had forgotten, caused
         me to smile suddenly with déjà vu, and to pick up and re-examine familiar things, a shell or a crab carapace on a beach, a
         fir cone or a tadpole, things I have scarcely bothered to think about since I was her age. I have stood beside her holding
         my peace as I watched stark nature ride the roller-coaster of her formative emotions – through ecstasy to agony and back again
         – a process that I first experienced so long ago.
      

      
      For all its anthropocentrism – the shared experiences of a father and a daughter – this book is about nature and the nature’s
         child within us both. It is about nature raw and unabridged, and, I hope, unmolested by sentiment. It is about the nature
         of first-hand experience heightened by the presence of a child, not so much sought out in the sense that you might search
         for a bird’s nest, as simply found and observed in the process of life and work. It’s about wild nature as it exists all round
         us all the time, wherever we are – in my case today, as I sit quietly scribbling beneath the big oak tree that shades a pond
         in the garden of our Highland home – in the frog and the moorhen, the robin and the woodpecker, and in the water boatman and
         the ladybird, to select only two bugs from a galaxy of invertebrates which throng around us and prompted the celebrated biologist J.B.S. Haldane to observe, ‘God had an inordinate
         fondness for beetles.’
      

      
      But for all the apparent abundance of some common species, the observations in this book also make the point that it is wild
         nature, which, to our everlasting loss, our modern world barely bothers to acknowledge – and this at a moment in the history
         of life on earth when man’s actions threaten the existence of just about every life form, including our own. These common
         creatures also incidentally demonstrate, of course, that nature is everywhere we look – its wonders especially visible to
         a small child – if only we can find the time and take the trouble to seek them out. And trouble is the word. Nowadays, in
         most of our association with nature, trouble gets in the way. It blocks us out.
      

      
      Mankind has become blind to nature, and careless of it. We shut it out of our lives, so often seeming neither to need nor
         understand it. Modernity deals with nature in extremes: we can’t make up our mind how to handle it. We either smother it in
         sugary sentiment, fail to value it at all – trampling it underfoot in our blind and competitive haste – or value it falsely
         and excessively, ruthlessly hunting it down for our own ends.
      

      
      We view the wild environment myopically, fearing worse is to come but unable to do anything about it: species extinctions,
         habitat loss, deforestation and desertification, over-fishing … the list is endless. The collateral damage of our actions
         swamps us with a litany of global environmental issues such as climate change, industrial and agricultural pollution, air
         and water quality, human overpopulation and so on, a litany that repeats like a chorus, decade upon decade. In the twentieth
         century we nurtured a culture of trouble with nature and then we built an industry around it.
      

      
      Our response to these perceived and very real problems is an ever-increasing vicious circle of trouble, like rings expanding
         from a pool where humanity flails and flounders about. Finding ourselves out of our depth we have latched on to science, as
         if its artless disciplines were our only guiding force. In blind faith we have come to treat science as a religion, and we
         expect it and its rampant technology to cure us of all ills and absolve what little remains of nature within our not-so-troubled
         consciences. We shrug our shoulders and leave the scientists to sort things out – a cynicism, as Oscar Wilde defined it, which knows the price of everything and the
         value of nothing. We continue to work against nature, not with it. Because we have lost touch with it – for most of us wild
         nature ceased to be a personal problem long ago – we just don’t seem to need it any more.
      

      
      I believe this to be a bad mistake. We need nature terribly if we hope to address the threatening global problems we all face;
         we need it fundamentally and we need it at the core of our being. Conservation isn’t just about saving tigers or pandas, or
         even tropical rainforests for that matter – although they are the tragic, high-profile symptoms of the malady. No, it’s much
         more to do with facing up to the truth of our own origins – about acknowledging deeply within ourselves that we are a part
         of nature and that we desperately need its blessing and help. It is, after all, ‘as the gentle rain from heaven … twice blessed’:
         the blessings of our past and our future combined. Understanding and prioritising the needs of conservation are vital: something
         the industrial West has been expert at when it suits short-term profits and popular opinion, and appallingly bad at when it
         comes to exercising sensible precautions and tackling difficult problems.
      

      
      We all acknowledge that were it not for the emergence of science and its sequitur, the great spinning flywheel of the Industrial
         Revolution, we would not be who we are. Many of us would have never made it to the nineteenth, far less the twenty-first century,
         nor would the world be the troubled place it is – at least, certainly not in global environmental terms. Our lifestyles would
         still be medieval and feudal; our medicine would still be magical and herbal; our transport restricted to the speed of the
         sailing ship and the horse; our communication largely local, considered and deliberate, instead of continental, frivolous
         and profligate. Most of the world’s people would be primary food producers: legions of barefoot peasants garnering thin corn
         with scythes.
      

      
      Some might be tempted to think they would prefer it that way – that the past had a golden age – but they are probably choosing
         to overlook the universal scourges of smallpox, TB, typhus and polio, parasites, failed harvests, malnutrition and famine,
         or just crushing poverty and, especially for women, the inescapable treadmill of reproductive biology the way it used to be.
         At best it is a romantic delusion that primitive was only wholesome and good; at worst it is probably just as well that despite the current rash of
         television programmes purporting to put people ‘back to nature’ in remote places (which paradoxically always seem to involve
         helicopters, speed boats and mobile phones), we can no longer properly imagine what such a life was really like. Most people
         fail to comprehend that primitivism and natural idealism are the luxury products of an advanced material society.
      

      
      But in shedding our innocence and pursuing the faculties of beneficial science we have also inadvertently parted company with
         some of the delights and treasures of the natural world: those that inspired and motivated former civilisations, including
         our own. We have alienated ourselves and defaulted on our debt to the earth that spawned us, spurning its greatest blessings.
         In losing touch we have abandoned intuition and the spirit, art, magic and the sacred in nature, the very qualities from which
         we once assembled our values, which shaped our cultures.
      

      
      Long ago the Canadian sculptor Elizabeth Muntz wrote, ‘… mankind, once part of nature, has torn itself away from the earth,
         spiritually bankrupting itself in the process’. She was right. In our worship of science we have gone from pantheism to pan-atheism.
         We have replaced wonder and marvel with measurement – hard fact, tables of rarity, so much data – allowing science to do our
         thinking for us, conveniently interpreting its evidence to suit our current arguments.
      

      
      We devastate the world’s great ecosystems without a thought for their life pyramids and food chains; their unique species
         and their abstract benefits, such as beauty and spiritual renewal; their many associated intangibles, such as the birdsong
         that colours our days, or the long-term effect our actions might have on climate or soils. The most wonderful symbols of wildness
         and our own origins, the tiger and the panda, the elephant, the lion and the wolf, we encircle with lines on the map, fences
         on the land and quotas in the mind. We too often remain blind to the quintessence of their wildness of which we were so recently
         a part.
      

      
      After half a lifetime of working in environmental education and conservation, I find myself fervently praying that somehow
         we can build on the excellent work already being done by global conservation groups to spawn a generation of youth who turn away from endless consumer capitalism because they see and comprehend the plight
         we are all in. I pray that one day, public opinion will force politicians to reassemble their spiritual and environmental
         values so that they can redirect the stark truths science now so regularly delivers up for the benefit of the whole planet.
      

      
      This book is no threnody, nor is it a rant – rants may diffuse passion from time to time, but they seldom win arguments. Besides,
         thanks to this beautiful place in which I work, the northern central Highlands of Scotland, and to Hermione and my six adult
         children who really do care about our planet, my mood is surprisingly optimistic. The human spirit possesses that great capacity
         for hope – one of the fundamental differences between our species and just about every other life form.
      

      
      As I have watched Hermione and thousands of other school children passing through our field centre, children happily learning
         the wonders of nature, I have found that embodied in their buoyant youthfulness I can perpetually draw strength from what
         Kathleen Raine has called ‘the bright mountain behind the mountain’, and the hope that one day we shall arrive there. Far
         from being doomladen and maudlin, through our work I have been privileged to rediscover many of the lost delights of nature
         and its values on my own doorstep, even at my side. I have felt like the luckiest man alive. Not only do I live among upliftingly
         beautiful mountains, forests, lochs and glens, but I have also been able to spend my professional life applying observation
         and the now universally founded principles of ecology to what I see about me every day. And yet I have been able to do so
         at arm’s length.
      

      
      I am very grateful that life has not tipped me down the slope of formal science; I should not have been comfortable there.
         I find it wanting in its obsession with measurement, identification and classification, failing to deliver up the fulfilment
         that I, personally, have always sought and found in nature. I can do no better than the well-worn apothegm – for me, many
         scientists seem to be so busy counting and measuring the trees that they fail to notice the wood. But in understanding at
         least how elementary science works, and applying it selectively and tentatively, I have discovered that in nature and wildness
         the human spirit can find tranquillity and can relocate at least some of those values that have sustained us as a species for so long.
      

      
      If I have a problem with science and the techno-centric modernity it has spawned, it is certainly not a sustainable argument.
         My lifestyle depends as much as anyone else’s upon the essential benefits we all enjoy. My air-conditioned four-wheel-drive
         truck takes me to remote places from where I can run my affairs with a mobile or satellite phone. I depend upon email; I cannot
         imagine life without my laptop, which allows me to write under a tree beside a pond. My office is cluttered with cables and
         technical wizardry (the functions of which bewilder me), and my colleagues and I waste far more paper, energy and other natural
         resources than I care to admit, even though we do try to work to a responsible environmental charter. Almost all the outdoor
         work on our field-centre property is achieved with power tools: tractors, diggers, mowers, quad-bikes, chainsaws, electric
         screwdrivers, drills and the like, and there is always some new bit of kit I am told we cannot possibly manage without. The
         supermarket remains seductively convenient, although I know it disadvantages small rural businesses and fractures communities,
         and, despite dabbling with solar power, the principal heat for my home and our field centre during our long northern winter
         still comes from fossil fuel. The buzzword ‘sustainability’ echoes uneasily around here.
      

      
      I suppose that my discomfort with technology is not so much with its many obvious benefits for us all, as the way science
         has singularly failed to jolt the world’s political leaders into seeing where we are heading. All they seem to be saying is,
         ‘Don’t worry, we have a newer and smarter computer system arriving soon.’ I have come to view rampant materialism and consumerism
         as a socio-cultural pathology, even ultimately a fatal infection – fatal, that is, for most of the wild nature we purport
         to love, if not ultimately for our own species. Along with religion, culture and education, nature also seems to be rendered
         down to the lowest common denominator: as though we want it to be something tamed, safely quantified and packaged, there for
         convenience and entertainment, ever more banal.
      

      
      So, in exploring wild nature with Hermione, I have sought to look beyond the problems and the failures of our scientific age,
         to explore some of the much more ancient benefits of nature, which until so recently lay at the heart of our lives. I mean, of course, the joy, the sense of belonging and the inner peace and fulfilment
         nature can deliver for us all. I include the heightened sensations we now seem to rely upon television to provide for ourselves
         and our children: the thrill, the leaping emotions, the fear, the humility, and the sheer, gut-clenching mortality that some
         real encounters with wild nature can deliver, encounters which, for all their potentially life-changing consequences, I would
         not wish to have omitted for me or for any of my children – experiences that allow us to know we are alive.
      

      
      ‘What’s that?’ my daughter demanded one day, pointing to one of several birds gorging on scarlet rowanberries in the garden.
         ‘They’re thrushes called redwings,’ I told her. ‘They’ve just flown in from Scandinavia.’ I passed her my binoculars and she
         studied them for a moment.
      

      
      ‘I can’t see any red,’ she insisted, as though I must be wrong.

      
      ‘It’s under the wing,’ I reassured her. ‘You can’t see it unless they fly.’ Another pause while she considered this new intelligence.

      
      ‘Then they should be called red-underwings.’ She announced this with more than a hint of indignation, almost as though I’d
         been caught out, along with whoever first named the bird, conspiring to mislead her and the rest of the world. ‘And how can
         it be a thrush if it’s a redwing?’ she added, lunging home. I laughed; a child’s logic is not readily appeased.
      

      
      ‘You know very well that a rook is also a crow,’ I parried, enjoying the game. At that moment a rabble of redwings and fieldfares
         flew in and disrupted those already in the small tree. There was a flurry of chattering cries. Their tawny underwings flashed
         like spilled port. A smile flickered across her face, the smile of information well logged, but her information, arrived at on her terms, stemming from her curiosity – my turn to smile.
      

      
      One cannot unlearn knowledge, nor even set it aside, so being forced to see nature once again through the eyes of a child
         has been profoundly cathartic. I have used Hermione’s responses to revisit and reassess my own perceptions and experiences
         in nature, to see them altogether more purely and directly, which has often been great fun. I have watched her find joy in
         nature before it was defined for her, watched her play happily in the plunge pool of unknowledge.
      

      
      
      This morning I looked out of my study window and saw a red kite floating and tilting past on the wind. But I could not make
         this simple observation without remembering that this bird was poisoned and persecuted into extinction here in Scotland as
         recently as 1880. Nor can I deny that it is entirely thanks to practical science that we have learned how to take surplus
         fledglings from nests in Sweden and hack them out as wild birds in a new place like Scotland, or Windsor Great Park or the
         Chilterns, or for that matter almost anywhere of suitably varied habitat for this elegant, fork-tailed, largely carrion-eating
         hawk. The process is called ‘reintroduction’ by the ornithologists who have perfected the technique. It is applicable as much
         to the white rhinoceros, to European beavers and to native woodland as it is to the red kite and the white-tailed sea eagle,
         the only two bird species so far successfully reintroduced to Scotland. Reintroduction is an essential component of restoration
         ecology – many ecosystems can’t repair fully without their essential keystone species – and one we are likely to use more
         and more if we are to tackle the frightening global environmental challenges we face.
      

      
      Once released, the individual red kites are monitored with tiny radios super-glued to a tail feather until the battery runs
         out or the bird moults the feather. Earnest young researchers with radio antennae and dishes follow the kites as they feed,
         mate, nest and roost. Every movement is mapped and plotted on a database. Large, coloured wing-tags with visible numbers are
         securely attached so that yet more enthusiastic recorders with binoculars and telescopes can identify each bird for their
         burgeoning records. When they breed, their chicks’ legs are ringed shortly after hatching and they are wing-tagged before
         they take flight.
      

      
      We know a great deal about the red kite, but, as it banks and wheels over the sunlit fields in front of my home, I know, too,
         that my view – my own cerebral perception of this handsome raptor – has been systematically manipulated by such excellent,
         carefully researched and considered scientific facts. My emotions are held in check. It doesn’t do for even a reluctant amateur
         scientist like me to allow excessive joy to interfere with observation. I write down as I have been trained to: ‘Milvus milvus, no. 32. Mauve wing-tag, flying south-south-west at 09.43 hrs. 6.4.2002. Aigas river fields. Slow, circling flight. Alone. Wind light, dry. Disappeared from view at 09.57 hrs.’ I have raised my faithful binoculars and
         joined the game – the endless accretion of information in search of knowledge.
      

      
      If I chose to pick up the telephone I could know in minutes the origin, sex and age of this kite; where it has nested and
         with which partners, how many chicks it has successfully raised to date; carrying what prey species to the nest to feed its
         young – all this would be available to me, as well as how far afield it roams in the winter months, and where and when it
         was last recorded. I would then feed my own information into the system. I often contribute like this and enjoy doing so.
      

      
      But sometimes I have allowed science to take over my perceptions and, I fear, occasionally swamp my imagination. Somehow,
         mystery, wonder and awe get dumped along the way. Swapping facts and observations with my scientific colleagues is fun and
         I have gauged my language with them accordingly, carefully avoiding such expressions as beautiful, uplifting and life-enhancing,
         just in case I am thought to be contributing something frothy and superficial, later to be tossed aside as anecdotal evidence.
         Science and scientists too often seem uncomfortable with emotions. Aldo Leopold (there was never any doubt about his emotions)
         observed that knowledge condemned ecologists to ‘a life of wounds’, but, as was his point, they are wounds for the most part
         self-inflicted. There is little place for wonder in science.
      

      
      Hermione doesn’t see life that way – yet. Nor, when I call her to the window, does she care that the red kite is cluttered
         with a complicated history. She eyes it through my binoculars in silence. She steadies herself on the windowsill; I can see
         that she is following it closely, tilting her head this way and that, imagining that she is the kite, wheeling with it, sifting
         through invisible strata of sun-loaded breeze. If she sees the mauve wing-tag she doesn’t mention it. Nor do I. I want her
         to make the most of her own observations, to hear what she feels and needs to know before fogging her with technical information.
         ‘I can see why it’s called a kite,’ she says.
      

      
      I wanted Hermione to make her own discoveries, as I had done, even if that involved an element of hazard. I saw it as a special
         role I could perform, both her tutor and her guardian, watching her joy and sharing her fears, hopefully being there in time to prevent
         disaster. I had had to discover some things the hard way.
      

      
      At about the age she is as I write, I was given a canoe. It was an ageing kayak made of canvas shrunk on to a wooden frame.
         To me it was treasure untold. It was liberation from adult control and from the physical constraints of the riverbank and
         the lake shore. It allowed me to explore places I had long wanted to: reed beds, marshes, sand bars and spits, and to pry
         beneath the bank where I knew that many secrets of the natural world were hidden. I was made to wear a life-jacket – reasonably
         enough, even though I swam well by that age – and I was restricted to inshore waters, but beyond that I was free. Little,
         it seemed, could go wrong. If I capsized I swam ashore or floated downstream until I could make a landfall.
      

      
      A favourite launch site in those days was the estuary of the River Axe in south Devon. These muddy tidal reaches were full
         of curlews, herons, ducks and cormorants, with endless cuts into salt marsh where rowdy black-headed gulls nested. On my third
         or fourth exploration of this exciting river world I headed upstream towards the extensive reed beds I had spotted from a
         road bridge a mile or two inland. The river was much narrower here and soon the tall Phragmites reeds fringed both banks, hemming me in. It was a new world, secret and exciting, where coot and moorhen slunk furtively
         in and out of secret channels, and water voles plopped and dived from their burrows. I was David Livingstone discovering the
         upper reaches of the Congo and I confidently expected to have to dice with hippos and crocodiles at any moment.
      

      
      It was not to be crocodiles I ran into, as it turned out, but swans. As I rounded a bend I came upon four mute swans gliding
         serenely towards me. They didn’t seem alarmed, but they quickly turned and swam away from me, upstream, their heads swivelling
         on elegantly looping necks as they kept a wary eye on me. I gave chase. The faster I paddled, the faster they swam. I was
         surprised by the turn of speed they could produce when pressed. They disappeared around a bend. When I saw them next they
         had gained on me and were well away, a hundred yards or more, in mid-stream, plying powerfully up a long straight stretch
         of river not much broader than a wide two-lane road, and still hemmed in by high reeds. I continued after them, paddling surely up the middle of the river, but slower now because the going against the current was hard.
      

      
      When they reached the next bend, instead of disappearing around it as I naïvely expected, they turned towards me. Too late
         I realised what was about to happen – was now happening before my eyes. They extended their huge wings, rose up in the water
         and came at me, all four in tight formation, consuming the whole river from bank to bank, black feet paddling frantically,
         great wings thrashing the surface into a frenzy of white water. Each bird weighed thirty pounds and had a spread wingspan
         of eight feet: thirty-two feet of wildly flailing wings, each one strong enough to break a man’s arm or knock me unconscious,
         all careering directly towards me at thirty miles an hour.
      

      
      Adrenalin screamed in my arteries. Panic churned in my gut and my heart pounded. There was nowhere I could go, nothing I could
         do. They bore down upon me in a great tumult of white whirring wings, each vibrating beat yelling ‘Fair! Fair! Fair! Fair!’
         – a rushing spearhead of monstrous birds, determined, pretty unfairly it seemed to me in the few seconds I had left, to smash
         to smithereens my precious little craft of cloth and frail timbers, and likely me with it.
      

      
      The jumbo jets of the bird world, mute swans can only rise very slowly; they need a long runway. They had no choice but to
         run me down. They too were hemmed in, unable to rise above the reeds. I had forced their hand, pressed them a bend too far,
         into ever-tighter water, where they were ill at ease. They felt trapped. Inadvertently I had threatened them into panic. There
         was nothing else for it – I did the only thing I could. I dropped my paddle and rolled the canoe, crashing out sideways into the cold current, ducking beneath the surface just as they swept over me inches above the
         upturned kayak. Spitting and gulping I bobbed to the surface and clutched on to the painter from my stricken boat. The birds
         were far away, a high, pale streak wavering through a grey sky, heading to the safety of the broad estuary. I, too, was safe
         and much wiser; a lesson well learned.
      

      
      As a father of now adult children I knew very well that if Hermione was to indulge the wild as I, and they, had done in our
         time, she too would meet with danger, know fear and panic and face the awful possibility of harm. I believed then and I do
         so now, that there is value in these sharp moments of trauma and their chill wake of raw emotions; that the spirit of adventure
         is a part of life itself and that to deny it is to place an obstruction at the very core of knowledge and understanding.
      

      
      For as long as Hermione would allow me to I would be her protector and her guide. The alter ego of my distant childhood was
         flooding back, filling in the blanks, reawakening excitements of long ago. For the most part I had been on my own. I was determined
         that wouldn’t happen to Hermione. That she would test me I was sure; but I both wanted and needed to share the rewards and
         to be there to pick up the pieces when things went wrong.
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