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Foreword


Jane Goodall PhD, DBE


I grew up in Bournemouth, on the south coast of England, and when I was a child television had not been invented and mobile phones and computers were not even dreamed of. It was different, and in many ways much better, for a child. I used to spend most of my time outside, watching the birds and the squirrels, fascinated by the little spiders that carried their babies on their backs, the butterflies and the dragonflies with their shimmering wings and brilliant bodies. I loved to climb the trees in the garden. My favourite was a beech tree – I called him, simply, ‘Beech’. I would take books up there to read, as well as my homework. When I was up Beech I felt closer to the birds. When the wind was blowing, the branches I perched on swayed back and forth and it was exhilarating.


I was ten years old when, after reading Doctor Dolittle and Tarzan of the Apes, I decided I would grow up, go to Africa, live with wild animals and write books about them. Everyone laughed at me except my mother. She simply told me I would have to work really hard, take advantage of all opportunities, and if I did not give up I might find a way. And of course, in a now well-known narrative, I did achieve that dream. And it was even better than I could have imagined – living not just with any animal, but the one most like us, the chimpanzee.


Since I first arrived in Africa in 1956 the world has changed. Before the start of the Covid-19 pandemic I was travelling about 300 days a year around the world, trying to raise awareness about the existential threats of climate change and loss of biodiversity, talking to large audiences, visiting schools, having meetings with decision-makers. But since the pandemic I have been ‘grounded’ in the house where I grew up, back in Bournemouth, living with my sister and her daughter and two grandsons, Alex and Nickolai. Beech is still here – I can see him out of my window. He is too tall for me to climb now – I cannot reach the lowest branch – but I sit under him every lunchtime with my crackers and (vegan) cheese and some bird food. And every day I am joined by a robin and a blackbird. In the spring they brought their young ones. There are other birds in the garden, but so many of the species I knew as a child are gone from the area. The hedgehogs are gone too. And especially shocking is the decline in so many species of insect. I get excited if I get one mosquito bite, and if one moth comes into my room at night to flutter against the lamp. In the surrounding houses and hotels people spray their gardens with pesticides and herbicides, pave over their driveways. And Alex and Nickolai, like most other children, spend more time playing video games and interacting with their friends on social media than watching the magic of the natural world in the garden.


This is the great problem we face today: how can we encourage our children to spend less time with their technological gadgets and more time in nature? Because it has been proven that children need time in the natural world for good psychological development. Indeed, it has been shown that for adults too, time in nature is beneficial psychologically and physically; it reduces stress and instils a more hopeful outlook.


Back in the late eighties I was meeting so many young people around the world who had lost hope, were depressed, angry or just apathetic. Why, I asked them? ‘Because our future has been compromised and there is nothing we can do about it.’ Indeed, we have compromised their future, destroyed the natural world, treated animals, and people too in some places, as mere ‘things’ to be exploited, so that we are faced with climate change and the loss of biodiversity and so much more. But there WAS something they could do about this. And so, in 1991 when I was talking to a group of twelve high school students in Tanzania, we developed the idea of Roots & Shoots. Its main message: Every individual makes a difference, every day, and we can choose what sort of difference we make. Each group, we decided, would choose three projects to start healing the world – a project to help people, a project to help animals and one to help the environment. For all the problems we face are inextricably interconnected. The members discuss their ideas, make plans, roll up their sleeves and take action. We have designed curricula and organised teacher workshops and always, everywhere, we work on plans to get children, especially young children, out into nature.


Roots & Shoots is now in over sixty-five countries, with members from kindergarten through to university, from rich and poor communities, from different cultures and religions. And because they are working on projects they chose, they are working with passion. As I write these words, young people around the world are truly making a difference as they plant trees, grow organic food, clear trash, volunteer in animal shelters – and so much more. And as they grow up they have been taking the values they acquired in the programme into adult life. Two of them became environment ministers, one in Tanzania, one in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Perhaps the most important value they acquire is respect – for each other, for animals, for the environment. They are making the world a better place and providing me with my greatest reason for hope.


Jane Goodall, PhD, DBE
Founder of the Jane Goodall Institute
and UN Messenger of Peace


www.janegoodall.org.uk
www.rootsnshoots.org.uk
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Steve


My own childhood was in many ways perfect. Mum and Dad were not biologists or outdoor athletes, but just old-fashioned adventurous people, who took it for granted that you couldn’t savour your days by sitting in front of the telly; that family life was best lived outside and active. When I was about five, we moved into a ramshackle old farmhouse that backed on to woodland that seemed to me as wild as the Amazon. My young life was spent surrounded by rescue animals: an asthmatic donkey who couldn’t complete a bray without needing an inhaler, psychopathic geese, feral peacocks and big white goats we used to take for walks on a dog lead. Money was tight, so the emphasis was on free fun – climbing up trees, long dog/goat walks over the Surrey Heaths, hide-and-seek in the bracken, building dens and rope swings. I knew the location of every badger sett and fox’s earth, found grass snakes in the manure heap, stalked deer and rabbits, learned how to make fires and camps in the woods out beyond our house. Later on I learned how to kayak, climb and do my first expeditions with the Scouts and Duke of Edinburgh award scheme. All of these skills have become a part of my job and my daily life, but even if they had not, even if I had ended up doing something completely different for a living, these experiences would have given me a gift I am only now beginning to appreciate. And while Helen and I were both brought up as wildlings, and had so many advantages, in our geography, our influences, our siblings, I know that it’s possible for any child, anywhere, to access those same gifts that nature has to offer. We know the benefits better than anyone, but we also understand the challenges others face. I guess that’s why we’ve written this book. To offer a helping hand to those who don’t have heathland or Cornish beaches literally on their doorstep.
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It is a mere blink in geological time since we shared an ancestor with the chimpanzees. Our predecessors needed to know as much about nature as possible just to survive. Wild animals were either potential companions, beasts to be feared, or fodder for the pot, so our ancestors would have needed to know everything about them just to survive. We humans lived active outdoor lives right through to the Industrial Revolution, and it’s only really in the last few decades that indoor sedentary lifestyles have become the norm. Evolution simply doesn’t work that fast. Our bodies and minds are screaming out for something . . . we’ve just not been able to put our finger on what. Until recently. In 2019 Public Health England published a report stating that children who spend significant amounts of time on screens are more likely to suffer from stress, anxiety and depression.
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The natural side effect of more screen time is less time outdoors, and seventy per cent of our kids spend less than an hour a day being active. This is doubly problematic as evidence shows that when in natural settings, children may experience more calm and empathy. In his 2005 masterpiece Last Child in the Woods, Richard Louv coined the phrase ‘Nature Deficit Disorder’ to describe the malaise caused when children grow up with no connection to the natural world, devoid of fresh air, animals, sunshine and rain, joy and pain. Louv describes how the modern human’s experience of nature has gone from ‘direct utilitarianism, to romantic attachment, to electronic detachment’. The plunge into an electronic future is seen as another frontier, just as challenging, frightening and potentially dangerous as the wild frontiers our ancestors ploughed. Louv talks of how old-fashioned natural play has been criminalised – how making tree houses, campfires and rope swings would never be allowed in a modern national park, and how youths wandering aimlessly in search of diversion are often perceived as a threat. Of course, it’s all about balance and how you handle these things. The city can be a perfect treasure trove of ‘wild’ experiences; tablets can provide valuable sanity and entertainment – but there’s no doubt it’s easier than ever for kids to go through their childhood without that essential connection to nature, unless we take things into our own hands.


For all the existential angst of the modern era, this also seems like a time for pause; to take stock and put nature back into our lives. There has been a drive to put Natural History on the curriculum, with a GCSE in the subject being approved during the final stages of writing this book. There is an honest call for doctors to be able to prescribe the outdoors and exercise on the NHS. And it’s something we all fundamentally want. During the first Covid lockdown, with nature and outdoors rationed to us in hourly chunks, every second became precious. Everyone started treasuring elements of the wild world they had forgotten about or had simply never known. All of a sudden my live lessons and social media accounts were awash with people wanting to know what bee-flies were, or how they could know if a new birdsong was a nightingale or just a blackbird! Families were crying out for ideas, for ways to entertain and educate their youngsters. For some, being thrown together in this way was unbearable, but for others – admittedly those with the luck to have some access to outdoor space – it was a wake-up call to what really matters in life.


The world is waking up to how much we need nature. When we are active outside, we receive tangible benefits such as clean air and more oxygen, vitamin D, and surges of happy hormones such as dopamine and oxytocin. Running riot in the local park getting mud under the fingernails can help us battle obesity and allergies, and give us more robust immune systems. For kids, unstructured play with natural materials and in a range of natural environments encourages development of manual dexterity and self-risk management, turning the world into one big living playground. It’s not a new idea that there are emotional and psychological wins we can gain from the great outdoors. In the past, Victorians with a range of ailments would be sent to the coast or mountains to take the fresh air or the waters. And now, so many people have fought their way back from depression, anxiety and other mental health issues with the aid of birdwatching, running, hill walking or landscape painting. Nature, the outdoors, adventure and wildlife offer a free panacea for so many of the ills of modern life. Now is the time to figure out how to use these old-fashioned holistic means to cure all our ills – and to give our children the chance to do the same in the future.
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Even four decades ago my childhood friends and I battled the pressures of then modern life: the need to fit in, to wear the right shoes and have the right kind of cool, the fight against boredom, the influences of a wider world always seeming to make us rush too fast through childhood. We couldn’t have even imagined the triumphs and challenges of this internet and social media-driven age. But my parents’ simple ethos (consciously or not) was so often about extending the wonder of childhood, and there is still value in that today. Naive joy is timeless. I still get the same warm glow from an unexpected wildlife sighting now, on the edge of my fifties . . .
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Working with organisations such as The Wildlife Trusts and the Scouts, I’ve taken inner city kids out into nature for the first time. As with so many of the issues in our society, in this we have become so polarised. Most inner city children have no garden. Time outside may well be seen as time wasted. Some may see outside places such as parks as intimidating. Some have never walked barefoot on grass, been stung by a stinging nettle or even splashed in a puddle. Some have no idea where milk or acorns come from. Some are terrified of everything. They have more street smarts than I ever will, but may be rendered helpless by a spider’s web or a foot carelessly planted in a cowpat. And then afterwards, once they’ve climbed their first trees, gazed into their first rock-pool, caught blennys, crabs and stickleback, learned birdsong and how to track wild animals . . . If I could bottle the fire in their eyes . . .


For many parents the exploits of bug-bothering and pond-dipping inspire the nostalgia of purer times. For others, they are new ideas that can transform any experience outside, giving vital ideas that can help them bond with and entertain youngsters at any age. Helen and I are not experts, and are still new at this parenting game. We do however know our own fields of expertise, and have spent all our time since having our kids – Logan, three, and two-year-old twins Kit and Bo – trying to figure out how to turn all that knowledge and experience into practical parenting. This book is the result.
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Wildlings is a mix of many things. In these pages is everything from suggestions for how to encourage your toddler to walk to the corner shop, through to the world’s greatest rock-climber talking about how he carried his little ones up a hardcore mountaineering climb! Most of it is for everyone, and some is for inspiration only! Chris Hoy will teach you how to get your kids on a bike; Judy Murray has a brilliant rainy day game for hand–eye coordination; Bear Grylls has advice on getting into the spirit of adventure – and many more. It’s a self-help manual for parents in need of outdoor ideas. It’s a liberating way of thinking. It’s a blueprint for a new/old kind of parenting, and a new/old way of perceiving childhood and happiness. It’s a book that can teach you how to tell when a sparrowhawk is overhead by identifying the alarm call of a vigilant blue tit, then show you how to make a sumptuous crumble from the blackberries you’ve just picked, before relaying how to build the perfect tree house. Our hope is that it will liberate parents, giving them reason to say, ‘why not?’ when faced with a challenge, encouraging them not to wrap their kids in cotton wool, but in dock leaves (after they’ve fallen in the stinging nettles!).


Helen
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My own reasons for writing this book are a little different to Steve’s – I want opening it be like walking into a world of outdoor adventure that is exciting for children but, crucially, is written to support and inspire you as a parent. I wanted to write a book that enthuses parents and adds to your armour when thinking about pulling on the wellies, wiping snotty noses and heading out into the wild with your tribe. I had a childhood based in the outdoors, and I’ve always been aware of how much that has set me up for where I am today.


I have a vivid childhood memory from when I was about nine years old. I stood with my two brothers by our car, sheltering from the cold Cornish wind blowing along the cliffs we were about to walk on. While my mum and dad were wrestling my one-year-old sister into the baby-carrier, my four-year-old sister was being drawn with the same magnetic force that has compelled toddlers for all time towards a giant puddle. The moment the car locked there was a loud and familiar splash. In slow motion we turned to see my sister covered from head to toe in ice-cold muddy water.


Having packed a picnic, persuaded five children into the car, and found a parking space we didn’t have to pay for there was NO WAY my parents were bailing on this walk. I remember my dad peeling off my sister’s socks and replacing them with his own. Mum found an old scarf and T-shirt in the car and took off her own coat and zipped it onto my sis, tucking it in snugly as the famous Cornish ‘mizzle’ set in.
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Most of our weekends were spent like this. Walking the cliffs in winter, and running wild on the beaches in summer. We were used to getting ‘stuck in’ where the outdoors was concerned. Now I look back I realise that what seemed like a routine way of life to me as a child would have been a mammoth logistical and energy-sapping venture for my parents. On top of that, my dad runs the local ice cream shop so his summers were spent making and selling the most gorgeous Cornish ice cream, which meant my mum was taking all five of us off on adventures – and until now I’ve never appreciated how hard that was!


As a parent I hope to provide my children with the same sense that adventure awaits. I want them to develop their own relationship with the outdoors and to be there to nurture that relationship like my parents did for me. I often think of that day on the cliffs while I’m out with Logan, Kit and Bo. It reminds me that things will rarely be perfect. On many occasions forgotten and wet clothing has been replaced with socks from my feet and clothes from my back, and I smile at the memory of my head-to-toe muddy sister, and hope that I’m creating similar memories for them.


As a sportsperson, I have other reasons for wanting to nurture a love of nature in my kids: for me, I know my outdoorsy upbringing directly influenced how open the world of sport was to me. I was naturally competitive and a sand dune wasn’t just there to be climbed, it was there to be climbed fastest and first! Without me realising it, the great outdoors became my gym. I learned resilience and toughness by embracing the elements. By the time I was in primary school I knew sport was my passion. Any sports team I could be on and any competition I could be involved in, I took the opportunity. I displayed some natural talent but as a youngster growing up in Cornwall, far away from the bright lights, the centres of excellence and the obvious sporting pathways, I always had a deep-rooted feeling that the Olympics was something that happened to ‘other people’. More specifically, to my eleven-year-old self it happened to ‘people from London’, which seemed to me a world away, where Olympians are made and high-flyers are a different breed.


My love of sport led me to a degree in Sport Science at Cardiff Met University and then a teacher training PGCE at the University of St Mark and St John, Plymouth. It was while I was working as a trainee PE teacher that I met a crossroads in my life that would change everything.
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I was twenty-one and preparing to embark on a career teaching PE. London had just been granted the Olympic Games and there was a huge buzz around it, including a talent ID drive called ‘Sporting Giants’. At the time this was not a typical route into sport, but it was my last shot, and the only stipulation for the campaign was that candidates had to be over 5ft 11in tall (long arms and legs are beneficial for the sports they were looking for – rowing, handball and volleyball). I applied to the advert online. Three thousand women and girls were selected for physical testing. On arrival at the testing day it was clear I had overestimated my height credentials. I measured in at 5ft 9in (and a half, thanks to standing on tiptoes). Thankfully they let me sneak in anyway, and with the home games being a mere four years away, I threw everything I had at the testing. Assault bike, rowing machine, dynamic strength tests, jump tests: I gave everything I had, under the watchful eyes of the coaches. I made it, ending up paired with the formidable, organised, focused, caring and incredibly thoughtful Heather Stanning (whose tips on map-reading you can read here). Rowing with her and becoming the best of friends in the process is one of the greatest privileges of my career.


Heather and I entered the London Olympics as underdogs, unknown in the sport. Four years earlier I hadn’t even sat in a rowing boat or touched an oar – but the years of roaming the Cornish coastline in all weathers and on all terrains gave me the confidence and resilience to feel that this physical task was something I could achieve. But we were there to win. Crossing the line at a home games, winning the first British gold and the first ever women’s gold in British rowing history, felt like numb relief. The hard work, relentless hours and sacrifices had paid off.
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I went on to remain unbeaten for four years and fifty-five races, culminating in defending our Olympic title in Rio 2016. Then came the biggest, best, most challenging and fulfilling moments in my life – our son Logan, born in 2018, and boy/girl twins Kit and Bo, born in 2020. Motherhood changed me, softened me and opened my eyes to a world outside my own personal sporting goals. By the time the twins were born I had been in full motherhood mode for almost two years; rowing was a distant memory and I was a different person. But when the twins were eight weeks old the nation went into lockdown and things changed for people across the country. All of Steve’s foreign filming trips were cancelled overnight and along with the rest of the nation we lived our lives predominantly indoors. I fell into the usual parent trap of forgetting what gets me to my best. I was trying to create so many opportunities to get the kids into nature, but I quickly realised I needed my own headspace outdoors too.
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So during the twins’ nap times I started to take my old boat for a row. In that hour every morning the weight of motherhood was lightened. The fog of the post-partum period lifted and the quiet and absolute stillness of life on a locked-down river totally thrilled me. The Olympic Games were rescheduled. This gave me a year to train, at home, while the babies slept, to become the first British woman to make an Olympic rowing team after having children. I often doubted my ability, my motivation, my chances, but I’ve never felt more certain that the outdoors, the river, can bring me back to feeling like myself in a world of uncertainty.


Becoming a parent was a defining moment for me. It’s the biggest, most important thing I’ll ever do, and that responsibility can be the biggest weight on a parent’s shoulders. To be honest, part of the reason I’m a good sportsperson is because I’m good at being told what to do and putting my head down and doing it. The logistics of motherhood are the polar opposite of that! I was so prepared for the birthing and newborn stage that none of my carefree child-free time was spent researching why toddlers throw tantrums, how to engage a bored teen, how to choose a school, what time a four-year-old should go to bed. Everything that now clogs up my Google search history.


The mum guilt that drives most of my googling sessions is usually based around one simple thing: ‘Are they happy?’ This is what has driven me to write this book. I have found that simple is best, armed and informed is great, and outdoors is where we are happiest. But there are days I have been so tired I’ve not wanted to leave the house for a walk. Times where I look at my watch or phone while out in the woods because it’s been days since I’ve spoken to another adult. Times, essentially, when getting that outside time with the kids feels too hard to manage. There’s a brilliant Norwegian word – dørstokmilla – that translates to ‘the doorstep mile’; basically the idea that just getting over the doorstep and outside sometimes feels like the biggest hurdle. And I appreciate that I’m someone with a natural draw to the outdoors, a good physical capability and understanding, easy access to green (and blue) places and a husband who makes his living by being an expert in nature and adventure. So if I’m finding the thought of another walk with the kids daunting, then I’m sure many other people out there are too.


This book is certainly not designed to replace trips to the playground and soft play. I love a park or a playground; but there are times when you want to mix it up a bit, not only for your child’s development but for your own sanity! I wanted something that I could look at when I was less than inspired and say, ‘Let’s try that’. So I started to note down my outing ideas on my phone. From trips to the park to treasure hunts and tree-climbing expeditions, having this list helped my sleep-deprived brain with some inspiration when I just didn’t know what to do with the kids. And as the list got longer I wanted to share it. The newborn manuals last only weeks, but I wanted a book of adventures that will last years. For any adult to be able to open it at any page and have a plan for how they might spend their next few hours with their kids.


In my hardest moments as a parent I have had the most amazing experiences with other parents ‘building me up’. When I returned to the Olympic team after having kids it felt like there was an army of parents cheering me on, and I believe the parenting community can be the greatest support, especially when we leave behind the comparisons, shaming and guilt and embrace the differences and champion each of our little ones. So I hope this book helps you use the great outdoors to allow your wildlings to enjoy being their own brilliant selves. And remember, things will rarely be Instagram-perfect but hey, where’s the fun in that?!
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A Note On Bravery


Our main aim with this book is to find things that anyone and everyone can do; simple things for a sunny or rainy day. But some ideas are more ambitious. After all, if you aim high enough, you are at least unlikely to shoot yourself in the foot . . . Thinking of travel, holidays, camping with three little ones always put a shiver up my spine. Certainly a ten-hour flight across the Indian Ocean with three screaming banshees melting down simultaneously ranks as not just my worst experience as a parent, but worst moment full stop! However, these ‘big trips’ were the most memorable moments of my own childhood. The very first things I can ever recall were camping trips in the New Forest; waking up with ants in the Angel Delight and wild foals nibbling at the tent flap. Or being in torrential downpours in the Welsh Valleys. Mum and Dad remember, on one of these, me and my sister literally floating away on an airbed inside our tent!


It’s incredibly intimidating to think about setting off into the unknown with the little ones in tow, but the times we’ve tried it have already led to our greatest parenting wins. Plus one huge parenting fail – Helen and I yomped up Pen y Fan in the Brecon Beacons. It was Logan’s first winter and we had him wrapped up in a carry-pack on my back. He was all gurgles, smiles and rosy cheeks – till we hit the snowy summit. And forty-mile-an-hour winds at about minus ten degrees. We ran down the mountain with him in my arms, screaming like a banshee the whole way, us feeling like the worst people on Earth. But half an hour later, sat in the car he was right as rain, and while the guilt will stay with Helen and me till the day we die, it was a reminder that kids are hardy and robust . . . up to the second that they’re not!
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But let’s not dwell too long on the fails, and instead try to find some lessons from the wins! The best of these was joining some of our hardcore buddies on an epic spring sea-kayaking expedition with all three kids in tow, while the twins were still babes in arms. One of us kayaked with the crew while the other took the three youngsters in the car. Both jobs were pretty joyous (well, apart from the moment that all three had a series of nappy explosions in a soft play near Merthyr Tydfil . . . at the exact moment that a bunch of kids decided they wanted selfies with me!). Meanwhile Helen was out in big seas, feeling released and free, giant lion’s mane jellyfish and sunfish popping up alongside her kayak.


That evening we pulled our kayaks up above the high tide mark, set up our tent with the roar of the waves in our ears, and bedded down for the most magical nights I’ve ever had bar none.


Hels and I had a big inflatable mattress, and Logan snuggled in between us. The twins slept in the hooped bug net section of a one-person tent. They wrapped around each other in the cutest tableau I’ve ever seen. Not the best few nights of sleep we’ve ever had, but not the worst either. (See Phoebe Smith’s tips on wild camping with infants here to find out more.)


Along the same lines, the best single day we’ve had with the babes was in our ‘second home’ of the Isles of Scilly (we don’t actually have a second home there, more’s the pity!). We took out a pair of sit-on-top kayaks with the babies in life-jackets in between our legs, paddling them round the islands. With a fine weather forecast and flat calm sea state, we set off expecting to kayak a couple of miles and ended up staying out till nightfall! We paddled over eerily calm kelp beds with grey seals coursing beneath us, Kit and Bo never tiring of them playing hide-and-seek with our boats. When they got tired the little ones dozed off, lulled by the gentle swell, when they got hungry we stopped for picnics on deserted beaches. We stayed out for eleven hours, and covered twenty-six kilometres. At the end of the day we returned to shore, encrusted with salt, lusting for chips and cold water to drink, faces aglow, eyes bright, not quite believing the experience we had all shared together. It’s one we will still be talking about when they’re married with their own kids!


I’m obviously not suggesting anyone just plunge out to sea for eleven hours with three kids under three. There are few days in a year that I’d be confident enough to attempt something that committing, and I do have appropriate qualifications to be able to assess the conditions, tides and weather at sea. But it was a day we will never forget, and only made possible because we were ready to work together as a parenting unit; to back each other, take some chances, not cast blame if anything went awry, and know that any minor meltdowns would be worth the potential gains. This is an essential attitude for bigger trips, but it can also work wonders in something as simple as a trip to the swings at the local park. It’s so easy to stay home if the skies are grey and the toddler’s teasy. And it’s super-tempting to get all passive-aggressive with each other if one of you has forgotten the wipes or the squash, to just jack it in if one of them plunges into a puddle un-wellied. But if you back each other up regardless – and especially when one of you has made a mistake – your united front will inspire confidence in both them and you. Like any team, when the cracks start forming in between you, something will slip through, but come together and you are so much stronger . . .
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When Helen went to the Olympics, I had a mere six weeks as a single parent – not long, but enough to give me ultimate respect for anyone taking this job on full time. But while the challenge ran me ragged, there were definitely ways that it was easier than dual parenting. As a couple, there is a tendency to question and debate every tiny decision; from slides versus swings, to lunch choice, to whether you should tell a kid off or ignore them when they’re flicking bogeys at a sibling. When it’s just you, there’s no one to debate it with; you just make the call, do it and don’t question. Both you and the kids know where you are. I also found the wee ones far less likely to kick off, as there was no way of playing us off against each other. So even when I was outnumbered three to one, I still did my best to take the kids out on micro-adventures. I had the twins strapped into their double buggy, and Logan riding on a seat on the back, on my shoulders or walking. It didn’t matter how clingy a twin was feeling; they couldn’t be carried, cos there weren’t arms free. So they sat in their chair and got on with it.
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A Note On Pressure


One of the few parenting things Hels and I talked about pre-kids was that we would never pressure them into doing our thing. That we would just give them all the opportunities in the world, make the outdoors and adventure cool, and hope they would get involved too. We ardently believed that if we tried to make our kids do what we did, they would totally rebel, and end up going the opposite way. I guess though I figured this would start being true when they were ten or eleven . . . turns out it happens way, way earlier. I had a filming trip approaching, heading to the Indian Ocean to dive with manta rays, and there was a chance for the family to join us. Knowing that there would be clear warm seas, coral reefs just a stone’s throw from shore . . . this is the best place in the world to learn to snorkel. Three-year-old Logan had for months been raiding my expedition stores, stealing my diving masks and snorkels and wearing them (and often nothing else) around the house. He was showing a real aptitude for swimming, and was near-obsessed with marine life. The stage was set – we would get him to learn how to snorkel in time for the big trip! Every time we took him swimming, or even in the bath, we’d take the mask and the snorkel, and coax him to try: ‘Come on Logan, just imagine snorkelling with turtles and Nemo fish when we get to the sea!’ ‘Logie, you love swimming, come on, it’ll be fun!’ ‘Logan . . . Logan . . . what’s wrong with you? Come on, Mummy and Daddy really want you to try. We’ll give you a treat!’


But suddenly, he could not be less interested. So much as mention the mask and snorkel and he’d not only refuse, but actively act up. As the trip approached we got more and more desperate, and then when we were finally there, in paradise with the fabulous experience tantalisingly close, we found ourselves trying to force him into the mask with increasing levels of bribery. What was wrong? There were corals and clownfish just metres away, it would blow his tiny mind! He got worse and worse. It became clear that our desperate drive to get him into our thing was having the opposite effect. A child psychologist would probably say that we had given him too much power over us, too much opportunity to get attention, too much chance to control us. Whatever the reason, it wasn’t until we genuinely decided it just wasn’t important and stopped trying to force the issue that he put the mask on himself. Within days he’d seen a turtle, a manta ray and a baby shark, and was determined to become a marine biologist when he grows up.
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Obviously I desperately hope that one – or all – of them will be the next Cousteau, the next top oceanographer or free diving champion . . . But that passion ultimately has to come from them. If it means too much to me the track they take, then I might as well be handing them a ticket to a train heading in the opposite direction.
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HOPE FOR THE FUTURE


Caroline Lucas, MP for Brighton Pavilion and former leader of the Green Party


When people ask me whether there is any hope left for our planet, my answer is a resounding yes.


That hope comes from a wave of young activists, each one more eloquent, ambitious, creative and confident than the last. They believe they can change the world, and I believe they are right.


When I look at the Fridays For Future movement and the schoolchildren marching to demand climate action, I see more leadership and determination than I see among most of our political leaders. These young people will inherit the Earth and they rightly want it to be a sustainable one, teeming with wildlife and natural habitats.


That’s one of the reasons I am championing a new GCSE in Natural History. Too many of our children have too little access to nature; many struggle to recognise even common species like stinging nettles, yet all the while half of all species in Britain are in decline. As a society, we have turned our backs on nature and urgently need to reconnect with it.


Children will protect what they love, and they love what they know. So, in terms of practical advice, introduce them to nature as soon as possible. Get them involved in local conservation or wildlife charities as soon as they show interest. Find out what projects there are for children and if they don’t have any, ask them why not!


Young people want to protect our planet. It’s up to us to give them the tools to do it.
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