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For the Flock Together community, without
whom none of this would be possible.
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PROLOGUE


OLLIE


About ten years ago, I was at my brother’s stag do, which was the usual affair – a group of us in the middle of a forest, quad biking, rafting and hiking…you know the score. At the end of the weekend, we were all loading onto the minibus ready to go home when I suddenly noticed an owl heading right towards me through the pine trees. In total silence, the owl and I shared this incredible moment and for a split second I’m sure I caught its eye. When I got home, I managed to find an old pair of binoculars at my parents’ house, and from then on I was fascinated with birds.


I’ve been a naturalist for some years now, but I still have a lot to learn and am loving the journey that nature is taking me on. The outdoors is such an integral part of my life now that, after a few days without it, I almost get withdrawal symptoms and am itching to get back out there. Who knew that a stag do could be so life-changing?
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A couple of years ago, I was posting some birdwatching pictures on my Instagram account when I noticed in the comments section that someone was naming all the species. I clicked onto the account and couldn’t believe what I found: a young Black guy. I asked him, ‘How do you know this stuff?’ His reply: ‘Man, I’m an avid birdwatcher.’ It was such a serendipitous moment. I had always birdwatched on my own, with Google as my only companion. I had wanted to set up a birdwatching group for a while, and suddenly this expert birdwatcher was commenting on my posts. I just felt we had to do something together.


At the time, the world was on fire after the murder of George Floyd, and we were at the height of the Black Lives Matter movement. Many of us in the Black community were on our knees in despair about what was taking place. I always escape into nature when I feel this way, and it turned out that Nadeem did the same. With so many of our peers struggling and lacking support, we agreed to set up a birdwatching-turned-support club, for our community to gain the strength from nature that Nadeem and I had become so dependent on.


A couple of weeks later, we were getting ready for our first walk and met in person for the first time. Sat on a park bench, we spoke for hours, sharing stories about our background and what nature meant to us. Trying to think of a name for the club, I told Nadeem that I had been playing with the word ‘flock’. Straight away, he responded ‘together’, and so our community took flight.


Flock Together is an idea, a concept. It’s been in the works our whole lives. The journeys we have taken were for this reason. We didn’t know it then, but all along our lived experiences had been directing us to this moment. All the things you’re about to read are the ingredients to that main course. It might appear on the surface that Flock Together just dropped out of the sky, but the reality is that it was formulated through histories, enduring resilience and the constant need to uplift our people.





INTRODUCTION


OLLIE & NADEEM


The primary objective of Flock Together is to combat the under-representation of people of colour in the natural world. We set out to create a space where people of colour felt safe and supported within nature, but it quickly became apparent that we had so much more to offer. Neither of us was prepared for the reaction we received, but as soon as we launched our first walk, the response made us realize that this was answering a need within our community. From the start, it has been about so much more than birdwatching. Flock started with two people, a mutual love of nature and a shared vision, but soon became a cultural movement involving thousands of people, walks all over the world, TV and radio appearances, magazine covers, product releases, music releases and global brand partnerships. We were even recipients of a congratulatory letter from the UK prime minister.


We’re here to make a difference, and we’re here to do something that has never been done. But before anything else, we’re here for the betterment of people of colour. We want to push the limit of imagination when it comes to the experience of our community. Yes, it’s a birdwatching collective, but it’s also a creative platform and an outdoors movement – that’s the beauty of it. Choosing not to pigeonhole ourselves, we quickly knew we needed to be a fluid, dynamic and adaptable model that reflected our ever-growing global community, never limiting the places or spaces we can enter.


‘Connecting with nature’ is one of those phrases that risks being both ambiguous and clichéd, something thrown around that might not mean much to a lot of people. To truly connect, and to benefit from this experience like we have, you have to arrive at a stage where you see yourself as an inextricable part of nature. You are nature, and nature is you. The journey to this understanding is unique for everyone. We can’t tell you how or expect what worked for us to work for you. But the crucial starting point is being open – don’t let statements like ‘nah, that’s a white thing’ get in the way.


We see a clear link between the plight of our people and the plight of nature, and how, by benefitting one, we can also benefit the other. Our stories align in many ways. We have both been abused and destroyed for the capitalistic gain of many nations, which continue to hold a degree of power over our current living conditions, and yet, despite this historical exploitation, we are still plentiful in energy, love and creativity. Our spirits can never be broken. We want to highlight the joys and true wonder of the natural world as a benefit to our community, but also emphasize the importance of giving back to nature in the way that it endlessly gives to us.


Through the collective, and now this book, we aim to inspire a new wave of naturalists and conservationists who will unify causes in a way that benefits communities and the natural world, with the understanding that they are both the same thing. Through the work we do and through the words in this book, we have many ambitions to inspire anybody, no matter your ethnicity, to re-evaluate your understanding of the world around you and to begin to blur the lines between nature and yourself. Understand that we are only divided by arbitrarily placed lines put in place to confuse and distract us from the fact that we, as people, are all one, and that that oneness also includes nature. The world that we are accustomed to relies on division and individualism; the world that we hope for is one of unification, mutualism, love and peace. Flock Together is necessary right now – for solidarity and awareness, and to help raise our people to parity – but we hope one day true equality and unity will be a reality.


To date, Flock Together has been a massively rewarding and eye-opening journey, which we are honoured to be a part of and to share with you all. We have experienced unfathomable highs, extreme lows, twists and all sorts of turns, each one ultimately preparing us for where we are today. This book is our story, both individual and collective. We want to share some of the experiences we have had to navigate as people of colour and the coping mechanisms we’ve used to overcome the challenges that have confronted us. Through sharing our stories of healing through nature, we hope to inspire you to approach the outdoors with an open heart and mind. That might sound like a vague and ineffectual statement, especially if your life hasn’t been all rosy, but the outdoors really has guided us in defining, developing and nurturing both ourselves and our communities. Through this book we hope you, too, will be on your way to understanding that nature has endless benefits.


Since its conception, Flock Together has been growing fast. We have several thousand people on our mailing list and have been lucky enough to inspire many to fly the Flock flag in major cities all over the world. After only our first walk, we collaboratively established a set of pillars that would go on to serve as the direction in which Flock Together would operate. This process was a result of Ollie’s understanding of how to make an idea work. His experience in creative problem-solving was coming good. Ollie saw just what his idea could do for our people and our connection to the planet. When he met Nadeem, he saw somebody who was thinking the same way. See here, the power of ideas. Together, aided by early and beloved group members, we agreed upon the pillars which would ensure that Flock Together could achieve positive results, not only for our community but for the nature that we inhabit too.


The following six chapters are aligned with Flock Together’s original six pillars: Benefits of Nature, Challenging Preconceptions, Mental Health Benefits, Building Community, Ecological Benefit and Creative Mentorship. This said, we have always had to react, move and adapt to many situations on our journey. No two days are the same, and we are constantly questioning and revising just what these pillars mean as different situations present themselves to us. We assigned ourselves three pillars each, based on our areas of expertise and interests: Ollie, the OG, the innovator, the creative, at a very different stage in his journey from Nadeem, the football coach, the nature boy, the apprentice. Both of us share our contrasting personal stories to speak about important issues that we have faced as individuals, as a duo, and as part of a community.


In his chapters, Ollie explores the power of social media to share information and creative solutions, and brings the energy of the creative industry into the conversation around wildlife and nature conservation. Having built a handsome reputation for creating social impact, he offers insight into how the arts and culture aren’t a world away from nature at all, and shares what it’s like to be the brainpower behind one of the biggest cross-pollinators of two industries that our culture has ever seen.


Nadeem explores his personal story, detailing his account of growing up in East London, overcoming hardship and finding salvation in nature. Having been birding since he was a child, he offers the unique perspective of a boy from the hood who was breaking the mould for future generations, without even knowing it. He shares his hopes for the future of Flock Together and just how important it is for marginalized communities to take up space, not only as enjoyers of green spaces but also as protectors.


This book doesn’t have all the answers for our community, but within it there are many stories that can serve as guidance for our peers and generations to come. We know that once younger generations take an interest in things, innovation is bound to follow…and the natural world, of all places, is in dire need of innovation. We are proud to share this book with you all, whether you are a person of colour or not, and even though Flock Together stands to fight against ideas that are unpleasant to think about, we, as an organization, are focused on nothing but bringing joy to our community, championing unheard voices and keeping our ambitions and targets lofty, creative and innovative!
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1


MAKE NATURE A MUST


NADEEM


Living beings, not least human beings, are happiest when they are allowed to carry out their most true purpose. A quick and easy example of this is a study which showed that animals that roam huge territories in the wild – particularly large predators (the presence of which is a great indicator of a healthy, biodiverse ecosystem) – show far higher levels of stress and psychological scarring in captivity than those animals that don’t need as much space.1


An organism and its behaviour over time become shaped by and almost indistinguishable (or inseparable) from the environment the organism inhabits. Its behaviour, then, is not the result of an innate set of instructions conceived at the same time as the organism itself. It is more accurate to say that the behaviour of any being is a window into the history of an organism. Each action of any animal tells a story of what its ancestors had to overcome and how they had to adapt in order to survive. A living organism itself is a set of genetic clues, building up a picture for a wider historical context. So, if a person (or animal) is not allowed to live out their desired function, it is understandable that this being should sink into pits of depression, feelings of uselessness and other undesirable outcomes.


Case in point: I was coming off the back of an unsuccessful schooling and my relationship with my family was tethered by a weakening rope. My desires to be understood by the people around me and my environment left me with a chip on my shoulder when I realized that these desires could not be met. There was no space for my being to exist as it was. I was constantly told that I had to chop, change and edit myself in order to find my place in this world; a concept I still struggle with at twenty-eight years old.


This realization, along with long-standing childhood trauma, meant that I would carry what I then described as a ‘huge sack of sadness’ around with me on a daily basis. The sack itself was painful enough to acknowledge; however, carrying it around every day became tiresome. The more tired I became, the heavier it felt. This sack and its associated burdens left me feeling further saddened, alienated and unloved. I wanted help, but mental fatigue and great pain saw me swinging the sack wildly at those who tried to come near enough to assist, and I guess society just didn’t have the patience or enough concern to understand that. So, I suffered, often alone and in tears.


It was nature that would prove to be my saving grace and the kickstarter of my journey towards self-realization and, ultimately, a happier life. My lifestyle up until that point might not have been intrinsically linked to the natural world, but at twenty years old, when I was struggling with my sack of sadness, I started to spend a considerable amount of my time cycling through my home city of London, using its bicycle-hire scheme. I enjoyed exposing myself to all that the city had to offer and, moreover, the parts with which I was greatly unfamiliar. A day came when I was exploring Google Maps and stumbled upon a massive green space on the opposite side of London to me. This green space was called Richmond Park and, though I didn’t realize it at the time, it was due to change the course of my life.


After discovering the whereabouts of Richmond Park, I decided to make the 90+ minute train journey to see what I felt had been a secret before then (the location was beyond the scope of the hired bike docking stations, so I had to take the train). Of course, Google Maps is free for all to use, but this park, or any green space for that matter, had never been mentioned to me before. I had been to parks on the odd occasion, but nobody around me really spoke about recreational grounds or woods. So there I was, a young Black man futilely gripping my adolescence, trying to find my place in the world, and hoping to do so in a spot I had never visited before and was all too unfamiliar with.


Richmond Park’s host borough, Richmond upon Thames, is in the top three London boroughs for lowest crime rates, has been described as the greenest borough in the capital and also ranks in the top three boroughs, out of thirty-two, for state schooling. From Richmond station I would walk the twenty minutes through the district to reach the park and on my way I saw nothing but affluence. My home borough, Newham, on the other hand, sits solidly in the top three for the greatest number of violent crimes in London, as well as having its highest rates of poverty. In ‘my ends’, as we call it, I would see bookies, off-licences, crackheads and cheap fried chicken shops. In Richmond, I was seeing cafés, bookshops and a branch of Waitrose supermarket (still a few crackheads, though). At the time, everything in Richmond looked, frankly, better.


A particularly relevant standout for me was the Richmond Hill viewpoint. This sits above the River Thames just across the road from my favourite pub in the area, the Roebuck. It is situated on Richmond Hill (also the name of the street), which takes you into the park via the Richmond Gate. The view from the hill is the only English view protected by an Act of Parliament. Must be important. The viewpoint also features the Terrace Gardens, a public space open for all to enjoy (or certainly all who know it exists). On a summer’s day, locals can visit the pub from atop the hill, bask in luscious and lofty views of the Thames cutting through vast stretches of uninterrupted green, and breathe in some noticeably fresh air. These views can provide a great platform for reflection and thoughts of empowerment, foresight, peacefulness and perspective. Such is the nature of greenery and sitting or standing safely at an elevated position. An individual is likely to feel more important and capable simply because they are able to see all that surrounds them, as opposed to having their view impaired and obstructed. As the body does, so the mind follows.


I grew up in the Docklands, also just a stone’s throw from the Thames. On the bank opposite me was the O2 Arena, the famous venue. For those unfamiliar with East London’s docklands, its history boasts a massive role in London’s trade, particularly in times of hardship, having survived the bombings of the Second World War and the economic downturn during the 1970s and ’80s. The area was a global trading hub and essential to London’s overseas industry from the late 1700s. This, however, meant that the space in the immediate vicinity of the river was not accessible to the public, provided no glimpses of any greenery and certainly didn’t have a view protected by Parliament.


Instead, to this day there are fences, barbed wire, piles of scrap and rubbish, and towering chimneys that bellow ominous smoke all day long. These relics of capitalism do not inspire feelings of empowerment and capability, but rather remind the local public that there are places they simply cannot access without submitting themselves to the rules of a game they had no part in designing; not to mention, witnessing first-hand the pollution entering their living space. The benefits of nature had been deliberately removed from the public so as to better enforce their servitude and dull their spirits – the opposite to the treatment of Richmond residents.


Here we have a river that, in accordance with rigorous social engineering, can be presented either as a depressing, soul-sucking part of a landscape or as a haven that provides great relaxation and inspiration. The activity in the docklands exploits those who work tirelessly to feed themselves and find their daily security, only able to dream of living in Richmond (if they know it exists) or of doing anything about the state of the place in which they live. The grass is literally greener on the other side (of the river). And, worse still, it is so by design.


I made a habit of soaking up the vibes of the haven which had been placed far from my reach. Were it not for this moment of innovation in my behaviour, I would never have been able to witness some of the most incredible and intimate moments that a country has to offer; moments which very few can say that they have had the pleasure of observing, despite them being totally free to access. Moments evoke feelings, and feelings inform our decision-making. We should all be aiming to enjoy the fruitful buffet of moments that the natural world has to offer in abundance. Devour each enjoyable moment with delight and do not fret in the pursuit of new thoughts.


It was from the Richmond Hill viewpoint, while enjoying England’s only protected view, that the penny dropped. I deserved to be in Richmond, even if nobody in Richmond agreed. Once I entered the park gates, none of them existed anyway. And so, for the next two years, I would visit that park at least two or three times a week, staying easily for eight hours at a time. Its size, at over 2,500 acres (a football pitch is less than 2 acres), means you can get lost for a little bit if you’re not careful, which, funnily enough, is a rather liberating feeling. The Western human being today has become so accustomed to knowing where they are and where they should be at all times that they risk losing something called instinct, a necessary tool in the art and activity of birding.


To be lost in exploration is a fundamental human attribute which makes us stronger; being ‘lost’ isn’t a bad thing! Being lost is, in fact, a fantastic way to explore the world around you, and thus explore who it is that you are. If you are constantly acting in situations with secure and likely outcomes, how much of your being has been designed by you and how much has been crafted by a system? If you are reliably in the same place, carrying out the same tasks, day in and day out, you are more like a machine than a true human being. Of course, this is necessary to do sometimes, but I really don’t think that it’s what being human is all about.


A particular moment of being lost once brought me a great surprise. It was the moment I saw a kestrel (Falco tinnunculus) hovering in place in the air. It was suspended beautifully against the backdrop of Richmond Park. This bird was one half of a breeding pair, which had made a particular patch of the park their regular hunting grounds. I could reliably find them on my visits and they were an easy bird for me to identify, having seen them on the A13 dual carriageway on almost every journey I would take in my mum’s car when I was a child.


As a kid, I thought the kestrel I saw from the car was an eagle because I could recognize the features of a bird of prey. I learned with age that a kestrel is indeed a species of falcon, but every bit as interesting as any eagle. For one, they have an incredible ability to fly into oncoming wind at the exact same speed as the wind that is hitting them. This makes them look like they are stuck in place, and is an easy way to identify them.


All birds of prey are specialized to hunt and kill in order to survive. This sounds brutal, but it provides a massive service to the ecosystem. It’s also often the entry point for young and excitable bird lovers. In the UK, there are mainly two types of vole a kestrel will find for dinner: the field vole (Microtus agrestis) and the bank vole (Myodes glareolus). For those who don’t know, voles are just like mice but with shorter tails; they love open spaces far more than their longer-tailed counterparts who are thigmophilic (love to make contact with surfaces). If kestrels weren’t hunting voles, then grass would soon disappear. Grasses compose much of the vole’s diet and, without a predator controlling vole numbers, grasses and other vegetation would suffer massively. There would eventually reach a point whereby the grass becomes insufficient to sustain the vole population and the voles themselves would then die out. So, try your best not to be all human about it; death is necessary to sustain life.


I had become pretty well practised in finding the kestrels on my visits to Richmond. Not because kestrels are robot-like and can be found in the same place day in and day out, but because the order of nature sees that species rest delicately upon one another in a lifelong relationship of feeding and sustaining, with none benefitting unfairly from a situation or exploiting the other in the name of expansion. There is no need to leave a place if it gives you as much as you give it.


One of my favourite things about birding is looking at a snapshot of the landscape. In this case, an open meadow lined with trees. Once I have this snapshot, the wildlife to be found there can be filled in by imagination. An open field means voles; voles mean kestrels, tawny owls (Strix aluco) and countless other predators. Each species infers a number of reasons for the budding naturalist to become excited. The beauty of nature is that the presence of one species (particularly predators) implies the existence of several others, so no one creature exists as a standalone organism to rule over its neighbours. Each one is a note thoughtfully placed on the sheet music from which all the natural world plays. This is the opposite of our flawed existence as capitalist human beings, where seeing somebody with lots of money implies the exploitation of and distancing from others, many of whom will never be as fortunate.


I once spotted the male kestrel take a vole up into a tree. I could have gone home happy with this because it was indeed the first time that I had witnessed a kestrel hunting. However, because of my honed instincts (acquired through having the freedom to explore), I kept watching and I was able to see an aspect of behaviour that really put the cherry on top of my warm London evening of a sundae. As soon as you enter the park, you are most likely to hear two calls: the ‘kek-kek-kek-kek-kek-kek’ of the ring-necked parakeet (Psittacula krameri) and the relatively subdued ‘kaaw, kaaw, kaaw’ of the jackdaw (Coloeus monedula). It was the jackdaw this time that would make a surprise appearance as two of them swooped in from nowhere and began to attack the kestrel. Kestrels aren’t particularly powerful birds and the male is usually smaller than the female, so the male I was watching was unable to put up much of a fight against the crafty members of the crow family (Corvidae). Forced to abandon its kill, the kestrel fled and left the vole to be enjoyed by the jackdaws. It was one of my first insights into the true genius of the corvid (crow) family of birds, who would have sat and watched the kestrel hunt its prey before they made their move. They have since become my favourite birds to watch. This memory stuck with me because it was one of the first times that I managed to get a view of some intriguing animal behaviour, which would have gone completely unseen by the human eye had I not taken the initiative to visit this park across the city from me. Get outside, guys!
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Richmond Park would provide me with countless wildlife experiences. I fell in love with that green space and it continues, to this day, to be my favourite place in London. I love the park not only because of its sheer size but also because it allows me to get back to the very basics of what it means to be a human being: getting outside and exploring the world with no other motivation than to explore the way you currently feel. This is an ancient wisdom that children carry, and indeed a wisdom which we take away from ourselves as we turn into adults.
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