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PROLOGUE

THE HERMIT WITHIN

Daylight is a fickle friend. 

In the middle of summer, it stretches itself across this land and casts its illusion of an everlasting grace. At its height, you can easily kid yerself into thinking it’ll go on like that forever. Bathing your back in its warmth and illuminating the loch as you chop your wood. Daylight is a good friend when it wants to be, but hardly what I would call a reliable one.

It’s chopping the wood that underpins the truth of your life in the far reaches of the Highlands. The log pile is your ballast when the daylight is at its longest, and building up your supply of wood serves as a daily reminder that daylight is only a fleeting flight of fancy. Aye, it’ll be getting the rounds in at the bar all summer long when it wants to, but as soon as that first autumnal storm arrives, off daylight will scurry, right through the back door without paying its tab or even saying goodbye. 

Put your faith in chopping wood. Build up the pile and the calluses on your palms, and always remember: from the moment you first swing your axe in early spring, you’re already racing to get your pile in sound order before winter throttles the daylight back out of these moors. 

Yep. Put your faith in wood, not daylight. Wood is your true friend, for wood provides light and warmth whenever you ask it to. Even now in May, as the daylight creeps forward and begs for yer forgiveness after another long winter of its absence, I’ll continue leaning on the wood for its favours. There is still a bitter chill in the air when the sun sinks behind the mountains and I’ll need a fair few logs to weather through the evenings up here. 

We’ve definitely broken the back of the worst of it, though. This winter was rough, underpinned by great storms and torrential rains, but we’ve endured it all once again. The cabin and its creatures are edging back out of the shadows. The hermit lives to fight on. 

I balance a fresh log atop the burning embers of the one that’s fading away in the flames below. I like to stack my wood in the log burner in a small grid shape and then watch the livid sparks get sucked right up the chimney. I get through four sacks on an evening like this, but it’s all right; the wood pile is full to the brim and within my arm’s reach. Fire shadows dance along the length of the log cabin’s timbers and my door is closed firm to the world. I shan’t need to risk the night for anything other than a pee and a clean of my teeth. 

That’s good news for you. I’ve got quite the story to tell and it is going to take me all summer to get it out right. 

Nothing good ever comes in a rush, though. Everything starts and ends much later in the high north of Scotland, and is all the better for it. Same for this hermit’s tale. 

Time for a drink then. Home-brewed beer or birch-sap wine? 

A shrew scuttles across my gravel floor. An insectivorous mammal but, in reality, she’s far more interested in my Jaffa cakes than the spiders twitching their legs deep in the timber gaps. She tastes the air with her pointy nose. That long conk is of far more use for finding them soft orange dark-chocolate buggers than her tiny coal-black eyes. She can smell one now, over on my desk. 

No bigger than half my thumb, off she scurries across all my papers, photo albums and books, piled up high on the worktop. Collective memories of a life very well lived. That tiny shrew won’t live beyond a year, but it can cross decades of my life to a Jaffa cake in a matter of seconds. 

It can have that cake and eat it. Shrews are a tolerable nuisance. That is, till they cross the line and wade into the box marked ‘greedy buggers’. Still, no matter what it does, a shrew is a minor problem next to the bleedin’ pine marten. Sharp cheekbones, brown coat with a creamy white breast; they are like a spoilt wee boy-prince decked out for a banquet in his fine velvet coat and bib. They certainly care not for the suffering of their obliging service staff. I can tell you that much for free. 

Pine martens might look heavenly but they are a highly destructive, astonishingly intelligent, and very powerful menace of the most supreme order of mustelids. This spring they have already turned one of my barns inside out on their rampage for food. I say they are Beauty and the Beast rolled into one devilish creature. They drive me hopping mad. 

I chased one out of the cabin only last week. Do you know what it did as it went? It looked me in the eye, cocked one leg, and urinated all over my door frame. I’m certain it knew exactly what it was doing. 

Still, we all somehow muddle through together in this wood. A little under forty years I’ve been living off-grid out here now. My neighbours and I, together in this thumbprint of trees on the bankside of Loch Treig. 

You have to surrender to the fact that you’re not going to be the master of the land if you choose to live in a place like this. A bit of your food is a peppercorn rent to pay to be a part of the natural order. Instead of constantly railing against it, it’s easier to just embrace the most basic facts of the wild and share a bit of what you have. Mind you, there is a limit to the amount of my food I can donate to my furry and feathered friends – and once that limit is met, away it’ll go into my locked cupboards and secure tins. 

I’ll have a glass of my home-made beer tonight, I think. 

Something from the barrel and not the demijohn. Just enough to lubricate the mind for a few stories without becoming a boorish, drunken old fart. 

I turn the tap and it trickles out into my glass. It’s a beautiful tawny-coloured liquid. All grown and brewed within a stone’s throw of this barrel. Can’t remember what fruit I’ve brewed this from though. It tastes like an apricot. It looks like apricot. But is it apricot? 

Anyway. Here’s to the story of the so-called hermit of Treig. May he live long and all that. Cheers!

(I’m not sure it is apricot actually.) 
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People say I am a hermit, but it isn’t really true in the strictest definition. My dictionary says a hermit is someone who lives alone (true in terms of people, untrue in terms of all the other living things I’m up here with), apart from the rest of society (mostly true, but not strictly so), and especially for religious reasons (depends on your definition of religion, I suppose, but it’s a bit of a stretch for me, I’d say). 

I know what they really mean when they say I’m a hermit though, what with my scruffy ‘Wildman of the Woods’ looks and apparent social isolation. I exist in the popular image of what you might think a hermit would look like and how a hermit would live. Probably, even how you imagine they’d talk, too.

I don’t mind being called a hermit, it makes me laugh, but am I really a hermit in the truest sense? 

For a long time, I was more of a homeless nomad – ‘The Tramp of Treig’ rather than ‘The Hermit of Treig’. A vagrant man who haunted the local mountain bothies and existing as legend in the visitors’ books that were kept in those isolated huts. Whisperings of this odd fellow written in pages sitting up on the shelf; the unofficial bothy history lying among the cobwebs, puddles of candle wax, empty gas cylinders, and all the other useless and unwanted crap that’s been left behind by generations of hikers. 

It wasn’t till 1986, the year before my fortieth birthday, that I was finally granted permission to build this cabin in the woods. That was when I found my home, and my hermit identity evolved and grew arms and legs all on its own. 

I don’t shun the outside world at all. I quite like most people and very much welcome the company of the few close friends and family who come here to stay and get away. Every few weeks I’ll hike out to the local shops for supplies, and get my post, too. I am no stranger to a pint or two at the pub either. It’s just that I prefer to meet people on my terms, or rather, I like to be in control of my own day; deferring only to what the weather wants to do or what the seasons have in store; how I feel, rather than bending to the wills and whims of other humanoids. If you can grant me that, then you can call me a hermit as much as you like and you’ll always be appreciated here, and that’s about it. 

Well, it isn’t really. There are some obviously hermit-like behaviours in the way I choose to live. My log cabin in the woods has no clear pathway to its doorstep. It just emerges from the trees when you are only a few paces away from the gate. In fact, if you didn’t enter these woods already knowing I was hidden in here, you’d likely miss my place entirely; but again, none of that is because I don’t necessarily like people. 

It is quite funny how incapable we are as a species of seeing anything from any other perspective than how it might directly relate to us. My decision to immerse myself in this place is not one based on pulling away from all of you, rather it is to give myself wholly to this wild space instead. To be a part of the nature here, not forever set apart from it in some sanitized domestic setting, with all its noise and problems. 

I came here to find solace. A sanctuary of sorts. A deeper understanding of what this part of Scotland really is. Warts and all. 

None of that means I’m necessarily armed with a higher wisdom or that I have developed some spiritual enlightenment or religious purpose – like that hermit fella from the dictionary definition. I don’t think I have a unique insight anyway, but I’ll let you decide that for yerself.

I may live alone, but I’m far from alone in the rich history of loners. The outsider, isolating themselves from the collective in some outlying place, is a consistent theme that stretches right back to the dawn of collective human civilization. For, as long as we have chosen to live together, there are always those who have chosen to live apart. 

In ancient times, most populations would have had themselves a semi-professional hermit. Back then, they were celebrated as someone who sat outside of politics, corrupting influences and wider social ills. The hermit was the keeper of the stories, an important standard-bearer and comprehensive archivist of the history of a community. Most significant of all, they were taken as the ultimate barometer as to what was right and what was wrong. Their ability to live without reliance on anything, or anyone, meant they were the ultimate source of apolitical and acultural opinion. The only people truly on the moral high ground. In reality, their chosen lifestyle probably meant they struggled to give constructive advice on any social direction, anyway; as really, what’s the point of sparing any thought for all that rubbish if you’ve already seen how senseless it all is? I know that’s how I feel. 

You don’t have to stick up a cabin in the woods and isolate yourself forever to feel the benefits of a little time alone. There are hundreds of thousands of religious scholars, thinkers, creatives and leaders who have headed to the wilderness part-time to form, reflect and refine their world views and ideas. In Christian belief, Jesus of Nazareth was said to have taken to the remote Jordanian desert for forty days and nights, as did Moses on Mount Sinai. Islamic tradition tells the story of the Prophet Muhammad receiving his first angelic revelation while living alone in a cave near Mecca, and Hinduism has seen millions of Sadhus, Hindu holy people, living a monastic existence, in a near-permanent state of prayer, while receiving trickles of well-wishers and worshippers. 

Much art, science and literature has been produced by those people who chose to temporarily execute their ideas without interruption. Famous recluses, such as the scientist Charles Darwin, writer Emily Brontë, philanthropist Howard Hughes, director Stanley Kubrick, even the Beatles guitarist George Harrison, all found some form and presence through their occasional voluntary seclusion from society. 

‘Not till we have lost the world, do we begin to find ourselves, and realize where we are and the infinite extent of our relations,’ American naturalist Henry Thoreau wrote back in the nineteenth century. Prophetic words, which might as well be inscribed into hermit law (if there were such a thing) because, honestly, there really is a little hermit waiting to be released out of us all (before they can promptly disappear for a while to figure it all out). 

Protest at the direction of society is probably the biggest influence on the decision to go hermit full-time. A feeling that stretches from a general malaise, right through to a downright disgust, at wider mankind’s environmental destruction, our predilection for warfare, our generally regressive political directions and increasing disregard for others. All fair enough, I’d say, but in modern times I’m afraid its various manifestations have given the formerly good word of the hermit a very bad name indeed. More often than not, introversion and reclusion, the fundamental character traits of a hermit, have become closely associated with those who have a real visceral anger and forceful hostility towards humankind. I hear about them on my radio from time to time. People the news describe as ‘lone wolfs’. These hate-filled fellas who get guns and knives and occasionally go out on these awful killing sprees.

This is absolutely not the way of the hermit, and is a dreadful smear on all those who prefer the quiet life – all introverts, as well as hermits and recluses. This violent phenomenon has taken the former idea that we are gentle, and gently enlightened people, quietly and peacefully engaged in seclusive thought, and then bastardized it as simply time for us to manifest our menace. According to that typecast, some of us are at best weirdos, and at worst potentially dangerous criminals. Today public opinion and press speculation too often paints the hermit, in all their guises, as someone who should be feared and avoided; no longer a person to venerate, and certainly not someone to emulate. 

I hope this book helps undo some of the damage because, in truth, both the positions – either that we have some special mystical power or prowess, or that we pose a threat – fall well wide of the mark. It might be tempting to put us all in one convenient box, but ultimately I am afraid we are all individuals, with our own individual thoughts, feelings, and reasons for living as we do. Speaking for myself, I certainly don’t believe I’m particularly special. I’m not armed with some higher knowledge or a greater sense of purpose, nor do I possess a highly evolved set of survival skills, or harbour superhuman abilities to hang tough in terrible conditions. I am just Ken Smith, a man who prefers to do things his own way.

I hope in your reading, you might see some parts of this life that you may wish to adapt or adopt into your own. The freedom of a grand horizon, the taste of something gratefully and sensitively taken from the wild, the liberation to be had from discovering that not everything that is good has to cost you money.

I don’t want you to ever think that my way of life is unattainable and unique to me. It certainly isn’t, and there is absolutely nothing wrong with you seeking the metaphorical or physical wilderness every once in a while for yourself, too. If I can do it, you can do it. After all, as I’ve already said, people like me have existed within every culture on earth. We are just as much a part of human history as we are fundamental expressions of the human condition. We are not an oddity or curiosity that somehow sits enigmatically and inexplicably outside normal human society. We are as much a part of you, as you are of us.

Argh, maybe this beer is going to my head after all (and I can’t even sober up now that the bloody shrew has stolen my last Jaffa cake!), so let me finish on this, and then I’m letting the fire die out and climbing into my bed.

I’ve spent the majority of my life living outside the conventions of mainstream society, and I’ll tell you what I think is weird, and it ain’t the hermit. It’s how entire generations of people have been conned into believing that there is only one way to live, and that’s on-grid, in deepening debt, working on products you’ll probably never use, to line the pockets of people you’ll never meet, just so you might be able to get enough money together to buy a load of crap you don’t need, or, if you’re lucky, have a holiday that takes you to a place, like where I live, for a week of the happiness I feel every day. And then they have the bloody cheek to guilt you into somehow being grateful for it?

No. I’m pretty certain I’m not the weird one, and yet here we are, my friends. Let’s be honest, you didn’t buy this book just because you were curious about me, did you? You’re here because that small part of you, the hermit that sits within us all, wants to know if there is something more, and if it can be done.

Well, it can. 





PART ONE

Where It All Began (and then Began Again)





DERBYSHIRE BOY

I was born on 28 October 1947 in a small house in the village of Whatstandwell, Derbyshire. It sits close to the River Derwent, about five miles south of Matlock, with the Cromford Canal running right past it. I believe that canal was the main navigation to and from the spinning mills that had their heyday during the industrial era, but these days, most comings and goings are either along the B-road that joins Whatstandwell to the A6, or the small train station stop, just on the village’s fringe. 

I say village, but back in 1947 it was little more than a row of stone-built, slate-roofed terraced cottages. Hardly even a hamlet. In those days it was only really your dad who worked, while your mam stopped at home to look after the kids and do all the housework. My dad worked at Lea Mills spinning mill, which made fine knitwear, and later he went on to work at the wire works, walking the canal towpath to and from work on a six-mile round-trip each and every day. Before the mills he’d worked in the Royal Navy, and Mam had also been a Wren, a member of the Women’s Royal Naval Service. 

I was one of four. Brother Dave came first, born during the war, then came Mike, me, and finally my sister Patricia, who we called Trisha. Trisha and Mike are still here, but my brother Dave sadly passed away. We were close and played together very happily, but the house I was born into was not a nice place. I can’t remember huge amounts of detail about the inside, we moved away when I was still young, but I knew I didn’t like it there at all. It was rented off a wealthy man who lived in a luxurious mansion somewhere nearby, but sadly the living standards of his tenants were in marked contrast. 

Still, we were the lucky ones. We were the house at the top of the row and sat detached from the rest of the terrace. The poshest house of the lot, or, more accurately, the least worst. Not only were we detached, we were the only ones with our own private washing block. The washing block was this square lump of concrete with a large, cup-shaped copper tub inside. Us kids would go down to the well, where all the residents would draw their water, and then carry it back to fill that tub up. The water was then heated by a fire built with logs chopped by Dad in the local woods, which, like the water, had to be carried back up to the block by us children. 

When the water in the copper tub was hot enough, we would have our bath. It would be Mike and David first, then Trisha and me. Work was shared, so was food, water, muck, and head lice. My upbringing taught me the value of graft from a very young age, but there’s not a whole lot of romance about that way of life. It could be a very hard existence, especially for my mam and dad, but it was also pretty typical of how a lot of working-class people were expected to live after the Second World War, and we were very happy for the most part. 

We mucked along together. There was a lot of camaraderie in that community. A sense that we were all in it together. You knew everyone on your street would help each other out back then. If you were short of anything, food, soap, even a bit of cash, it was always there to be borrowed. You just found ways to split and share the little you had, and make it go as far as possible. Mind you, I can’t personally remember helping anyone out as a wee toddler. I do remember once blocking up all their keyholes with bread when they were all off down the pub, though! 
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Our house wasn’t just inhabited by people. There were ghosts, too. 

Most children have a happy early memory. A hug from their mam, a favourite bit of food, maybe a holiday, but mine was waking up in the middle of the night to the sensation of someone stroking my head. I opened my eyes to see this man in braces, with a little boy stood right next to him, both standing over me. 

It was far from a one-off occurrence. I recall it happening several times during my childhood, but, strangely, I was never once scared. I didn’t shout out. I didn’t bury my head in the sheets. I just lay there watching them as they watched me. 

One day though, we experienced something as a family that really did unnerve us. Mam, Mike, Dave, and I, were all down in the wash block. Mam was up the steps trying to get some clothes washed and us kids were left to our own devices at the bottom. In the corner of the room sat this small three-wheeled trike that all the children used to peddle around while their parents did the washing. Unbeknown to us at the time, that trike had actually belonged to a young girl who’d fallen into the well and tragically drowned. 

That day, while we were all happily playing, the bell of the trike started ringing out all on its own. We looked over, absolutely struck dumb, and suddenly, it began to pedal itself right across the washroom floor. 

That was quite enough for my poor old mam. She was horrified. ‘Blow the washing,’ she cried out, before bounding down the steps and rushing us all into the house. It would be many hours before she eventually built up the courage to go back to the washroom to get our clothes, and none of us felt particularly comfortable playing with that little trike after that. 

I know for a fact that similar things happened to the other tenants that followed us into that place. Thirty years later, I was sat in a pub, and overheard a conversation between a husband and wife. They were actually recalling the time they’d lived in that exact same row of houses in Whatstandwell. I couldn’t quite believe my ears, and had to interrupt them just to double-check I’d definitely heard them right. 

It was the most remarkable coincidence, but we soon started comparing notes about our respective time in that place, and, when I finally felt comfortable enough that they wouldn’t think I was a total nutter, I chanced my arm and asked, 

‘So, did you happen to have any spooky experiences while you were there?’ 

The atmosphere changed in an instant. 

The wife went pale and a dark cloud descended over the husband. ‘Oh no,’ he opined, wagging a finger, ‘don’t bloody start on that thing again.’ 

He then went quiet and stared angrily at his pint, but his wife began to open up. ‘My hair was stroked at night,’ she ventured nervously, ‘by a little boy and a man.’ She went on to detail experiences identical to mine, and her husband eventually admitted defeat and started chipping in too. ‘We even swapped bloody beds,’ he said, ‘and she was still getting woken up by these bloomin’ people stroking her.’ 

At the end of our chat, the wife elbowed her husband in the ribs so hard he spilled his beer. ‘See?’ she said in a triumphant tone, pointing at me, her chief supporting witness and new best friend, ‘I told you Albert! It were haunted!’

Children, I think, have a far greater connection to whatever it is that sits outside our known universe. They are naturally much more open and accepting. Able to take things at face value without feeling like they have to explain away the true mysteries of the universe. Adults don’t come forward with their paranormal experiences readily, not because they don’t believe in what they saw, but because they dread the judgement and ridicule of those people who weren’t even there. Naysayers, that seek to disprove and dismiss anything you’ve ever experienced that is a little, well, less than ordinary. 

‘Judgement’ is not really a concern for me, given my chosen way of life. I have the privilege of being able to be completely honest about everything I’ve ever experienced, as I will suffer absolutely no ill-consequences from the conclusions of others about what I have to say. Quite honestly, though, if you cared less about what people thought then you would be a lot happier – regardless of whether you live as a hermit or not. Tell your truth, and blow the lot of them, I say. 

My childhood experience was not to be my only encounter with spooks in my life. Another happenstance came much later, shortly after I’d returned to Scotland from all my travelling. That was a deeply unpleasant event, and one that truly did shake me to the core, but you’ll have to wait a little while before I can tell you about that.
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I was about five years old when we finally moved out of Whatstandwell. We only headed three miles down the road to a council house, but the relief in us all was palpable. Finally, we were free of that primitive place and off to the relative civilization of the village of Crich. 

Crich was where my education really began. I had attended Whatstandwell school for a year before we’d moved, but I can’t remember learning anything of note. It was a brutal place, where corporal punishment was the norm. On my very first day of school, I was caned just for running out into the road to get a ball. A mistake certainly, but one worthy of beating a small child finding his feet in a new school? Most certainly not. That was the way it was done back then, though. Victorian ideas of education persevered right into the middle half of the previous century, until the practice of caning was finally outlawed in the 1980s. 

There were two primary schools placed on the hill at Crich: top school, for the infants, and bottom school, for the juniors. They were both built in the late 1880s, a time of great economic and population growth in Britain’s industrial heartlands. As workers grafted in the pits, mills and docks, the need to make provisions for the education of their children grew. Soon these thick stone, brick and slate-roofed buildings began to pop up in the working communities spread out across the land. 

They were typically small, cold and functional. In my first school you could get all the children in just one room, and we only had four teachers in total; but that didn’t mean education wasn’t taken very seriously. Traditional ideas of education persisted, and learning was by rote, but I was exceptionally lucky that once we’d moved I found the best teacher I ever had. Mr Florey communicated his lessons brilliantly and I flourished under his stewardship. Better still were his ethics. He was a man who cared about his students’ feelings and did not believe in teaching through fear. The cane may well have been the norm in the 1950s, but Mr Florey was one of those few liberal-minded teachers who broke the mould (and not the skin on our hands and arses). 

It was a sleight-of-hand trick he’d play. ‘Smith!’ he would shout when I’d been acting up (which I did a lot of, I can be honest with you about that). I’d look up and it was as if he had a look of pure evil in his face – a truly thunderous rage. 

‘Come over here and put out your hand!’ 

There he’d be, stood over you ominously with a thick wooden ruler. I’d hold out my hand and, theatrically and deliberately, he would miss wildly. 

‘I’ve missed!’ he would cry. ‘Hold it out again!’ he’d demand, before missing again. ‘Right, that’s taught you a lesson. Now go and sit down!’ he’d bark dismissively. 

Every time, to everyone, he would always do the same. It was dramatic, a deliberate show put on for the benefit of the other teachers in the building, but we were all well in on his ruse. He never once beat a child and we loved him for it. I think we all respected him that much more too. I know I did; he was an excellent educator and we hung on his every word. If you misbehaved, you felt ashamed of yourself for letting him down. A far greater punishment than the cane ever could be. 

I did have one very big problem though. One that no conjuring on earth could get me out of. I was left-handed. 

It seems utter madness, but in those days being left-handed was considered to be a deficiency that required curing. This fear of ‘leftness’ is documented in many ancient cultures, but in British society it most likely had its roots in the Bible, and Jesus’s proclamation that the blessed would sit by the right hand of God, with the cursed stuck on his left. It didn’t take long for an almighty leap in judgement to be made, and pretty soon it was the accepted wisdom that the Devil himself was left-handed, and that he, and all other evil spirits and curses, could be roused with gestures from the left hand. Even the English word ‘sinister’ originated from the Latin word for left.

The way my teachers went about solving this ‘problem’ was as cruel as it was simple. If you were left-handed your left arm was tied behind your back and you were forced to write with your right hand. Can you imagine? Five years old, having your first experience in education, having already been caned just for running after a ball, and then having one arm roped behind your back? 

It continued throughout my education and eventually worked. I can still easily write with my left hand as well as my right. In fact, the whole exercise has made me ambidextrous, to the extent that I can actually write with both hands at the same time, forwards as well as backwards. I haven’t quite found a specific use for that very odd talent, but it’s a decent party trick all the same, and has secured me a few free ales in its time. 

I might have been left-handed but I was far from daft. I was top of the class quite a few times through school, in pretty much every subject barring Maths. My spelling was very poor, though. I’d never want to break the creative flow and rhythm of a story I was working up in my mind by stopping to ask how a word was spelt and, as such, I’d constantly be reprimanded for being unable to spell correctly. 

This is going to feel like such a poor excuse, but I believe it is an allegory for what I see as an issue with our formal education system generally, in which functionality and form, exactness and precision, are rewarded over any semblance of imagination. 
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10 February 1962

The pond is very large and deep, with a sludgy sandy bottom . . . [it] contained many weeds and water insects, as well as amphibians.

The amphibians were frogs, but which now lay dead on the surface with bites in them. Some had no heads on, others with no legs, and even some with bleeding tummies. 

It was evident that there was some kind of fish in this pond, probably a pike. 

We could not see it, but we cast a line into the pond with a worm on the end hoping to catch it, but we knew pikes do not like worms, so we hoped it was hard up on food, then it would like worms. 

We left the pond with the line securely fastened to the bank and went on to the newt pond, hoping to return tomorrow to see what was in store for us.
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11 February 1962

It took me about thirty minutes to reach the pond, and by now it was drizzling.

My hands were wet and cold and the rain made constant ripples in the pond, but I wound in the reel we had put there the day before, only to find the worm on the hook still intact. 

My feet sank in the wet clay as I cast out again, and the fine spray of rain came on. 

I made another line with some string, only this time I tied on a dead frog on the end, but as I had no luck, I went home.

It was plainly obvious from a very early age that I was never going to be someone who was stuck indoors in a suit and tie, trapped behind a desk, working for some fool that didn’t even know my name. A fascination with nature and the outdoors was deep in me from birth – as I’m sure it is for many children before the world of school, work and adulthood squeezes it right out of them. 

It was very important to me that I brought wild things home to study, and I would spend all my free time outside, collecting all sorts and stowing them away in the cardboard-box-cum-treasure-chest beside my bed. 

A small gang of us would head off in search of adventures and animals, usually in any of the old abandoned quarry sites spread out around our home, or the woodland that we called ‘The Strictly Private’.

Not one of us seemed to make the connection between those ‘Strictly Private’ words marked on the sign at the entrance to those woods and what ‘Strictly Private’ actually meant in English. Even if we had, though, I highly doubt it would’ve made a difference in our trespassing. They were some of the most beautiful woods I’d seen. Far too nice to be shut away from the unwashed public, at any rate.

We all piled in and created absolute havoc in those great trees, chasing each other and playing hide and seek around the rhododendron bushes. We used to find these huge old stone wheels hidden in the undergrowth, too; giant things they were, some six feet across and impossible to move. Quite what they were used for we never really figured out, but they made for brilliant centrepieces for all our games and adventures in The Strictly Private. 

Crystals, fossils and rocks; all came to my collection from the quarry (Crich and its surroundings were a fascinating place geologically, where sandstone and limestone bedrock met), whereas snail shells, feathers, acorns, roots, pine cones, leaves and seeds all came from The Strictly Private. I would pore over all of them for hours on end, studying their lines and intricate details under a small microscope till my eyes were sore. 

In the pages of several well-worn Royal Mail notebooks, I recorded my first handwritten notes of my discoveries and observations, alongside diaries of my dreams, and I had a whole book dedicated to things I saw from my bedroom window. Many things have happened lately around Crich, although nothing has around the windows, I penned in the late 1950s. I decided not to commission a second series of that particular book, but it all marked the start of a lifelong sense of duty to record all my comings and goings in detail. 

I’d always use my finest handwriting, and also included elaborate maps of the very best of my stomping grounds. Clearly, I took natural history, and its meticulous recording, very seriously indeed. I got my acorns by climbing an oak tree and picking them off one by one, I noted, aged seven, before lamenting how the bulbs found beneath a railway bank died because I didn’t plant them in time. 

I also became quite passionate about growing mould; using the old English word ‘fust’ to describe a clutch of recipes for what, it is fair to say, was quite a singular and unusual hobby. It seemed lemon juice had the finest result: a shiny, and very delicate fust, I recorded with my curly handwriting – with more than a touch of boyish glee, I imagine. 

It was a carefree time, but not entirely without incident. I soon collected all the garden-variety bumps, bruises and scrapes; and once tore a ligament jumping out of a tree while scrumping apples (an injury that left me pigeon-toed for life); but the worst accident by far came very early on in my life as an explorer. I was only five when I fell down the flight of sandstone steps outside the Whatstandwell washroom and fractured my skull. 

I remember very shakily regaining my feet and staggering back up the stairs to find Mam washing our clothes. ‘Mam, I’ve fallen down the steps,’ I announced. I have no idea what I looked like, but her face almost instantly resembled the one I’d seen with the washroom ghost encounter. It was a picture of abject horror, but we couldn’t flee this scene and pretend it hadn’t happened – it was almost the worst nightmare for any parent and required her immediate attention. 

‘Right!’ she cried, hurriedly packing up all the washing stuff, ‘we’ve got to get you to hospital!’ 

Now, in those days it wasn’t a case of just getting in a car or ringing for an ambulance. We didn’t own a car, or a phone to make a call, for starters, but I don’t believe there was an ambulance service back then anyway. We needed to tell my dad what had happened as all the other children were at school and it was clear that we were probably going to be gone for some time. We walked a track for three-quarters of a mile down to the canal, with my mam gripping my hand to steady me as I stumbled along with my concussion. We crossed a bridge over the canal and followed the towpath for another mile, and finally started the descent to the wire works where Dad was working. 

‘Stop here, Ken,’ she commanded, leaving me with my fractured skull on the pavement by the A6. Mam then went into the wire works, found Dad, told him what had happened, and returned about twenty minutes later. Now we could make a start for hospital, so off we went, south on the A6 towards Ambergate, with the thumb out and in quite desperate need of a hitched lift. 

Soon, a lorry stopped, and this next part of the story was kept from me for many years. It is a horrible tale, and not something any child would ever want to think about their own mother having to go through. From my side, all I can really recall was that the lorry took us to Derbyshire Royal Infirmary, the X-ray revealed a fractured skull, and I was told I was going to have to stay in hospital to recover. Mam headed home to look after the rest of the children, but her side of the story was very different. 

What she would tell me some years down the line was that the lorry driver had said the lift to hospital was only on the condition that she would have sex with him. With her little boy bleeding in her arms, she was in a truly desperate situation. ‘Look,’ she said pleadingly, ‘please. I’ve got to get him to hospital. My son, I think he has broken his skull.’ By that point, now some time after the accident, my head had started to swell up with all the blood. Thinking quickly, she added as a closer: ‘I’m also pregnant.’ 

This wasn’t a lie. Trisha was on her way, and it was a fair assumption that this might put this man off, or at least generate some sympathy. This lorry driver, though, was undeterred and insistent. Those were his final terms for carriage: a leg-over or no lift. 

It was disgusting and disgraceful, and makes me absolutely sick to the stomach to even think about it. My poor mam was terrified. Terrified of him, but also terrified of what might happen to her son if she didn’t take the lift she so urgently needed. This sexual predator knew all this, and was using our extreme vulnerability solely for his own gratification. 

Mam tried to trick him. She agreed to have sex with him, but only after he’d taken me to hospital. ‘If you feel the same way once you’ve dropped us off, meet me at the Belper Triangle,’ she’d offered. 

The Belper Triangle was an intersection on the A6 and a very popular bus stop just outside the small town of Belper, a little north of Derby. The lorry driver knew that Mam would have to pass through it to get back home to Whatstandwell, and that the bus was certain to stop at this terminus to pick up and drop off passengers. ‘Wait there with your lorry and I’ll join you on the way back,’ she added, in a final act of desperation. 

With me under the doctor’s care, Mam got on a Trent bus for the journey home and, as she sat down, she began to pray. ‘I hope, please, that this bus does not pick anyone up from the Belper Triangle,’ she asked of God and, as the bus made its journey northwards, her anxiety and prayer peaked. 

To her horror, as the bus approached the Triangle, she spotted the man waiting there in his lorry. She slunk down in her seat, trying to shield herself from his view, sure that she was about to be busted, but to her absolute astonishment and amazement, the bus did not stop. No one got on or off at the Triangle, the man didn’t see her, and she was carried away home. It was a miracle. Mam was saved. I would like to think that truly horrible man waited there for many an hour and ended up in prison at some point, but justice can be hard won in this world and I’m just glad Mam was safe.

There were occasional hard times growing up, and parenting then, when compared with parenting now, might even seem a little crude, but our mam and dad always gave us everything we really needed: unconditional love, and – as much as they could afford – their time and attention.

Mam had absolutely no choice but to get that lift. Over everything else, it stands as a testament to what she was willing to go through for any of her children. I am proud of the incredible dignity and composure she showed in such a terrifying situation but, above all, I’ll always know how much we were loved. I am in no doubt though that, once I was old enough to discover the truth of what had really happened, it sowed the seeds of a generally healthy mistrust for some human beings into the earth of my being.





COMING UP FOR SCOTTISH AIR

11 March 1963

It was the rays of early dawn that awoke me, we were approaching Dumfries, and no more did my journey worry me. I sat looking into the hills and moorland, such a contrast to the cities in England, and little did I know at the time, that I would grow to love these desolate places.

I left home and school and started working at just fifteen years old. Young, by today’s standards, but not such a big deal back then. I loved my family and we all got on well together, but we were growing older and in need of our own space, as young adults so frequently are. It was claustrophobic in our little house with everyone still living there, but then my dad, encouraged by my other brothers and sister, went out and bought a sheepdog called ‘Ricky’. 

I’d told them I didn’t want to share the house with a dog, and, as it became increasingly clear that I was going to have to take on some of the responsibility for the upkeep and walking of young Ricky, it soon became me or the dog. 

And the dog won. 

It took a few months of sending letters out to the four corners of the United Kingdom via a truly feckless Youth Employment officer, but eventually I landed a job. I wasn’t hugely precious about where the work was going to be, as long as it took me away, was outside, and had some prospects. It was 1963 and I was fifteen years old when I boarded the midnight train and headed to the true north for the first time. I was to start work in the Forestry Commission at Bridge of Gaur, planting woods right up in the Scottish Highlands. 

I was taken to a Forestry hostel where my weekly wages of thirty shillings, about thirty pounds in today’s money, didn’t even cover the cost of my board. I did eventually get a grant from the education authority to help with my living expenses but there was virtually nothing left for spending after I’d deducted my board, my food and my laundry. That didn’t matter, though, I was there to graft and learn – earning could wait. 

I worked for them for four years in all, planting, fencing and ditching the Rannoch woods, trees that are still spreading out all over these moors today; but the early weeks of that first job were brutal. The lads I lived and worked with were merciless bullies, especially to newcomers or people they marked out as a bit different from the rest, which I most certainly was. I was quiet and a bit introverted as a teenager, more focused on the natural world than carrying on like a lout or following the football scores, and I was frequently doused in buckets of water and flour, stolen from, woken in the middle of the night, or just plain beaten. 

Many times I was brought to the verge of tears and, as much as I wasn’t missing home, or Ricky the dog, I still came very close to quitting. If it wasn’t for what we had in our backyard, there is no way I could’ve seen it through. I sought solace in the hills, and wound up finding my self-confidence instead. 

I loved those windswept hills, for I myself was a legend among them, and being the legend, [I] could tell these stories I possess, and as time drew on more stories of deer, wild cats, and fishing expeditions came known to me in those wild and desolate Grampian mountains. 

I wrote romantically in my diary. I didn’t have the foggiest where I was going to end up at the time, but there is certainly a nice serendipity to the fact that my first job took me to work just fifteen miles, as the crow flies, from where I’d eventually settle for life. Instinctively, I felt immediately at ease while wandering alone in those mountains. Even at aged fifteen, they spoke to me in a way that nowhere else had before, or really, in Britain, has since. I loved the Scottish wilds from the very first time I stuck on my boots and took to their embrace and, my god, did I need them for those first few months. 

As the weeks passed, I came to feel like I was truly home, and the hard start faded in my mind. Looking back, it was hardly surprising that a big group of teenage boys and young men would cause trouble among each other. There was no social life to be had up there, and the nearest town with anything like conventional entertainment was sixty-three miles away in Perth. The living situation soon settled down and I was gradually accepted as just another one of the lads. 
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