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This one’s for Kim – perhaps the

brightest witch of her age
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INITIATION



And so Lucy found herself walking through the wood arm in arm with this strange creature as if they had known one another all their lives.

– The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, C. S. Lewis
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We’re not just losing the wild world. We’re forgetting it.

We’re no longer noticing it. We’ve lost the habit of looking and seeing and listening and hearing. We’re beginning to think it’s not really our business. We’re beginning to act as if it’s not there any more.

In the course of The Chronicles of Narnia, Lucy has to enter the house of the magician and read a spell for making hidden things visible. She knows at once that she’s got it right, because colours and pictures start to appear on the pages of the magic book in gold and blue and scarlet. And then, wonder of wonders, Aslan himself, the great lion and high king above all high kings, is also made visible.

‘Aslan,’ said Lucy, almost a little reproachfully. ‘Don’t make fun of me. As if anything I could do would make you visible.’

‘It did,’ said Aslan. ‘Do you think I wouldn’t obey my own rules?’

Lucy’s joy when Aslan is revealed before her is the most wonderful and beautiful thing, the most wonderful thing that could ever be. And Lucy’s joy – or at least some of it – can be ours.

We too can say the spell for making hidden things visible. In fact, I am prepared to offer no fewer than twenty-three spells for doing so.

Mammals you never knew existed will enter your world. Birds hidden in the treetops will shed their cloak of anonymity. With a single movement of your hand you can make reptiles appear before you. Butterflies you never saw before will bring joy to every sunny day. Creatures of the darkness will enter the light of your consciousness.

As you take on new techniques and a little new equipment, you will discover new creatures and, with them, areas of yourself that have been dormant. Once put to use, they wake up and start working again. You become wilder in your mind and in your heart.

That’s the real magic. You wake up the part of you that slept. It was there all along. It needed only the smallest shake, the gentlest nudge to become part of your waking self. There is wildness in us all, but in most of us it’s latent, sleeping, unused. Wild we are in our deeper selves: we are hunter-gatherers in suits and dresses and jeans and T-shirts. We have been civilised – tame – for less than 1 per cent of our existence as a species.

Even in the twenty-first century you can be where the wild things are. These days, non-human life always seems to be just over the horizon, just beyond the threshold of our understanding, just a little bit short of our awareness – but with the smallest alteration all this can change. The lost world can be found: the hidden creatures that share our planet can be brought before us glowing in gold and blue and scarlet.

Once you know the spells, the wild world starts to appear before you. Do you think they wouldn’t obey their own rules?

Now you don’t see it.

Now you do.
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THE MAGIC TREE



Everyone in that crowd turned its head, and then everyone drew a long breath of wonder and delight. A little way off, towering over their heads, they saw a tree which certainly had not been there before.

– The Magician’s Nephew, C. S. Lewis





[image: image]





There is a Magic Tree in Narnia. It grows in The Magician’s Nephew, which is what we now call a prequel to The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. Polly and Digory fetch the apple from which the tree springs, making the journey on the back of a winged horse. The tree protects Narnia from harm for hundreds of years and works further wonders when the children return to England.

The idea of magic trees runs deep in all human cultures. Every year we bring one into our homes, cover it with beautiful things and then sit before it in joy. All trees have some kind of magic about them: huge things that start as an object you can hold between finger and thumb, living things that are also life-givers, offering food and shelter to all comers.

I want to draw your attention to one kind of tree: a tree with a summoning spell – and what it summons is butterflies. Butterflies, more than any other creatures, seem to have been designed to please humans: stunning little fragments of colour that sting not and cause no harm. They are without question bright and beautiful, and to look at butterflies with the tiniest bit more attention is the easiest way in the world to get a little closer to nature.

The tree in question is the buddleia. Not much of a tree in terms of height or girth, not much more than an ambitious bush. But it’s rather good at flowering: each summer, around June and July, it produces improbable quantities of big purple cones, flowers that seem more than their fragile stems can bear. These blooms summon butterflies and the butterflies obey the summons in unexpected numbers.

The buddleia is classified as an invasive species. It is native to China and Japan and first appeared in British gardens around 1800. It was first recorded in the wild in 1922. It makes plenty of seeds and they disperse well, and it’s so spectacularly unneedy that it will put down roots in a wall. More than anything else, it loves to follow railway lines. Buddleias can damage buildings and have also caused problems on chalk grasslands, so not everybody loves them, but they have an utterly beguiling trick. They attract butterflies like no other tree, like no other flowers.

The buddleia is the bar no butterfly can pass. They come in like absinthe drinkers in an impressionist painting and as they drink, they spell out their own theories of colour and meaning. If you want to find butterflies, all you have to do is find a buddleia in bloom. Gaze at it for a few minutes on a fine day in early summer and you will almost certainly find yourself gazing upon butterflies.

There are plenty of nectar-rich plants, and many that attract butterflies, but the buddleia has the power of summoning butterflies from vast distances and it makes all other plants seem second-best. Here the butterflies drink and bask, spreading their wings out just like the illustrations in the field guide, making it easy for the greenest of novices to make an ID. They are so taken up with the glories of the buddleia that they will more or less ignore your presence. You can walk within a couple of feet of the bush and be unlucky if the butterflies move. The buddleia gives you a unique, almost impertinent intimacy with butterflies.

So far so good. Now all you have to do is to meet the tree halfway. Do that and you will work a spell that diminishes the gap between human and butterfly. And what you do is learn to tell one species of butterfly from another. Do that and you will never look at a butterfly in the same way. That’s because every time you see one, you will look a little closer, know a little more and the butterfly will have just a little more meaning.

From that moment on you will see every butterfly more clearly than before. You want to know what species the butterfly is, just as you want to know who is calling at your house. And as you get used to the fact that butterflies come in different species, you start recognising butterflies whether you want to or not. That’s not a butterfly – that’s a peacock.

You have programmed part of your brain with butterfly images: with the images of different kinds of butterflies. Once you have sorted out a few species to your satisfaction, your brain will respond to butterflies in a different way. There will be knowledge, familiarity and, above all, connection. It may be one-way, at least in any obvious sense, but you will find yourself connected to butterflies as never before.

As Danny the drug-dealer says in the film Withnail and I: ‘You have done something to your brain. You have made it high.’

And that is the way you rewild yourself: you do something to your brain. This book, and every spell in it, is about doing something to your brain. You can make it wild.

The buddleia bush is the summoning spell that brings the butterflies to you. You complete the charm by learning five names – and then find that they lead to a still-more-magical sixth. All butterflies are equal, but some butterflies are more equal than others. We all love the idea of the Special One.

There are fifty-nine species of butterfly regularly seen in Britain, so it’s easier than with birds, when you have to cope with more than three hundred. With birds, you can increase your enjoyment hugely by learning the names of forty or fifty of them. But right now I’m talking about butterflies, and the fact is that you can increase your pleasure in butterflies, and therefore of every summer’s day you ever live through, by learning the names of the five butterflies that you will routinely find on a buddleia. The classic garden butterflies; the butterflies who pass by when you’re having a nice drink outside on a warm evening. And then the magical sixth . . .

The first is the small white, often disparagingly known as the cabbage white; its caterpillars have a taste for brassicas and, for my money, they’re welcome to them. But that’s by the by. The point is that if you see a small white butterfly on a buddleia, the chances are it’s a small white. Not all of life, and not all of wildlife, is as simple as this, so it’s worth celebrating.

And then, as an incentive to look closer, you may also find a large white. This is indeed large and white, but scale can be tricky in all forms of observation. The large white – also fond of brassicas – has strong black corners to the upper wings; the females also have two black wing-spots.

There are other white butterflies to confuse things but, right now, I suggest you pay them no mind. Keep it simple. Just start looking at white butterflies and separating the large from the small, and you will already find your eyes and mind are turning feral on you. You’re waking up. The process of personal rewilding is beginning.

Then there are three colourful butterflies, all equally keen on buddleias. Let’s start with the small tortoiseshell. This was the breakthrough butterfly for me, and I hope it will be for you. I spent too much of my life thinking that butterflies weren’t really my business and that they were all, well, just butterflies. I started looking at butterflies mainly because it seemed really rather feeble not to know one from another. The second reason is that the peak flying months for butterflies – the midsummer – are the quietest for birds, as they’re involved in raising a family rather than being noticed.

It’s a relatively recent trend: birders turn to butterflies in the summer, often to dragonflies as well, which are a good deal trickier. So I learned the buddleia boys and for ever after I have looked at butterflies and seen them where I would never have seen them before. That’s not because they weren’t there: it’s because I hadn’t looked. I hadn’t known how to see. I hadn’t done something to my brain.

The small tortoiseshell is a warm orange but the leading edges of the wings carry a bar of alternating black and yellow. They are tortoiseshell in the way that tortoiseshell cats are, or sometimes the frames of glasses: that same black and orange mixture. (A butterfly has four wings, two on each side, so close together they often look like one.)

Now look closely as a small tortoiseshell spreads his wings before you and holds still: you will see that the trailing edges of the hind-wings have the most exquisite pattern of blue dots. When I started looking at butterflies, I had never seen it before, never noticed the blue at all. How absurd it is: a miracle of colour that regularly comes into back gardens and parks, not to mention railways lines and car parks, and I hadn’t seen it at all. I had looked at it many times, but I hadn’t seen it. My brain was insufficiently wild. With the smallest amount of training you can see it every summer’s day.

The next butterfly to look for is the peacock. On a rich red background, four mad staring eyes. That’s why it’s called a peacock: a peacock’s tail is similarly full of eyes. The peacock’s eyes are for showing off to the females; a butterfly’s eyes are for startling predators: for giving out the lying information that this is not a tasty insect but part of a large and possibly dangerous beast. You may say, ‘Well, it doesn’t fool me’, but that’s because you’re looking with a human’s two-eyed perspective. An insect-eating bird has eyes set on either side of its head, so its three-dimensional perception is not acute. It is also looking around for predators all the time: a quick impression of a fierce eye and it’s off. Better safe than eaten.

Mimicry in butterflies (and many other beasts) is fascinating, bewildering and sometimes close to hallucinogenic. You can find stunning examples of this in the rainforest – and in anyone’s back garden. The great spectacles and mysteries of life are not restricted to distant lands: they are within your compass – your garden, your local park, your eye, your brain. That is what rewilding yourself is all about.

The final one of the buddleia five is familiar to many of us, and a good few of us even know its name. That’s the red admiral: shining black wings picked out with white and red, a handsome beast and about as burly as a butterfly can get. They are strong fliers and indefatigable migrants. They also hang about till later in the year than most butterflies: long after your buddleia has gone to seed you can find red admirals on ivy flowers. Not everyone notices that ivy does flowers: red admirals do, and they will draw your attention to these immensely discreet blossoms; a great source of nectar when most of the other flowers have gone. Thus the red admirals refuel on their way south to the mainland of Europe.

So let us move on to the magical sixth: the Special One. Not there every time, not by any means. Not there every year, for that matter – but some years they’re here in abundance and you can rejoice, and wonder if they’re going to break the buddleia with their mass, as it seemed they might do in the great year of 2009. These are painted ladies. They too are migrants and they fly up from Morocco to be with us. They vary a little, but mostly they’re pale orange, with the outside corners of the wings black, and white markings within the back.

They don’t come all the way from Morocco in one go: they will pause and breed and die and then the next generation powers northwards. It was once thought that they came to Britain to produce a doomed generation, one unable to survive the British winter: but not so. It’s been discovered that they make a southerly migration, often flying very high, where they have been tracked by radar. There’s a moral there: never underestimate nature. Never patronise nature. Nature is better than we know, probably better than we’ll ever know.

Now pause to savour that. These are butterflies: animals that we associate more than anything else with fragility and purposelessness. ‘Who breaks a butterfly upon a wheel?’ asked Alexander Pope. A butterfly mind belongs to someone who can’t hold an idea in his head for longer than a few minutes.

But painted ladies are powerful creatures that cross the Channel on a routine basis. They are an emblem of strength: strength of body, strength of purpose. And there they are in the back garden, drinking deep of the buddleia: just another miracle of everyday life.

So take these six butterflies into the summer with you, and your summer will be richer. As you do so, you will find yourself looking at other butterflies – and that’s when you realise that your brain is getting wilder. You find yourself taking delight in the dashing flight of a male orange-tip – small and white but with orange wing-tips – or in the little jewel of a common blue, or in the gorgeous flash of a brimstone. Brimstones are the colour of butter – the best butter – and it’s reckoned that they are the butterflies that put butter into the name of butterflies.

So you can enter another country – the wild country – not through a wardrobe but by means of a Magic Tree. Enter, then, with joy. And after that, you can turn your mind to another spell.
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MAGIC TROUSERS



It’s the wrong trousers, Gromit – and they’ve gone wrong!

– Wallace in The Wrong Trousers
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These are the trousers that will change your life. They will make fundamental alterations to your attitude to the world. They are the nearest you will ever get to a superpower. And they are waterproof trousers.

You no doubt possess a waterproof top, and perhaps a reasonably hearty one that can be worn without embarrassment along a country path. But waterproof trousers are a serious escalation. They are an expression of comparatively serious commitment to the idea of being outdoors: an acceptance of the fact that the outdoor life will involve you in inclement weather.

We are used to being slaves to the weather. The weather tells us if we should be indoors or outdoors. The weather tells us how much we are to enjoy ourselves. The weather orders us home or into shelter. The weather can take all the pleasure from the outdoors. However, if you restrict yourself to nice days, you spend a lot of time indoors. A lot of time not being wild.

I got serious about waterproof trousers when I walked the Cornish cliff path with my father many years ago. We had long talked about this project, but there came a time when my father suggested that the time to do it was now, ‘before double incontinence sets in’. So we made our plans, and in doing so realised that the task of walking to your next night’s accommodation was likely to involve walking through bad weather.

‘No such thing as bad weather, only unsuitable clothing,’ said Alan Wainwright. So we carried waterproof trousers and, when the rain came, we put them on. When the rain cleared, we generally took them off again. And when the rain came again, we put them back on again. ‘Up and down,’ my father said. ‘Like a tart’s drawers in Navy Week.’ I now possess a pair of waterproof trousers slashed to the thigh, like the Chinese female garment known as cheongsam. That makes them easy to put on over boots, and mostly gets rid of the counterproductive need to sit down (on wet grass) to put your waterproof trousers on. You then zip them up – or rather down – from thigh to ankle.

When you have waterproof trousers on, you are master of the universe, lord of the weather, and you are in possession of a visa that allows you to enter unknown lands.

I was on Fair Isle: a tiny dot of an island with a permanent population of around fifty; it lies between Orkney and Shetland and is one of those truly unforgettable places. I was researching a story about the islanders’ courageous and successful fight to establish a Marine Protected Area around their coast. This involved a series of interviews with the influential people of the island, and it was all rather intense, as indeed it should have been. This was serious business, after all.

But as I left the house of one of the island elders I realised that I had a couple of hours free, and no one to meet. It was a chance to see the island – to get the hang of the island – on my own. The only trouble was that it was raining. It was a special kind of rain, one you don’t find every day or everywhere: it was only just about capable of falling. It was a little heavier than mizzle and, of course, perfectly soaking. It was like being inside a cloud.

So I put on my waterproof top and, better still, my waterproof bottom and set off to savour the island in what seemed ideal conditions. I walked for a bit, and that was fine, but it felt too . . . too purposeful. I needed to be inconsequent. Now anyone can be inconsequent on a sunny day, it’s one of the reasons we welcome a day of sunshine. We can walk at our ease and sit at our ease and take the day on its own terms.

But, dressed as I was, I could be inconsequent in the midst of weather that would otherwise have sucked all pleasure from the day. I clambered down onto a beach and – pause to savour this miracle – I sat down. And, dry-bummed, I remained sitting. The islanders had been telling me how they loved the island, now I had an opportunity to see why. They had told me the island mattered: now I could let the island itself tell me the same thing. They told me this was a special place, that they were all deeply privileged: now I could share that privilege. And all because of my trousers.

The professional concerns of gathering material and adhering to a schedule and making my connections back to Shetland the following day, all these things could be set aside. I sat there on wet grass, my back resting against wet rocks, and the air itself was wringing wet. Before me the sea heaved and shifted in its unquiet way, drawing the eye as any body of water always does. I looked out at the seabirds, fulmars, who are related to albatrosses, and kittiwakes, the true sea-lovers among British gulls. And as I watched, a head appeared from the water, stared at me gravely, and then disappeared.

I wasn’t imagining this: the head was real and so was the interest in me. Not hostile, just keeping an eye. Perfectly at ease with me so long as I did nothing stupid.

And then another head rose, gazed, sank: and another, and another. Sometimes there were twenty heads in view at once, sometimes just one or two. These were seals, of course, Atlantic grey seals – big, imposing carnivores that have no very good reason to trust humans. But in their own shifting domain of the bay, they were confident that nothing would go wrong, and so I sat on the wet beach while they sat in the wetter water and we did so together for maybe an hour . . . and by the time I left the shore I felt as if I had lived on the island all my life and would live there till I died. Of course I knew that this was an illusion, but this deeper sense of involvement with the place came from sitting there, still and quiet, in conditions that would have driven me to shelter had it not been for the miraculous trousers that enclosed me and kept me safe.
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