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            Dear Reader,

I am trying to pry open your casket

with this burning snowflake.

            — James Tate2
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         I was born and raised beside a river, in an old whitewashed cottage surrounded by fells.

         If this sounds like the beginning of a nostalgic Lakeland memoir, or the first line of an upland folk ballad, don’t worry, it’s neither. But I do want to talk about my journey as a writer, and I want to talk about nature, how nature is written, and how it has become our most crucial story – upon which the future depends.

         Nature stories are surely the oldest and most foundational form of storytelling. Worldwide, origin myths begin with the making of continents, mountains, elements and species. Eschatology imagines the Earth and its inhabitants destructed: natural paradise is staged by God, then lost to humans. Science, too, models the evolution of the cosmos – an expansive story, starting with a very hot moment and ending with tearing, recompression or a chilled subatomic soup. Narratives are also key to our current environmental 4predicament – the comprehension, apprehension and politicisation of climate crisis and Earth systems breakdown. Data, speculation, denial, adaptation, survival, extinction – there are many narrative perspectives and presentations of the situation, some convincing, others less so. Nature writing today faces huge challenges: it must deal with this complexity, this existential reckoning.

         But I should start with my own beginning. I’m often asked about my upbringing and the relationship of landscape to my work. So often am I asked that my answers have become overtrodden and worn-sounding, to me at least. This is the Cumbria conundrum, an inescapable tie between literary profile and content, an association both pride-inducing and annoyingly restrictive. The Lake District is, of course, famed for its scenery and symbols; it has been branded by the art and literature of previous eras – gents whose surnames begin with W. Picture painterly hills and pencilled fells, lonely rain clouds, and smiley, goggle-eyed Herdwick sheep printed on overpriced mugs. Were he around now, no one would ask Wordsworth whether he was inspired by New York City or the sartorial fashions of the day (the switch from breeches to pantaloons, if you’re wondering). No one would ask Wainwright 5whether his mountain sketches were based on an appreciation of obscure French cinema.

         My usual reply to the question is that the natal influence of landscape was so fundamental that it has formed the DNA of my writing. It goes deeper than inspiration or muse, sensibility or legacy; it’s more programmatic and organismic. Place built my imagination. This declaration sounds rather profound, if vague and biologically unverifiable, but it does convey an honest belief, some summary knowledge of the self. I should interrogate the relationship properly, though – the language of nature and the nature of language – if the alchemical connectedness forms my artistic base. And I should ask what this operating system means in these turbulent, ecocentric times.

         So. I was born and raised beside a river, in an old whitewashed cottage surrounded by fells.

         The cottage sat above the lovely watercourse of the Lowther Valley, in the district of Eden – a name not insignificant to the young impressionable brain. The area was quite beautiful, but it was not the primordial, delightful paradise of biblical base camp. The valley was in the historic county of Westmorland, which was amalgamated with Cumberland in 1974, the year of my birth. It was remote, 6with working villages and hamlets, ancient upland farms, and the Haweswater Dam at its southern head, the sluice gates of which could let substantial volume into the river, leading to daydreams about dramatic breaches, tidal waves, disaster-movie catastrophes. Our garden gate led out onto scruffy, thistle-strewn banks and open moorland, what seemed in childhood to be wilderness. My bedroom window faced the High Street mountain range, which divided the valley from Ullswater and the Lake District proper. On our side was Realism: utility, school, agriculture, an eerie, mountain-ringed reservoir that served Manchester; the odd lost traveller or film director looking for a terrible holiday venue for Withnail and I. On the other side was Romanticism: crowds of cagouled visitors, a national park with baggable peaks, conceptual territory as well as relief-mapped. They had Willie and Dorothy, lake steamers and gingerbread; we had the last golden eagle in England, carlin pea suppers, and carriage-driving trials at which the Duke of Edinburgh was trounced annually by our local horse-breeding family. (All hail the People’s Republic of Cumbria.)

         I mentioned that Westmorland vanished in the year of my birth. This fact doesn’t matter, other than as an example 7of how shifting the region has been, how alterable its lines, its names and identities. The north of England was once known as the Debatable Lands. It still is, some might argue, and I’d probably agree. The borderland was claimed and disputed by nations, clans and families, bandits and reivers; it was feudal and violent, lawless for centuries – the original government-managed decline. It was a staging ground for conflict and rebellion, for cattle rustling, football games played with the heads of Englishmen, Scottish incursions repelled by the arrows of the Kendal bowmen. Not exactly a pastoral idyll. Cumbria’s drystone walls are Viking. Soldiers from as far afield as Syria were stationed along Hadrian’s Wall, a structure marking the halt-point of an empire predicated on expansion. The territory has been home to visionary redefinitions – transformed from pointless, untamed wasteland into a sublime and beautiful wonderland, ‘Wordsworthshire’ – thanks to those chaps in heroic frock coats and stout walking boots. Then converted back into barren wasteland by overgrazing – a ‘sheepwrecked’ wildlife desert. Birthplace of modern conservation; crucible for the fervent arguments around rewilding. Over the centuries, my home turf has been feared, despised and valorised, settled, abandoned and repurposed. It is, 8consequently, rich with oppositional history, and primed for possibilities.

         When I was growing up, I wasn’t aware of what this dissonance meant, if anything. I was too busy being a wildling, climbing trees and hills, making dens, absolutely river-obsessed. The river was the best thing a childhood could have. I loved being in it, no matter the temperature or the state of the water – sometimes clear as glass and burbling away, sometimes dangerously in spate and ferrying dead livestock, sometimes thickly coated with snot-like toxic run-off. I loved building rafts from planks and ropes and tractor tyres with my older brother, imagining we could boat down our tributary to the Eamont, then to the mighty River Eden, even as far as the Solway Firth.

         But much of the time I was alone with the water. I loved sitting on boulders in the current, scanning for trout and eels, an occasional salmon trying to migrate up the straightened streamway to its vanished redds. Catching minnows with a net for my jam jar, gently lifting rocks to find crayfish huddled underneath. For hours, I would study the river’s gorgeous, sensual worlds, its endless formless story. It constantly, mesmerically described itself to me. It was the voice of my thoughts, lyric, a limerence. 9And I knew the river was somehow making me up too; that I was being described by it. Interiority, exteriority. Body and consciousness. The more solitary I was, the more I merged with the world. I was not apart from the river, I was permeable, and there was no need for the writer’s act of transference – atom to simulacrum via words. Every day I walked along the river’s banks, upstream past sand martin nests and otter holts, the hares’ ears flicking dark Vs at me above the tawny moorland grass. Or I walked down through mossy woods towards the Lowther Estate, where there was a wildlife park containing deer, boar, peacocks, snakes, exotic owls. And wolves. Sometimes I dreamt the wolves were not in their fenced enclosure but running free through corridors of trees and across grassland, past our cottage and away over the horizon.

         My parents had relocated from the London commuter belt in the early seventies, when my brother was six weeks old. They were done with the city’s grind, the crowds and crushes; they wanted fresh air, greenery. The valley was affordable then, not prime location. Within a few years my dad got the job he would hold for three decades, in a paper mill; he had to travel over Shap Fell every day to Kendal, via the highest road in England. My mum couldn’t drive 10then – to get the shopping we would walk over the moors and fields, fording the river in the shallows or using the ‘swing bridge’, a construction of rusty metal cables and old wooden slats, which bounced and shook and swayed under the weight of anyone crossing. We’d navigate bulls and rams en route, floodwater, mud, carcasses. Then we’d pick up the service bus to Penrith, go to the old covered market and the butcher, and to the library. When Mum and Dad first moved into the cottage, there was no heating, just two open fires; there were jackdaws in the roof
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