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			‘This is an interesting planet. It deserves 
all the attention you can give it.’ 

			— Gilead, Marilynne Robinson

			‘Look, I want to love this world 
as though it’s the last chance I’m ever going to get

			to be alive

			and know it.’

			— ‘October’, Mary Oliver

			‘I had the best life offered up by this blue marble

			Or any alien world

			And no, I shan’t complain

			If the lasting memory of me is the sign of a new life budding

			In the leaves of the elm trees

			No, I shan’t complain

			I had the best time.’

			— ‘Blue Marbled Elm Trees’, King Creosote
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			INTRODUCTION

			In September 2023, as Storm Agnes hurled wind and rain across northern England, two men set out on a stealthy night mission. Daniel Graham and Adam Carruthers had decided it would be a bit of a laugh to chop down the iconic Sycamore Gap tree on Hadrian’s Wall. The friends parked their Range Rover and approached the tree on foot under the cover of darkness. It was past midnight when one of them wielded a chainsaw while the other filmed the stunt. 

			Three minutes of skilful work undid a century and a half of tree. All those gales endured, all that rainwater drawn up through those deep roots in the landscape, all those spring blooms of tens of thousands of fresh leaves, all those yearly rings of fresh wood as life went on and on, as it always had. The wind roared, the saw screamed, the tree groaned, and with a sharp crack the sycamore crashed to the ground. 

			The pals cheered, took a wedge from the trunk as a trophy and then drove away in delight, congratulating each other on having ‘launched an operation’ like that. During the journey home, Carruthers’ partner sent him a video of their five-day-old baby feeding, but he trumped her message with ‘I’ve got a better video than that.’

			At daybreak, the two fellows woke to infamy as news of the tree’s demise began to spread. Who were the fellers, and why had they done it? Graham and Carruthers pinged gleeful messages back and forth as the story unfolded – at first locally, but soon as far afield as the New York Times.

			‘I think it’s going to go wild!’

			‘It’s gone viral, it’s worldwide!’

			When I was about twelve years old, I had hiked along Hadrian’s Wall on a school trip. I remember how exciting it felt to walk alongside an actual Roman fortification, as it marched along the edge of a rocky outcrop, cutting across the windswept moorland. 

			The most memorable spot was where the clifftop wall dipped through a neat nook in the landscape, and there in the gap was a big tree. The sycamore stood out because it was the only tree around. From here you could see across miles of empty countryside, which I imagined had not changed much since Roman soldiers stood shivering as the wet wind blew over the heather. It was an ideal place for a gaggle of schoolchildren to mess about while we ate our packed lunches.

			I describe this scene knowing it might actually be a fudgedtogether memory stitched from the 1991 Robin Hood movie (which I loved), with its accompanying Bryan Adams song (also a big fan) which hung around at number one in the charts for almost as long as the tree had been there. This Hollywood appearance had made the Sycamore Gap tree famous worldwide, not just to hikers and kids on school trips. Indeed, it even reached the dizzying heights of being crowned England’s Tree of the Year in 2016.

			And so I was bewildered when I heard it had been chopped down. Why would anyone do that? I felt anger, as I do when any beautiful tree is destroyed. But I was also surprised at how much news coverage the story generated, reaching far beyond the realm of tree huggers like me. Why was there such an outpouring of public grief? Perhaps it was simply sadness at the loss of a 150-year-old Tree of the Year. 

			But the 250-year-old Cubbington Pear, another Tree of the Year winner, was felled in 2020 to make way for the HS2 railway line, yet that wasn’t covered in the media with anywhere near as much gusto. The Happy Man plane tree in London (named after a pub and marked on an 1870 Ordnance Survey map – both fine credentials) is another fallen Tree of the Year, axed to little outcry beyond the immediate community. It seems we do not love all trees equally. 

			The outrage about the Sycamore Gap tree was not only about the loss of a big tree. It was unusually beloved because it was both famous and familiar. It was photogenic enough to become a global icon, yet close enough to a car park for many people to have stood beneath, touched, and known the tree. Consequently, it occupied a sweet spot in our collective imagination.

			There was nothing particularly remarkable about the individual tree itself, beyond the spectacular location and its rarity in an open landscape. I should not speak ill of the fallen, but if I was the sort of geek who ranked trees (and I very much am), then sycamores wouldn’t make my top ten. It wasn’t even native, ancient or wild, having been planted by a landowner to create a distinctive landscape feature. This is nature as anthropomorphic object, moulded by mankind for our own benefit and valued on the basis of our personal connections and interests. We knew this tree, and that is why we cared for it more than the largely unmourned Happy Man plane tree or the Cubbington Pear. 

			Appearing in court charged with criminal damage, Graham and Carruthers couldn’t understand the fuss over the sycamore. They described it as ‘just a tree’. They were right, in a way. Millions of trees are cut down every day. But we hadn’t lost just a tree. The Sycamore Gap tree was a lightning rod for our connection to that landscape, and we grieved for the loss of all the stories sewn into our hearts there – the picnics and marriage proposals and scattering of ashes. And now Carruthers’ baby daughter will grow up in a world ever so slightly diminished by its loss. 

			When I saw how upset everyone was, I didn’t want to be ‘that guy’. The one you come up against every time you settle in for a satisfyingly heated but pointless argument on social media, the person deflecting your laser-focused tirades with his indignation about a completely different topic. ‘Yeah, but what about…?’ 

			I did not want my whataboutery to detract from a rare moment of united public support for nature. Yes, I was angry too. Indeed I was oddly thrilled by the furore, and by how much people cared about the vandalism. But something about the story also felt off-kilter. Why were we suddenly so sad when we already axe 10 million hectares of forest each year – the equivalent of twenty-seven football pitches every minute – and nobody seems to object much? We struggle to grasp scale. This inbuilt bias, which makes it surprisingly hard for us to care more about bigger problems, is called ‘scope neglect’. 

			Our empathy works well for the nearby and the visible, such as a single felled tree we felt a connection with. But it falters when faced with abstract magnitude beyond our immediate experience. Our brains can’t handle the arithmetic difference between one fallen tree and the destruction of a rainforest. A concise encapsulation comes from Joseph Stalin, who apocryphally said that ‘a single death is a tragedy, but a million deaths is a statistic.’

			When I walked Hadrian’s Wall as a child, I assumed Northumberland’s desolate rolling hills had always looked this way. But those sweeping views are actually very different from the scenery the Roman legionaries stood guard over. Back then, it was a land of oak and birch forest (although zero sycamores), scattered with bogs, small farms and rough grazing. 

			Yet even by the time the Romans strode north, the countryside had already been transformed by Neolithic agriculture from the dense wildwood that developed after the Ice Age, teeming for millennia with wolves, bears and beavers. Travel deeper still into the past and dinosaurs might have wandered past. 

			What I thought of as eternal countryside was just the latest snapshot in time. Our modern landscapes of sheep-mown hills, burned moorlands and monoculture crops look ‘right’ to our eyes because they are what we’ve always known. Even the important conservation work of our beautiful national parks is only an attempt to preserve a moment – arbitrarily chosen, more or less, and already very different to earlier, wilder times. The natural world is perpetually in flux, and so there is no ‘correct’ baseline for how a place ‘should’ be.

			Pausing to imagine how Hadrian’s Wall used to look lays bare all the clearance and intensive grazing that have stripped the land of much of its biodiversity. Yet none of us who mourned the Sycamore Gap tree were crying for all the trees that had gone before, because we had never known the land when it was a forest alive with lynx and auroch. We love what we know and we only mourn what we personally have lost. 

			It is but a blink of ecological time from the abundance of the wildwood to the felling of the Sycamore Gap tree. But with our short lives and shorter memories, we are illequipped to register environmental decline. And therefore what we consider to be healthy countryside becomes a little less wild and a little quieter every year. We inadvertently lull ourselves not only into thinking that things are not so bad, but also cheering for feeble restoration efforts. 

			Whenever we touch a tree, we ought to imagine how the environment has changed within its lifetime, not merely our own, to help us broaden our perspective. A mature tree has stood through many human generations – the great span of living memory – and witnessed a landscape far richer than the ones we accept as normal today. 

			Over time, the landscape at Hadrian’s Wall has changed as dramatically as the thousands of acres of Amazon rainforest cleared to build a new road to the COP30 Climate Change Conference. But because it happened slowly, each tiny diminishment was unquestioned and unchecked until Graham and Carruthers finished the job. Only after the last tree had been cut down were we roused to care.

		

	
		
			My day began with a Zoom call. Some online meetings are efficient, and can occasionally even be fun. This was not one of those. I nodded and smiled weakly as the minutes of my life ticked away. When the call ended, I felt simultaneously drained and irritated. With a spare hour until my next call, I decided to stop banging my head on the desk and instead try to revive myself with a walk in a nearby wood. 

			As I wandered among the trees, my mind still churning crossly, I gradually began to notice the sunlight strobing between the branches and the dancing shadows on the forest floor. It had passed me by that the year’s first leaves were already starting to bud green. Maybe winter was almost over, I thought, hopefully, as I rubbed my hands on a hawthorn’s coarse bark and a robin sang. I took several very deep breaths and smiled. The simple act of stepping away from the thin, restless stress of digital life and into my nearest patch of green had quietly rewired my day.

			This place was nothing special, just a small area of young woodland in an old quarry near the motorway, with paths for dog walkers and a CCTV camera watching for flytippers. An ordinary, everyday scrap of green on the edge of town. But as I leaned against a silver birch beneath the clear blue sky, I had a sudden epiphany. ‘I like it out here. I should come more often.’

			I realised that, despite spending my life rabbiting on about the great outdoors, I had stopped listening to my own advice. I had fallen out of the habit of going outside, little by little, without even realising, until I’d become too busy writing about nature to actually spend any time in it. What a buffoon!

			The next day, I made a point of going for a lunchtime run up a small hill near my house. I stopped at the top to look around, partly as an excuse for a rest, but also because I like the view. It is a high point in a low-lying landscape, so I could see a relatively long distance over the sort of view you might find on the edge of any town in southern England. If I ignored the pylons, the dual carriageway and the towns, the gentle valley of green fields fading towards a hazy horizon felt like proper nature. 

			I ran home feeling reassured that some things are still like the good old days, before Zoom meetings that could have been emails which themselves didn’t really need sending. Modern life rushes on, but at least the wild countryside is unchanged and lovely.

			After a shower, I returned to my computer with a coffee and far more calories’ worth of toast than I’d burned on my jog. I pulled up the National Library of Scotland’s website, which shows you different versions of maps, side by side.1 I zoomed in to my little hill on a map from the 1830s and compared it to the modern map. I was astonished by what I saw.

			I printed out the old map, and the next day I ran back up my little hill to take another look. The differences were probably predictable, if I had ever paused to consider them. But they shifted the way I look at the world, not least of all because I was surprised by how surprised I was. Nothing had changed since yesterday, except that I now saw how much had changed. And that changed everything. 

			Two centuries ago, according to the map, this grassy knoll had been blanketed beneath a two-mile stretch of woodland, while orchards filled the valley below. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine it. The forest a haven of life, with red squirrels and pine martens darting through the branches, glades of bluebells in the spring and the songs of birds I have never known here: maybe the red-backed shrike, wryneck or hen harrier. I pictured apple trees in the orchards humming with bees and butterflies, and hares lolloping for cover as families harvested the fruit for local markets. It was a timeless vision of an English pastoral paradise. Well, timeless until all the trees got chopped down, I suppose. 

			I opened my eyes and looked around. Just a single tree remained of the woodland in an open ocean of grass. And, if I’m honest, it was more of a bush than a tree. Atop it sat a single pigeon, the only bird I could see or hear. The orchards had been grubbed up to make way for fields of ryegrass – green as astroturf and efficient for feeding cattle, but a poor substitute for nature. I didn’t even see a cow, for this is a zero-grazing landscape where the grass is cut and carried away somewhere to feed livestock housed indoors. I had never truly seen this view before, and I understood now what a depleted landscape I lived in. If my great grandparents had walked this way, they would have expected more than fertiliser-soaked grass, one bush and a pigeon. I had become so blinded by the familiarity of the places I see every day that I hadn’t considered how much has been lost. 

			Comparing my view to the old map showed me that the landscapes we know are but one moment in a long continuum, rather than something static and permanent. A man may run (slowly) up the same hill twice, but if he is paying attention he will realise that it is never quite the same – not as it was in the past, and not as it could be in the future.

			Our busy indoor lives, the moth-like lure of bright screens and shopping centres, and restricted access to much of our remaining green space all combine to make us more disconnected from the natural world than any previous generation. 

			A study led by Miles Richardson, Professor of Human Factors and Nature Connectedness at the University of Derby, suggests that our connection to nature has declined by more than 60 per cent since 1800. The causes include urbanisation, the loss of wildlife, and the failure of each generation to pass on a simple, everyday relationship with nature. This ‘extinction of experience’ leaves us either unaware of, or unconcerned about, all we are destroying – forgetting that our health, happiness and future all depend on the wild world we have pushed to the margins.

			There’s an old story about two young fish on their way to school. An old trout drifts past and says, ‘Morning, little tiddlers. How’s the water?’

			The pair keep swimming for a bit, then one of them turns and asks, ‘What’s water?’

			The Inuit language has no word for nature. Nor do the indigenous Amazonian Achuar people. Their immersion is as complete as those little fish in the water.

			But across much of wealthy, industrialised society, our relationship with the living world has broken. We are no longer part of nature, but apart from it. No longer of the earth, but regarding ourselves as overlords of an infinite resource to be used as we choose, without consequence. 

			We burn through an Olympic-sized swimming pool of fossil fuel every fifteen seconds. Every twenty minutes, another species becomes extinct. And 90 per cent of the oceans’ coral reefs are projected to disappear before I do.

			But we have all heard a million statistics like this and they never jolt us into action. So instead let me tell you a story about a pigeon.

			

			
				
						1	The website is a treasure trove for nerdy cartophiles: www.tinyurl.com/ sidebysidemaps


				

			

		

	
		
			Four hundred years ago, Samuel de Champlain set sail across the Atlantic Ocean on an exploratory voyage to North America. He had a three-masted sailing ship, a moustache that curled smartly at the ends and the flowing locks essential for any self-respecting explorer of the day.

			One warm evening in July 1605, de Champlain and his crew hunted a ‘goodly quantity’ of pigeons in Goosefare Bay, off the coast of southern Maine. They looked a little different to the pigeons back home – the males had an iridescent orange throat and chest, black spots on the wings and a blue-grey head and back, while the females were duller and browner. The feast of delicious, plump-breasted pigeon was a welcome change from endless salted beef and ship’s biscuits, and de Champlain might have enjoyed it even more had he known he was the first European ever to bag a passenger pigeon.

			But the birds were not exactly rare trophies. There were as many as 5 billion passenger pigeons in North America at the time, making them the most abundant bird on the continent, if not the planet. The largest flock anyone attempted an accurate estimate for contained more than 3.5 billion birds. Another measured with seriousness amounted to 2.25 billion birds, give or take a few. The flapping of wings when a flock flew overhead was so loud that you had to shout to be heard, children fled in fear and horses bolted.

			In the years ahead, labourers in Ontario would add meat to their dinners by chucking potatoes at passing pigeon flocks and bringing birds down. When a Captain Davy travelled back to Ireland from Philadelphia, his friends laughed at these tales, called him a ‘whopping liar’ and bestowed on him the nickname of Captain Pigeon. It is always hard to imagine sights beyond our personal experience.2

			Native Americans, of course, had eaten passenger pigeons for millennia before the Europeans arrived with their guns. The Seneca people used poles to dislodge the birds from their nests, then drank their oil and feasted on the plump chicks, which they called jah’gowa, or ‘big bread’. Such small-scale hunting had no impact on the vast pigeon populations. 

			Even after they acquired guns, the Sioux, Potawatomi and Iroquois still refrained from shooting nesting birds. They understood that protecting the breeding adults was essential if their way of life was to remain sustainable. 

			In contrast, it didn’t take the European settlers long to realise there was cash to be made from what grew into a huge industry supplying markets across the growing United States.The birds’ abundance and docile nesting habits made them so easy to hunt. It was also a bonanza for local communities when pigeon hunters turned up in droves, along with the accompanying industries of pluckers, packers, clerks and even ‘trollops’. 

			The hardest part was finding a flock, as passenger pigeons did not return predictably to the same nesting grounds each year. They bred wherever mast crops of acorns, beechnuts and chestnuts were plentiful, then moved south in winter.

			The largest recorded nesting was in Wisconsin in 1871, when 136 million breeding birds descended upon 850 square miles of forest. Imagine, if you can, the entirety of London inside the M25 covered with nesting pigeons. Trees bent or snapped under the weight, and hunters felled trees to harvest even more of the flightless baby pigeons. Sometimes they set fire to the woodland so that the smoke suffocated the chicks, sending them tumbling down in heaps two feet deep. Any surplus was just fed to pigs or ploughed into fields as fertiliser.

			Another hunting technique was to launch spring-loaded nets over flocks enticed to land by sacks of corn, or lured by a live bird tied to a stool – the original stool pigeon. Hunters rarely bothered springing their traps for flocks smaller than five or six hundred at a time, and a single netting in Michigan in the 1840s ensnared 3,600 birds. 

			By the nineteenth century, people began hunting for enjoyment as well as for food. Blasting passenger pigeons became a popular sport, with ‘shooting matches in every little town and a champion at every crossroads’. The birds were captured alive in the wild, then released to be shot. One tournament in Dallas proudly advertised that ‘5000 pigeons are to be slaughtered during the tournament’, and a contest in Missouri ordered 60,000 birds, although 40,000 of them died in transit.

			As cities expanded and firearms, railways and the telegraph advanced, the way society procured food changed forever. What had once been a local concern of gardeners, farmers and hunters became a national commercial system founded on efficiency, scale and logistics. Countless barrels of pigeons were shipped to urban markets far from the nesting sites. Housewives roasted them with butter and gravy or baked pigeon pies. Taverns offered ‘all-you-can-eat’ passenger pigeon buffets, and in 1862 the Secretary of State hoped to impress a visiting Russian rear admiral with côtelette de pigeons à la macédoine.

			People were now not only physically separated from the origins of their food, but also morally distanced from it – a shift that deepened their disconnection from nature. Once consumers were detached from the living systems that sustained them, it became easy to assume such abundance could never run out, or not even to think about it at all.

			These were boom years in America. Food was abundant and cheap, and meat consumption rose sharply. Independent hunters were outcompeted by large companies who maximised yields and drove down prices. Business was good, so nobody worried too much about the trees felled, the billion birds eaten each year, and at least as many again spoiled and wasted. For everyone enjoying affordable food, making cash or having fun blasting buckshot into low clouds of birds, both the living world and the good times seemed limitless. It would have seemed absurd to imagine that your lunch, your hobby or your business could ever dent such plenty.

			Yet the legendary flocks that Samuel de Champlain had known were beginning to shrink, almost imperceptibly, year by year. Nesting colonies became smaller and scarcer. Quiet voices here and there began to warn of the decline. I imagine most people ignored or mocked them. ‘Look up – there are millions of birds. How can you say things are going wrong?’

			Hunters were the obvious culprits, along with all the customers enjoying cheap, convenient food with little thought for where it came from. But while these forces certainly accelerated the decline, the deepest pressure on the passenger pigeon was habitat loss.

			A flock of 2 billion birds consumed up to 400,000 tonnes of acorns, beechnuts and other seeds in a single day. As forests were cleared, field by field, to make way for new farmland, the supply of natural forage dwindled until there was not enough wild land to sustain the birds. Flocks then descended on fields of newly sown crops, with disastrous consequences for the despairing farmers.

			As farmland expanded remorselessly into the continent’s wilderness, friction between agriculture and passenger pigeons intensified. In Texas, a newspaper editor fretted about the prospect of ‘millions of them sweeping through the forest, eating all the acorns and causing a wail of despair to ascend from the throats of our beautiful razorbacks [pigs].’

			The twin pressures of agricultural expansion and overconsumption were taking their toll on the passenger pigeon population. But with heartbreaking inevitability, as numbers fell, the exploitation intensified. The scramble to seize what remained was driven by the fear that if one person did not cash in, someone else surely would
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