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For Daphne and Cissy




A Letter to the Reader

September 2025

Dear Reader,

The letters in this book (apart from this one) are not addressed to you. But I am sharing them in the hope that they speak to everyone who must live through and make sense of the extraordinary changes unfolding on our planet.

I found myself writing to my eldest daughter, Daphne, before she was born in 2013. And then I carried on. It was not a conscious decision at first. The letters appeared in my notebook alongside summaries of scientific facts about how the climate was changing and, at the same time, frustration at the lack of awareness of what was happening and the lack of action. Before I could speak to Daphne, I knew she would be coming into the world at a moment of profound challenge. I knew that her world would be very different from mine.

In some ways, this has always been the case between generations. But the scale of the change that is happening is immense, the break with our inherited environment, habitat, economy and culture is unprecedented. I couldn’t wrap my head around it. I felt a desire to reach across the years, to prepare her for what seemed then, and is indeed turning out to be, a scary future, but also to capture something of the present that is disappearing. Humans are creatures of the Holocene and all the achievements of that era, but we have now left that stable climate of the last 10,000 years behind. Writing to my daughters (Cissy arrived in 2016) became a way to ease the frustration, the guilt, the loneliness of not yet being able to talk about these things fully with them. ‘We mustn’t scare the kids,’ everyone always says.

By the time you read this my daughters may have read these letters, but they might not. I always imagined they would read them when they were old ‘enough’, perhaps eighteen or so, and they’ve still got a way to go at the time of writing. But when is old enough to learn about the world as it is now – not the world that was, the one that I grew up in?

I don’t know what I originally intended to achieve for them necessarily. If I’m honest, I think the process of writing these letters was more for me. I have collected together the scraps from my notebooks, edited them and expanded on parts in order to share them now in the hope that in my parenting journey, in my worries and fears and misadventures, my daughters and others (you!) may find something of use in our experiences, our struggles and the mistakes I’ve made as we’ve tried to navigate this perplexing moment in human history.

This strange moment, in the early twenty-first century, sometimes referred to as ‘the great acceleration’ or ‘the polycrisis’, has been defined by both a growing awareness of the trouble we are in and an apparent inability to do anything about it. Most of the world has grown accustomed to peace, to economic growth, to rising living standards and globalised communication while becoming increasingly habituated to the despoiling of ever larger areas of the natural world. Every day, it seems, brings more news about how our entire way of life is endangering all life. No one wants this to be the case. But, equally, no government or corporation seems at all inclined to really do anything about it. This leads to the uniqueness of our moment, an uncanny sense that we are on the deck of the Titanic looking at the iceberg while the elites are feasting below and the captain is asleep at the wheel.

This has been the backdrop to my introduction to parenting. And it is, I think, the defining and fundamental contradiction of parenting in the modern world: how do we cope with the fact that we are raising kids within a system that is killing all of us? Modern capitalism has delivered remarkable progress in technology, medicine and so on but it has also gone hand in hand with the unrestrained destruction and pollution of our habitat and life-support systems. The carbon dioxide in the atmosphere and the accompanying carbonic acid in the oceans are driving the mass extinction of much of life on earth, and, if the pollution doesn’t stop, us too. The problem is existential. Raising children requires a sense of the future. What are we raising them for? What will they need to know? And parenting forces us to ask ourselves: how do we want to live and who do we want to be?

There is an epidemic of eco-anxiety among people of all generations. Children as young as four have shown they understand the concept of climate change and the destruction of nature and are worried about it. And yet, like sex or death, the climate and nature emergency can seem like a taboo subject. More than half of parents don’t talk to their children at all about the climate and nature emergency. Of course, talking about it can be daunting. There are no easy answers. What’s more, we probably would rather avoid facing the facts ourselves!

This book is not just for parents. We all experience these feelings and we all have the opportunity to talk to future generations, but parents of curious children can only dodge their questions for so long. We know very well now from psychology that avoided emotions don’t go away but get submerged and express themselves in other ways. Research suggests that while adults are avoiding opening up conversations about climate change, children report being wary of raising the subject for fear of being dismissed or being seen to blame adults. The inter-generational nature of the crisis reinforces the barrier to talking about it. But, as a parent and as an educator, I can say with confidence: talking is what we need to do.

Children are being blithely advised to ‘turn their anxiety into action’, while teenagers and grandparents alike are being imprisoned for peaceful protest. At best this trite phrase is uninformed, at worst it is misleading and dangerous. This, along with the commonplace advice that it is children’s duty to ‘fix the planet’, can leave children feeling that it is somehow their role to fight climate change because adults are not acting like adults and fixing it themselves. The only place to go from here is guilt. Meanwhile, most governments continue to promote and subsidise economies that are destroying nature, while peddling false hope and gaslighting us into believing that their meagre actions are meaningful. They are not.

But there is another path. If there is a thread in the story of my conversations with my children over the last ten years then it is this: experiencing the present through younger eyes, I have also come to see the world differently.

My daughters have taught me some foundational truths. The instinctive ethics of children are correct: many of our laws, behaviours and social norms are immoral and wrong. My children don’t tell me this in so many words. They have shown me by example: through their wonder, through their care and empathy for trees, pets, birds and other wild creatures; through their outrage and incredulity at the absurdity of things. On deforestation, plastic pollution, pesticides, sewage in rivers and seas and many other crimes against nature, they, rightly, just don’t get it: ‘Why is that allowed?’ they ask while I try, and usually fail, to justify the status quo.

From very young, it became apparent that they saw themselves as one of many species living in our area. They viewed our garden, the street, the neighbours’ pets and the nearby forest as their community, a community within which they had rights and responsibilities. They instinctively understood the biology and the ethics of the ecosystem.

An ecosystem like a forest is a community of species that are all in relationship to each other. The flower needs the pollinator, the tree needs the fungus, the fungus needs the soil, the mammals need the plants and the plant seeds need the mammals and the birds and so on, and they all need the sun, the wind and the rain for the whole to flourish. My daughters’ instinct was to try and find their place within this web of relationships. What was the right thing to do with a frog found on the road? Who lives where? Who needs what? These were the species and places they missed and felt a belonging to when we went away. Our neighbourhood was not just the geography of their imagination, it was also a map of ethics. It was an alternative way of looking at and relating to the world. A way of thinking less like a single person and more like one species among many, a practice of thinking like a forest. It is a way of looking and relating that we have lost. But one that offers us a way ahead for living differently when this current moment of contradiction and uncertainty passes and when we once again come to realise the reality of how much our survival depends on other species.
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CHAPTER 1

The night your name came

October 2013

Dear Daphne,

We’ve just decided to call you that. You are in your mum’s tummy as she plays her viola in a concert. I am alone at home in Llanthony on the Welsh side of the border with England, the deep valley with high sides where we came to live a year ago. The same valley where Bruce Chatwin wrote On the Black Hill. The farm opposite is called ‘The Vision’, just like the one in the book.

The wind is up and the rain is at the windows like pebbles hurled from above. It’s been raining solidly for several days and the stream that normally burbles quietly below our house at the bottom of the bank has become a torrent. It is a boiling, muddy brown race with sticks and froth and all the detritus of a Welsh farming valley. There’s water everywhere. The road is a river. The field is a bog that is now so saturated that water is simply running in a sheet over the surface of the grass. Inside, the stone walls of the cottage are slick with condensation.

Everywhere I look out of the cottage and up the hill is water. But more than that it is the sound that is all-encompassing. The incessant rattle of the rain on the roof and the windows, the roar of the river that fills the valley and blocks out all other thoughts like a kind of malign white noise. For the second night in a row it has kept me awake at night. Sleepless, I was frustrated, even angry, but at what? But now it has unlocked the puzzle of your name and I am, instead, strangely grateful.

Ever since we knew you were going to be a girl, we’ve been stuck on a name. Some people know immediately the name they’d choose for their firstborn, some cultures have traditions for how it should be done – waiting for a sign given by the infant, for example. But many people struggle for months with lists and arguments among the in-laws. We are in that camp. We tried out so many names but none of them felt right.

Then, last night, caught in the white noise of the river, the rain and the wind, I surrendered to the storm and went outside. It was as black as the nights can get here, not an electric light in sight. Just the raging of the river and the lashing of the rain. Instead of hurrying back inside I allowed myself to be drenched and went to the top of the bank where the noise was loudest – so loud it felt like standing next to a busy motorway – a wall of noise that doesn’t allow you to think. It seemed alive, possessed. And as my thoughts cleared they coalesced around the concept of the spirit of the water – Daphnis, the water nymph. And as soon as the name popped into my head, I knew: it was as if the decision had been communicated to me, not a decision I had made. And almost as swiftly, I realised how wet and cold I was and turned tail inside.

This morning when I shared it with Mum on the phone she agreed immediately – there was no debate. The valley, or the universe perhaps, had named you. Some traditions bestow names for significant events occurring at the time of a newborn’s arrival in the world. The water is your time.

The water is unusual. This is a ‘once in a hundred years event’, they say on the news. Just like the epic snow that hit the valley last year. The climate is going haywire; a new era is unfolding in which old certainties like the weather and the seasons are unravelling and this time, this era of flood and fire, will be the backdrop to your life, it will shape the world that you grow up in. So it’s appropriate I guess that one of the elemental forces driving these changes should be encoded in your name.

I fear for you. I suspect this is normal. I’m sure all parents worry about their children and fear the uncertainty of the future. But this seems like a different order of magnitude. The changes under way, which we cannot stop, are so large and comprehensive that they are existential for all life on earth, including us, and you!

No one really knows how it’s going to go, although we hear bold pronouncements all the time. Some people are deciding not to bring children into the world. An additional human – especially one born in an affluent country – carries a hefty carbon footprint, but there is also the fear that their life will not be worth living: that the suffering that is coming later in the twenty-first century will be too great. Obviously your mum and I don’t agree. We did discuss the ethics of child-rearing in some detail but no amount of cold rational argument could counter our love and the raw biology of our desire to reproduce. All life tends towards life. It is an irreducible part of what it means to be alive – let alone alive as a human. In some ways, having a child is an act of faith in the future, so it can be difficult if you can’t find much to hope for in the present arrangement.

Some people frame the desire not to have children as a sacrifice. I think this gets close to the moral truth of it: the would-be parents are forgoing the joy and wonder of parenthood for the sake of a more general love of humanity and the planet. It seems to me, in both these pathways there is parenting – there is an act of love and care for the child not conceived just as much as for the one that is born.

Mum and I also considered the possibility that parenting could be a positive, even a radical act: what about all the good things, the impact that you might create in your lifetime? What higher contribution could we make to the next generation than to shape it?

That sounds a bit ridiculous now. Children should never bear the responsibility for cleaning up the mess of their ancestors. I also want to allow for the thought that things could go the other way – that you might teach us. Already, even as you are on the threshold of entering the world, the fact of your existence is changing me. It has changed not only my outlook, but also my body, my sense of time, space and risk. I feel a resonance in my core, not a weight but a depth, like a deep bass note against which I must tune the world. And that has led to new decisions: to fly less, to commit to living here in Wales, where Mum’s family is from, and to try and find meaningful work that would be worthy of you. It’s not me that’s shaping you, but instead it is you that is shaping me, and you’re not even here yet!




CHAPTER 2

A tale of two valleys

December 2013

Dear Daphne,

You are nearly here and Mum is losing her mind. The rain has not stopped. Higher up the valley, there has been a landslip. Half the road slid down a cliff. And downstream there are floods. We are trapped. Mum is panicking: what if you come now!? How will we get out? Will we have to call the farmer to deliver you like another of his lambs? Or will the air ambulance come and you be born in a helicopter? What’s more, our landlord has just served us notice. This has sent Mum’s blood pressure rising, further increasing the chance that you may arrive early. We are trapped in the valley and yet we must get out. The valley is all that we talk about; being in it, or getting out of it.

The high-sided hills have dominated our view for the past year and a half, and now the valley has come to shape our view of the world as well. It has left its mark on us and it won’t let us go without a fight. I never could have imagined I would love this place so much. We moved with some trepidation at the isolation. It was an experiment, we told ourselves. We wanted to be near Mum’s family, but not too close. Ang Ang and Aunty Sister were half an hour away. But even after a week, we knew. We would not be going back. As often when falling in love, you fall because the object of your affections has something to teach you. It was true with Africa when I first went as a teenager, it was true with Mum, and it was true with Wales.

After many years living and working in Africa, this Welsh valley was a far cry, and yet now, seeing the continuity between colonialism and development in both places, the connection and familiarity makes total sense. There was something of the underbelly in both places: they had both contributed in hidden ways to the surface sheen of modern wealth and progress that is usually on display in large cities.

This is a story of two very different valleys: this one, the Llanthony Valley in Wales, and the Omo Valley in Ethiopia where I had been leading a team to try and stop the dispossession and displacement of the peoples that had lived there for at least 13,000 years.

In the African valley, the World Bank and the UK’s Department for International Development were giving billions of dollars to the Ethiopian government for basic services (health and education mostly) to try and alleviate poverty there. The problem was that the Ethiopian government was only providing these services in designated new villages and then requiring the nomadic scattered populations in several regions of the country to move to the new villages in order to send their kids to school and receive immunisations at the clinics. Meanwhile, the government was building Africa’s tallest hydroelectric dam upstream on the Omo river which would change the flow of the river. The seasonal flows of the river were the lifeblood of the indigenous populations of the valley who have practised flood-based agriculture, a bit like the peoples of the Nile, for millennia. Even worse, the Ethiopian government was then diverting the water to irrigate large tracts of the fertile valley which it had leased to a Saudi company to grow sugar cane and rice.

We gathered enough evidence of human rights abuses to force an internal World Bank investigation and eventually a judicial review in the UK that led to the cancellation of the aid programmes. But the damage had been done. This was ‘development’ as commonly understood in the industrial West: the taming of nature for commercial gain to provide power and calories for human use. But it was a disaster for the people, for the ecosystem, for any notion of democracy or human rights, and for Lake Turkana, downstream in Kenya, which is now slowly drying up.

Over the last year, while writing up the reports and talking on the phone to colleagues around the world who are working on the case, I have been looking out of the window at a bucolic rural Welsh scene: hedgerows, moorland, ancient fields and many, many ruined dwellings. Everyone in the valley speaks about the past – when more than twice as many people lived and worked here, when many diverse crops were grown, when there were orchards and vegetable plots and oats and a mill even – but the economics of mixed farming just do not add up anymore. The valley today is awash with sheep, getting into everything, eating everything, including all the little saplings trying to grow on the hills year after year while the rivers run with dangerous concentrations of nitrate, phosphate and E. coli. I have come to realise this is not an ancient beautiful picture, but a crime scene. An environmental crime aided, abetted and funded by the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy and the British government, all in the name of production. Nature, once again, has been subordinated to a narrow view of ‘progress’.

Both stories have the same logic: a drive for food security for the masses that relies on impoverishing the ability of the valley to support the needs of the people who live there and then transporting the monocrop out of the valley on trucks powered by hydrocarbons to feed people in cities. The irony: that the pursuit of food security would lead to making the world more food insecure for future generations.

The story of these two valleys combined with your imminent arrival means that working to reduce the damage to our one precious planet is the only thing that makes sense to me now. It is as if I have become an adult for the second time. The human rights of people far away are still important to me, and social justice between the peoples of the world is a critical element of a faltering planet that will be unable to support as many humans as at present. But it is inextricably tied to environmental justice – to the over-exploitation of nature too. The extraction of value from people and nature are two sides of the same coin. The health of each relies on the other. But until I had been immersed in this place, I had not considered the importance of nature.

I was born in the UK, and I grew up on the flat, militarised downs of Salisbury Plain. Nature, such as it was, consisted of wheat fields and sheep. Wales, on the other hand, to me, was ‘wild’. True nature, perhaps, the place where we went camping and hiking on family holidays. For most of my life up until now I could carry on disregarding my environmental impact safe in the knowledge that there was a place I could go to experience the wild. But now, living here within the Brecon Beacons National Park (now Bannau Brycheiniog) for a whole year and seeing it up close, it doesn’t look in such great shape. Nor is it ‘out there’, a backdrop to our lives. It is instead something we are a part of and in relationship to. A relationship that we had better repair, and quick. Just as the people of the Omo Valley in Ethiopia fear, worship and speak to their environment and all the other creatures that share it with them, so too, not very long
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