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To the kindest animals;

you know who you are.
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The Wind Anchor 

I made my way along a woodland path on a February afternoon of light snow. The wind rolled down from the highest ground, a northerly, pushing the flakes around the trees. They followed a curving path of their own as they sailed past. There was silver motion on the path ahead and a single shimmer split to become three bouncing squirrels’ tails. They made their escape along the path, then off into the undergrowth and up into a hazel tree. 

The darkness of the path’s wet mud was joined on one side by the dirty white of old man’s beard and, behind it, the brown beech leaves had settled into a rhythm. A stronger gust made its way through a break in the trees and introduced a flicker to the red-flecked bramble below. A pheasant and I spooked each other; it launched away with its hiccupping call. The sound was a shock, but the direction it flew wasn’t. As I watched it climb into the wind and towards the break in the trees, a snowflake landed on my eyelash. 

Out of the woods, at the top of a gentle hill, I listened to the ever-angry crows cawing at the world behind me. The sun was setting behind thick clouds, but there was still enough light to notice the shifting colours and textures. A uniform blanket of high light clouds covered the sky, but below them darker clouds with ragged edges passed by: the snow carriers. My eyes adjusted to the wrinkles of the landscape and as it became familiar it allowed the anomalies to shine through. 

There was a blue that nature would never have permitted – a farmer’s water hose half buried in the ground. A few minutes later my eyes rested on another colour that was not quite right. It didn’t scream like the hose’s blue, but it was a tiny patch of colour that seemed uncomfortable, a sliver of beige beneath an assortment of greens and browns. I walked over to investigate and found a small Tupperware box, nestled beneath a stack of rotting, moss-covered fence posts. 

‘Geocache. This box is part of a game. Please leave where found.’

I did as bidden, tucking it back into its damp bed. Geocaching is a techno treasure hunt, a game of finding hidden boxes using GPS coordinates. I must have found a few dozen over the years, but never in the way I was supposed to. 

I was too conspicuous for my liking, too obvious for the surrounding wildlife: anyone standing where I was would seem a distinctive predator to all around. I moved to a soft grassy bank and settled there. Despite the thickening clouds, I sensed the sun setting in the lowering light levels and no less in the chinking of the blackbirds, then the roosting calls of the pheasants as they headed to bed. 

The lights of distant farmhouses were sprinkled across the dark hills and a broader orange glow rose from the southern coast. It was time to venture off the path and across the fields. I walked into the wind and the snow nibbled at my face as it formed a thin layer on my coat. 

There was not much settled snow, not enough for me to look for patterns in the low light, but it was forming a layer on the front of my coat and I made a mental note to be up early the following morning to hunt for these seasonal gems. Continuing north, I kept my fingers moving in my gloves as my eyes began to water. And then the warmth embraced me. It was such a dramatic shift, taking place over only a few steps. The wind seemed to have dropped altogether and its chilling effect was gone. The snow was no longer biting and I was enveloped in an invisible duvet. I sensed the copse ahead and lifted my head to see the dark wall of trees. 

The clouds parted, allowing a sight of Sirius being hauled up by Orion, which now burned brightly between the higher branches of the trees. Nearing the edge of the woods the changes in light and breeze married: as the light began to force its way through the trees, so did the wind. I turned back towards the heart of the wood and the wind dropped away, although it still rattled the ash trees. There was a cool sensation on my right cheek and turning I could just make out an animal track. The animals had followed a natural parting in the trees and ironed some of the undergrowth. The trees and animals together had formed a delicate wind valley. 

From the cool on one cheek to the sway of the trees, the dust on the march to the waves out at sea, the birds facing one way to the smoke and the chimney, the signs of what the wind is doing will always be there. But the habit to notice them may not, until we demand it of ourselves. We need to know what the wind is doing. From this our sense of weather, landscape, navigation, animals and so much else flows. The memorable encounter with an animal depends on our accepting the gift of a feather that floats past. 

The wind shapes the route taken by many animals, but also the direction they face when stationary, and their ability to sense us and other animals. If we hear a bird call from the tree behind us, our awareness of wind direction allows us to sense the direction the bird is facing and the direction it will take off if we clap our hands without turning. 

This relationship between wind, human and animal behaviour is deeply rooted within many indigenous cultures. The mood of hunters may change with a shift in the wind and a hunt may be cancelled. From the viewpoint of a post-industrialised society, this can seem whimsical, but there are good practical reasons behind it. If the wind changes to come from a direction that makes hunting less likely to be successful, perhaps to blow from an area of good cover instead of towards it, we can see why hunters, whose livelihood may be tied to their prospects, will become less cheery and less inclined to venture out. 

The potential for misunderstanding and misinterpretation across cultures in this area is great and I’m as guilty of it as the next person. In Borneo, a Dayak hunter once pointed to a river beach where deer regularly came to drink. He added that they would only hunt mouse deer on this beach and would leave other species alone. I leaped to the wrong conclusion, to the lazy assumption that this might be explained by superstitions or religious reverence for certain animals. It turned out that the beach’s topography meant it nearly always had to be approached downwind, which meant it was only practical to hunt animals that were not sensitive to scent. The mouse deer is one such animal; the other deer will be alarmed by the whiff of a human. 

The wind we feel is part of a map. We can sense its dramatic shifts easily whenever we step from exposure or shelter into the opposite. But these paragons are the introduction to a richer, subtler world of wind maps. If the wind is fairly constant, every shift we feel suggests something in the landscape, usually on the windward side, but not always: the wind will be shaped by large obstacles on the downwind side too. Spend a moment on the windward side of a building or dense wood and you will notice that you are sheltered from it, as the wind is forced over that obstacle and begins its climb further out than many might guess. 
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The higher winds travel unmolested, but we need to be sensitive to the way that our low wind is having to make its way around hills, trees or buildings. Any substantial obstacle will have some effect on it, and bumps in the landscape impact on the wind over much greater distances than might be expected: we will still feel their effect ten times the distance downwind of their height. In practice, this means that we sense this wind by sampling, by repeatedly tuning into it and forming a picture from lots of little snapshots. This may sound laborious, but it quickly becomes effortless and enjoyable. The satisfaction comes in two different ways: predictions that are fulfilled and surprises that trigger insight.

Imagine you have been sensing the wind on and off over the course of half an hour and have developed a really good feel for where it’s coming from – you have ‘anchored’ the wind because you have a memorable sense of where it comes from. Many like to describe the anchor by one of the cardinal directions – ‘The wind is coming from the west’: here, ‘west’ is the anchor. But it is more helpful for our intuition to create an anchor out of the landscape – we feel the wind coming from the church on the hill – because we can sense it without labels. Providing your anchor isn’t something you will lose sight of for long periods, there is no right or wrong. You will probably find that you do both in many situations. Names and labels are never the important part: they are slow additions, happy baggage at best. The wind and its meaning will not be slowed or moved one inch by them. 

There will be slight shifts in the wind direction over time, there always are, but once you have an anchor for where your wind comes from, you have given yourself a weather station, map, compass and insight into animal behaviour. 

Predictions flow from building familiarity with each wind. Once we feel we have our anchor, then every time we pass any obstacle that lies between our path and that anchor, we should expect to sense changes in the strength and direction of the wind. We notice the lone spruce tree and anticipate a drop in wind speed and fluctuation in direction; think of it as a ‘wobble’ in the wind. We feel the wobble as we walk past the tree, a full two hundred metres away. It is surprisingly satisfying to sense this simple and logical pattern.

One of the best ways to accelerate an appreciation of the effect is to stand at the edge of some still water, a lake or a large pond, with your back to the wind. Look out across the ripples that the wind has formed in the water, then map the changes in them back to the obstacles along your side of the shore. You will notice a mix of rougher and calmer patches and will begin to see how far the obstacles are able to shape them. Now you can have some fun spotting your own wind shadow in the ripples and confirming that you’ve got it right by taking a few steps to the left, waiting until the patterns change, then a few steps to the right and repeating. 

When the surprise comes, our new awareness is beginning to pay dividends. The wind bends when you weren’t expecting it, giving a sense of change in the landscape. Turning reveals the small withered oak among the field of oats. We sense the change instantly and a slower analysis adds detail to the picture. By nurturing an awareness of bold changes, we become attuned to the ever-subtler ones. Walking in a city, we feel a gust and sense the side-street; the following week, a strengthening breeze indicates a firebreak in the distant woods. 

This sensitivity brings an automatic improvement in our awareness of where we are and where we have been. Every time we tune into the wind we gain a sense of our heading relative to it – perhaps we know we have walked for about an hour with the wind on our backs. We’re not talking about a perfect recollection of exactly where we have been, just a good sense. We know we have walked with the wind for an hour and begin to sense we’re looking back towards our start point when we feel the wind on our faces. 

We can develop this awareness without moving anywhere. If there is a spot near home or work where we can spend a minute tuning into the wind a few times each day, we’ll reap the benefits. The Inuit check the wind first thing in the morning, when they step outside for their first pee of the day, then report its direction and any changes to the group. They can sense from it what the moving ice will be doing, where cracks will be appearing and whether the conditions are suitable for travelling or hunting. 

The modern outdoors person wears layers to shield themselves against the vagaries of the weather. The ancients sensed the vagaries as their shield. Major weather changes are the result of a ‘front’ going through, the name given to the leading edge of a different air mass. Whenever this happens, there is a significant shift in wind direction and speed. If we have grown sensitive to the little fluctuations caused by something as small as a bush or boulder, any front will announce itself brashly. It refuses to be ignored. 

All over the world, fronts are also preceded by cloud changes. Blue skies are replaced by the wispy candyfloss of cirrus, followed by the milky blanket of cirrostratus. The sun or moon wears a halo – ‘Guard your herd, O Amr, from the rings around the moon!’ the Bedouin say. When accompanied by a change in wind direction, this is a strong indicator of a front about to go through.

It becomes a fast two-step process: we notice the wind direction change, then check the sky for cloud signs. It’s a habit that is conscious at first, then automatic. It works the other way too: once we’re aware of the cloud signs, they will prompt another check of the wind. 

Below the clouds, the moisture in the air will fluctuate with any change in weather or wind direction. The sea and many coastal landmarks are visible from the ridge of the South Downs and it is rewarding to watch them disappear and reappear with shifts in the wind. Prior to vanishing, distant features lose brightness, colour and clarity – they become ghosts. And from these fluctuations other insights follow. 

In August, as humidity rises and the distant coast fades to white, I know to look for roe deer. They become more active in late summer mugginess and will venture out onto the stubble of harvested fields. The sense of a wind change, to one that now rises very slowly up the hills, triggers my look to the coast where the whiteness tells me to expect deer. It happens in less than a second. 

Each landscape has these pairings and the wind is the key to unlocking many of your own. It starts with a general sense of change, but progresses towards a keener, more precise and faster idea of what that change means. Perhaps you notice that the wind has shifted to come from the dark rocks on a hillside and that shortly afterwards you find pheasants sheltering on the lee side of the woodland around the corner. Four hours later it rains. The pattern is repeated a couple of times. You come to think of the pairing of the wind with the dark rocks as a sign of where you will spot the pheasants and the weather to come. You might even choose to nickname the rocks as the ‘wet pheasants’. But, with or without the name, your brain will be joining these dots for you. You have gained an intuitive sense of what is about to happen. 


Wild Signs and Star Paths III

Fireflies recognise each other through their flashing messages, trees warn each other of attack through fungi networks, and bacteria send and receive signals. We live in a world of signs. But most of them pass us by. Are we lost within a beautiful Enigma machine?

We are alive because our brain has evolved to make sense of the complexity by finding signals in the noise. Each species has done the same. The trees need not concern themselves with the sounds a large mammal makes, but we must. We will instantly react to a surprising bark or roar, or even the loud crack of a branch underfoot, turning to face it. Even if we don’t want to, our limbic system will focus our attention: it is out of our control. 

Certain things are hard-wired, like a healthy wariness of snakes. We recognise snakes more quickly than we do other animals, and researchers proved that when the level of camouflage is steadily raised to the point where we lose sight of most animal shapes, we can still make out the snake’s. This is part of our innate pattern recognition system, one that may vary from species to species but that we share with the rest of the animal kingdom. Leopards prey on macaques but these monkeys are finely tuned to leopards’ patterns and can tell when their spots are ‘wrong’. Researchers using models of leopards to test macaque behaviour discovered that the macaques gave fewer calls, their sign of recognising a leopard, if the spots were not in a true-to-life pattern. 

But only part of our awareness is inbuilt. Much of our reading of signs is based on experience. We learn to pay more attention to certain things in our environment, which leads to a faster reading of situations. The sound a sheep makes triggers a different response in the rambler walking through the field from the one evoked in the shepherd, as would the walker’s dog’s bark. This is because they have had different experiences and have attached different meanings to each sign. 

If we concede that we can’t expect to pick up and decipher everything in our environment quickly, our task can be simplified by understanding the type of signs that are profitable and steering our attention towards them. To do this we will pass through the realm of semiotics, the formal study of signs and symbols. Within this we find the exotic underworlds of zoosemiotics, phytosemiotics and ecosemiotics: the study of signs within and across animals, plants and landscapes. 

The first time I encountered the work of semioticians, it was a revelation. I had long felt in my gut that the world was extravagantly rich with signs, but for years this had been based on personal experience. Many thousands of hours outdoors had led to my spotting patterns, asymmetries and trends; they were beautiful but often hard to explain. I would scrabble about in haphazard research, trying to make sense of the forms and feelings pressed into my mind. When I was lucky I could pair the fruits of dirty hands and sore knees with any science I could scavenge. 

I was lucky in other ways: word of my work has spread a little and I’m grateful to correspondents who have pointed me towards signs across the world. At the end of our time together I often say to a group I’m leading, ‘You will have seen and will go on to see more of the world than I possibly can, so please share it!’ 

I have received emails about foxes that pounce into the snow in a north-easterly direction, and one from France about Pyrrhocoris apterus, the ‘firebug’ or ‘gendarme’, which my correspondent, Alban Cambe, had spotted congregating on the warmer south side of trees. Alban revealed another French nickname, ‘Cherche midi’, ‘Midday searchers’, an acknowledgement of their love of the sun’s light and warmth. 

But however warming and delightful these signs were, my approach and good fortune had given me a narrow, bug’s-eye view of their richness. I realised, later than I might have done, that the work of semioticians, who followed a very different path, offered a valuable overview. 

Zoosemiotics, a word coined in 1963, helped me towards a broader understanding. This niche discipline is dedicated to understanding the signs flowing between animals, within and between species. Sex, predation, territory: all of the key domains of animal life are marshalled with the help of signs and many are available to our senses. 

Soon I found my gut feeling echoing back at me in the words of early semioticians, like Charles Sanders Pierce, who declared the ‘universe is perfused with signs’. I am not qualified to comment on the veracity of the statement by the American philosopher John Deely that semiotics is, ‘perhaps the most international and important intellectual movement since the taking root of science in the modern sense in the seventeenth century’. But I can say that it feels that important to me. I know I am not alone: the search for meaning must have started further back than we can trace, and any new promise of it stirs passions and intrigue. Signs are a promise of meaning and humans are ‘meaning-seeking creatures’, so we find signs treasured, lauded and woven through the foundation of any new religion. 

Religions may divide, but the search for meaning in nature unites humanity; cultures as diverse as early Christians in Ireland and Native American tribes have seen the tree not just as a plant but as a ‘pansemiotic web of cosmic meaning’. The search is for pattern in the mess, for signification in the chaos and overload. Nothing is more uplifting than to feel we live in a universe that is a ‘musical harmony of varied shapes and colours with a certain order and rhythm’, as St Gregory of Nyssa believed. Because the alternative is less appealing, to put it mildly. Who would want to view their life as a meaningless interlude between two infinite stretches of oblivion? Even those who believe it to be true cannot wish it so. It is a search that recurs throughout the ages in art and writing and always will. As long as a thirst for meaning in life survives, signs will be valued. 

The personal challenge that remained was to sift through all of the signs I was sensing, understand where they fitted into the larger family of semiotics, then decide which ones worked. I needed to know which were available to the learning of our fast-thinking system. If the task was enormous, it was at least now definable. 

We have already seen that snakes, trees and constellations have one characteristic that the brain can make fast use of: shape. You will be making use of this outdoors every day already, many times, usually without realising it. We can tell ominous clouds from friendly ones partly by their colour but also by their shape. A ‘fluffy sheep’ cumulus cloud will register with everyone as harmless – it has earned its nickname from its shape and because it is benign. But a giant tower of a cloud, one that is many times taller than it is wide, will ignite consternation. As we investigate shape, the animals can be our inspiration. 

Many animals need to be able to identify an aerial threat from birds as fast as possible. This is a good example of where slow neocortex type thinking would not work. It would get animals killed. Imagine that you’re vulnerable to birds of prey, like hawks: you could compile a list of all the attributes of each of these birds, including their various sizes and the colours of their wings, legs and body. And then you could monitor the sky for birds that meet these criteria. Or evolution could teach you that they have a common attribute in their shape. 

Shape is especially suitable for the fast recognition of birds because we, like their prey, so often see them as a colourless silhouette against a brighter sky. But even within shape, there is a danger that animals might complicate the issue by focusing on how certain birds of prey have ‘fingers’, spread feathers at the wingtips and others don’t, or some have fanned or forked tails and others don’t. This detail is great for developing the later stages of recognition, when we are trying to identify individual species, but for the animals and us, simplicity is the aim at first, and the one shape characteristic that birds of prey share is a short neck. 

Experiments have shown that creatures vulnerable to birds of prey, like ducks and geese, will react to any roughly bird-shaped silhouette with a short neck, but not to those with a long one. And they will react to models of birds that have a short neck, and even to models of bird shapes that don’t in theory exist but still have a short neck. For the ducks and geese, the ‘key’ to fast recognition is that one simple shape. 

It’s not a perfect system. The birds may mistakenly identify swifts as predators, even though they are harmless to them, because swifts happen to have a short neck. But in evolutionary terms, that is a false alarm worth enduring – embarrassing though it doubtless is for the drake who has to laugh it off afterwards among its macho friends. 

I believe the importance of neck shape may still be more deeply rooted in our psyche than we realise: ask someone to sketch any flying bird of prey and a flying goose for you and, even if they protest that they can’t do a good job, a difference in necks will probably feature strongly.

The simplifying approach of animals is instructive, because it’s the opposite of what most naturalists encourage today. All communication aiming to improve our understanding of nature over the past few centuries has, by definition, aimed at our slow thinking. The neocortex is king because it handles speech and reading. This has accelerated our move away from an intuitive understanding of nature. In the past, we were more likely to have learned about animal behaviour by twinning the crack in the forest with the freezing of the person in front of us and their subsequent body language – areas that our fast thinking makes sense of, then learns from. We can see this difference clearly in the contemporary approach to bird identification. 

The assumption is that we are keen to identify individual species, which may be the case later on, but this approach is aimed at our neocortex, not our fast thinking. The RSPB has produced an excellent handbook on British birds, complete with an identification section for each bird. In it we learn that the merlin, a bird of prey, can be identified by knowing that it is ‘25–30cm . . . with short, broad-based, pointed wings and shorter tail than Kestrel. When perched, wing-tips reach about three-quarters along the tail length . . .’ This is fantastic detail, but quite difficult to use intuitively. For that we do better to think of very broad groups and the shapes that unite them. An animal that might get eaten by a bird of prey can’t tell one from another: our ‘lizard brain’ loves to keep things simple. 

There are few birds with a popular image that jars more with their personality than the robin. Far from being a touch of colour on a winter scene, with sweet song and a willingness to appear on Christmas cards, robins are psychopaths. They are fiercely territorial and devote huge energies, including their war-cry of a song, to establishing and maintaining their turf. If a robin arrives within the territory of another and is not deterred by song or aggressive flight and body language, conflict will follow. 

It is very tempting to think that the robin is incensed by the interloper and inspects it carefully before deciding to attack. But in the middle of the last century, the British evolutionary biologist David Lack led studies of the robin that remain the benchmark to this day. They revealed what in particular about an intruder robin will trigger an attack. Was it the motion, the sounds, the behaviour, the recognisable shape, the colours of the bird or something else? 

Lack placed a stuffed robin in the territory of a real robin. This motionless model was viciously attacked until its head came clean off. The attacks continued. Curious to see at what point the resident robin would consider the job done, Lack and his team deliberately removed the tail of the stuffed robin. The headless, tail-less torso was attacked again. Its wings were then removed; it was attacked. This bizarre Russian doll of an experiment continued: they removed the body and back of the model robin. All that was left were some red feathers of the breast and some white feathers below, supported by wire. The aggression continued. After many more experiments, the team had their answer: the trigger was the red feathers. If the red colour was changed to brown, the attacks stopped. 

The old saying, ‘a red rag to a bull’, is a myth: it is the motion of the cloth that can trigger aggression in a bull. But red is a trigger to a robin, which is not so much ‘incensed by this interloper’ as programmed to rid its territory of other birds of the same species by a simple sign: the red on their breast. 

The world is pulsating with colour signs, from messages sent between octopuses to the vivid hue of a fungus. My task was not to expect to find meaning in all colour, in the lurid tints of inner organs, as the ancients might once have done, but to accept the signs that were on offer and of fast value. The white flash reveals the rabbit’s rump, just as I sense its story in the darker prints on the white frost. The eruption of wildflowers in a wood is a sign of sunlight and therefore direction. 

I gained a valuable insight into the importance of motion as a sign on the side of a small Spanish mountain. It was a strange and enjoyable sortie. I was accompanying an artist I knew only as Long as he set off up the arid slopes to erect a temporary art installation at the summit of a mountain in Almería. From the surrounding area, he had collected beer bottles that locals had abandoned over many years. He had smashed the bottles into smaller pieces of brown glass and had then cut out from paper the template of a soaring eagle. He was going up the mountain to make an eagle out of broken glass, before taking a photo of it, then collecting the glass and returning down the hill. As we carried the glass up through the pines, we exchanged stories about nature and I pointed out how the almond blossoms were making a compass for us, the flowers coming into bloom first on the south side of the trees. 

Long told me that the black squirrels near where he lived in Canada would approach you, if you imitated the motion of their tails with your hand. His hand undulated in front of his chest as he explained that it drew the animals closer to investigate. I’d never heard of this before and, on returning home, I researched it. Sure enough, there were documented instances and even a film of it on YouTube. 

The motion of a hand was clearly acting as a sign. I have since tried it with the grey squirrels that live near me and it seems to have an effect: they watch the motion very carefully, but they neither approach nor run away from it. Sometimes it appears to have a mild hypnotic effect on them. The science explaining animals’ perception of motion as a sign is plentiful and the squirrel’s tail is indeed part of a sign system: it passes a message to other squirrels and tells some predators that they have been seen, for reasons that will become clearer later on.

Evolution has taught animals the simplest signs and therefore fastest keys for each task. In the interests of simplicity they also use different signs for different stages of the same task. Butterflies that are searching for particular flowers might use the scent as the sign that they are near to them, but then use the colour of an individual flower to fly towards and land on it. They use the scent as a rough map and the colour as a homing device. 

The tasks and therefore signs change with time and season. Hawk moths use colours to guide them to their destination and these change with the seasons. They fly towards yellow and blue objects when they’re looking for food, yellow-green objects when laying eggs and dark or grey places when preparing to hibernate. 

There is a powerful sign that does not like to fit in. It is the anomaly. Even when we don’t think we see a pattern, our brain is brilliant at finding one. And having spotted one, it is then great at noticing when something doesn’t fit into it. Rake up a pile of leaves or twigs, then ask someone to scatter them again in a way that appears natural. They will find it surprisingly difficult: they are likely to create something that doesn’t look ‘right’. There is a pattern to leaves on the ground or sticks on the forest floor, one that is hard to describe. 

One of the universal sign rules is that of dependence: if an animal or plant depends on certain other animals or plants, then our noticing the first is a sign of the presence of the other. There may be gaps in either distance or time between the two, but these must close at times, and experience can give us a sense of those times. The hatching of the fly is the sign of the fish.

My understanding of the types of signs that would work grew, but I still needed to gain greater insight into the mechanics of how we can learn to sense them intuitively. I knew there might be no perfect shortcuts – we value experience for a reason, and practice and observation must be the largest part of the challenge. We may need to learn quinuituq, the deep patience of the Inuit as they wait for animals, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t seek to accelerate the learning. Educators, trainers, coaches and mentors have roles in all areas of life because we learn faster when we are shown the way to go. 

It turns out that the process is simple and there are only three parts to it. We need to know what to look for, then look for those things, and we need to care. The three parts can be thought of as knowledge, experience and emotion. The first two are obvious and combine to form wisdom, the third less so, but all three are logical. 

The first part is the simplest: our brain cannot make any sense of things it is not aware of, so the more we sense, the more raw material there is. But we have limited ability to notice things – we can’t see what is behind us, for example – so we can think of the things we focus on, with each of our senses, as being like money spent. It is a finite resource, we need to spend it wisely, and if we know where to focus, this will accelerate the learning and awareness. 

The second part is practised observation. Our brain stores images, events and their consequences – that is, their meaning – and makes sense of the world by sifting and comparing those we receive through our senses with those we have experienced in the past. We stop at the red traffic light ‘without thinking’ because our experience of that sign quickly reached the point where the image and meaning were paired with our fast unconscious thinking. 

Time spent practising noticing things builds an area of our fast thinking called ‘associative activation’. Everything we notice triggers our unconscious mind to evoke things that have been associated with it in the past. If you read the word ‘cloud’, your brain automatically launches into a process of retrieving associated concepts, experiences and emotions. It will be more tuned to anything associated with the sky than it is with caves. Equally, the word ‘cave’ will trigger a very different collection of associations. You are more likely to think of the colours blue or white in the first instance and of bats in the second, but your exact associations will depend on your experience. 

If you have had a bad accident in a cave, the word itself will set off a lot of powerful associations, emotions and physiological responses. Before you have had time to think about it consciously, your fast thinking has initiated a pulse rise, with a lot of other very different physiological and emotional responses – your facial expression will change involuntarily.

The good news is that this process is automated. If the first few times we hear the jingle of an ice-cream van we get an ice cream a few minutes later, our brain will pair them without prompting. The jingle makes us salivate. Once we experience a connection, the brain will do the rest. The more frequent the experience, the more automated it becomes. Our challenge is only to notice these connections, which takes us back to knowing what to look for. 

The philosopher David Hume identified three ways in which we build associations:


	Things that resemble each other.


	Things that occur in the same time or place.


	Things that cause or are caused by certain other things.




The second two are especially relevant to us. 

Nature is not randomly scattered: everything has an association with time and place and other parts of nature. Where we see rabbits we find grass; where we find deer there are ticks; where we see stinging nettles we find dock; where we see granite we find bogs; where we see and smell wildflowers we find moths; when we see the stars it is cooler; when we see Orion high in the sky it is near winter; and when we see Scorpius return, we smell the fragrant wild mint by the path. 

Animal behaviours have certain causes, and we come to associate the behaviour with the cause. Once we know to associate the two, our brain can forge the fast appreciation. We accelerate the process because we are forewarned to look for the association and therefore notice it, instead of picking it up very slowly, having spent decades outdoors. We may already pair the dog’s bark with the stranger approaching, but we may not have thought to pair the stranger’s approach with the earlier change in the distant bird’s flight. Next time we do and the time after that the dog’s bark seems tardy. 

Knowing what to look for and practise come together in a process called ‘feedback’. If the consequences of any situation become apparent soon afterwards, we form an intuitive feel for that situation more quickly. We have all been burned by a hot pan in the kitchen, often after someone else has been using it, but very quickly we come to associate the smells and sounds of a hot stove with the need for care around everything on or in it. The consequences of carelessness around hot stoves are instant and unambiguous. The opposite is also true: if the feedback is slow, like when we try to work out what grows well in a garden, we can gain an intuition, but it will be slow to build. 

In nature, most things we observe fall somewhere along this spectrum. The faster and more accurate the feedback, the more worthy they are of our attention. The alarm calls of songbirds can easily be paired with threats in the environment – perhaps you hear the racket in the garden three mornings in a row and see the cat walk past a minute later three mornings in a row. You quickly come to sense the cat before seeing it. However, even though the sounds of crows doubtless have richer meaning, the feedback is poor and slow because of the complexity of their lives and language. It is so much harder to pair the sounds of corvids with exact meaning: something’s going on, we think, but what? 

If an event is too infrequent, it is hard to build a fast sense of its meaning. We may know that certain behaviours in animals indicate that a tsunami is approaching, but unless we live in an area threatened by tsunamis and develop a practised eye for those behaviours, including false alarms, this will remain slow thought. It follows that the more common the plant or animal, and the more common the association, the better our chances. 

The third part, caring, may seem vague until we think about how and why our limbic system has evolved as it has. It handles emotion and learning, and the two are connected when it comes to our understanding of environment. Historically, many more experiences in nature would have been associated with opportunities or life-threatening situations. Think of the times you have smelt gas or burning unexpectedly at home; this is a fair guess at the sort of reaction our ancestors would have paired with certain sounds in the forest, although they would doubtless have reacted faster due to much more practice. 

We wouldn’t want to endanger ourselves in order to attach more meaning to situations, but caring is more complex than life or death. The firefighter still relies on intuition for their safety, but the surgeon much less so – it is mainly others who are at risk. But surgeons still care, if they are good at their jobs. The same is true of most professions: good teachers care, and because they care, they feel the outcomes of different approaches. Over time they develop an intuitive sense of what will work best for each pupil or group. We don’t remember our best teachers because of their academic knowledge but because they sensed what worked for us. 

There is also a psychological trait we all share that helps turn practice into caring. We attach greater importance to the things we recall most easily and these are the things we are most exposed to. Therefore the more time we spend outdoors, the more importance we will attach to natural phenomena and the more we will care about them. If you recognise certain animal tracks or leaf shapes, you will be familiar with the positive feeling that comes from spotting them. 

We cannot invent a care for something, but since you are reading this the desire and care are already there and will grow. Knowing what to look for and experience bring successes, which can nurture an interest towards a passion. The care flourishes. A hunch or sense of unease goes from being something we dismiss to something we cherish and pursue. The more we care, the more our brain registers the consequences and the faster our intuition builds. If we care enough to notice that a constellation appears higher three hours after we first see it, we are on the path to sensing meaning in that pattern. 

There is a tipping point. The desire to see the connections grows: we feel more, we learn more, and this improves our chances. The satisfaction that comes with growing successes kindles the care. This is the best sort of feedback cycle. We go from hoping that we will find signs and meaning in the things we see in nature to sensing that everything in nature is a sign with meaning. We feel it.


Part II

Above and Below: Sky and Land


The Shear 

One cold March day I saw an invisible wind. 

The seventh-century English monk Aldhelm claimed that the wind was invisible. He was right and wrong. The wind gives us an opportunity to watch our thinking move from slow to fast. Try gauging wind direction by watching the motion of distant clouds. It’s doable but it takes a few seconds, and the first few times we try, it reveals nothing intuitively. If, however, we practise recognising one particular shape in the clouds, we can develop an intuitive method. 

Wind speed nearly always increases with altitude, causing a shear at the tops of tall clouds. If we think of tall clouds as a deck of cards, the top cards slide further with the stronger winds, revealing the direction of the wind there. We don’t need to worry for now about gradual differences between wind direction at altitude and on the ground: at this point we are interested in the psychology of experimenting with a new method. 

Whenever you see clouds with a shear at the top, just make a mental note that they are revealing the wind direction. Do this as regularly as you can and fairly soon something interesting will happen: there will come a moment when you see the wind direction in the sky. You will have sensed something instantly without having to think about it. 

[image: Image Missing]


Notes and Further Reading

INTRODUCTION

In the past second your senses have picked up eleven million pieces of information: L. Cron, p. 7.

hearing honey: C. Turnbull, pp. 14–15 and 241.

‘the strange inscriptions of Assyria’: Richard Jefferies, from http://www.richardjefferiessociety.co.uk/downloads/THE%20OPEN%20AIR.pdf (Accessed 14/12/17).

WILD SIGNS AND STAR PATHS I

William Cowper: https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/William_Cowper (Accessed 22/08/17).

If an insect lands on the back of your neck: N. Tinbergen, p. 209.

San bushmen in the Kalahari report experiencing a powerful burning sensation when they are getting close to an animal they are hunting: L. Liebenberg.

‘I have a feeling … Feel in my head. Been in the bush since small …’: D. Lewis, p. 265, ‘Observations on Route Finding and Spatial Orientation among the Aboriginal Peoples of the Western Desert Region of Central Australia’.

Joel Hardin: J. Hardin, p. 278.

Gary Player, a very successful golf player, was practising difficult shots out of a bunker: https://www.golfdigest.com/story/myshot_gd0210 (Accessed 24/08/17).

THE SUN ANVIL

Based on notes taken during a walk in Crete with Ed Marley in September 2016.

WILD SIGNS AND STAR PATHS II

‘The first great mistake that people make in the matter, is the supposition …’: J. Ruskin and J. Rosenberg, p. 24.

An RSPB warden once explained to me that the commonest word used to describe their reserve on feedback forms was ‘quiet’: Steve Hughes, personal correspondence.

‘It is very likely some ploughboy who thinks nothing of it, except to immediately imitate it, hears the cuckoo …’: R. Jefferies, Wild Life in a Southern County, pp. 314–15.

Carl Jung believed it was this process that explained … ‘distracted psychological state’: C.J. Jung, pp. 108–9.

‘He who’s bitten by a viper, jumps from a spotted rope’: C. Bailey, p. 34.

‘I did not even know myself. There was something about him …’, in ‘The Police and the Thieves’, Quarterly Review, 1856, quoted in K. Summerscale, p. 83.

‘sensitiveness – that peculiar, apprehensive detective faculty’: Charlotte Brontë, quoted in K. Summerscale, p. 83.

scientists in Iowa proved that gamblers can sense a pattern in the cards: M. Gladwell, p. 9.

Firefighter story: M. Gladwell, pp. 122–4; G. Klein, and D. Kahneman.

We recognise snakes more quickly than we do other animals: http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0164342 (Accessed 25/08/17). My thanks to Arran Jacques for making me aware of this.

macaques: T. Caro, p. 14.

Bird of prey neck shape: N. Tinbergen, p. 31.

RSPB … merlin: P. Holden and T. Cleeves, p. 103.

Butterflies that are searching for particular flowers might use the scent as the sign that they are near to them: N. Tinbergen, p. 82.

Hawk moths use colours to guide them: N. Tinbergen, p. 43.

I have read authors’ descriptions of ‘wild’ as any place you can walk for a week: B. Krause, p. 5.

THE WIND ANCHOR

The mood of hunters may change with a shift in the wind and a hunt may be cancelled: H. Brody, p. 119.

The Inuit check the wind first thing in the morning, when they step outside for their first pee of the day: L. M. Johnson and E. Hunn, p. 188.

‘Guard your herd, O Amr, from the rings around the moon!’: C. Bailey, p. 56.

WILD SIGNS AND STAR PATHS III

Pyrrhocoris









THE SHEAR


THE SKY MAP




THE INVISIBLE HANDRAIL



THE LIGHT AND DARK WOODS



THE EDGE AND MUSIT



THE FIRE


THE BROWSE, BITE AND HAVEN



THE CELEBRATION AND SHADOW



THE FRIEND, GUEST AND REBEL





THE REAPER





THE PERCH AND SENTINEL






THE FACE AND TAIL









THE PEEK









THE FREEZE, CROUCH AND FEIGN










THE FLIGHT

















THE REFUGE



THE CACOPHONY
















THE TRACK




THE CIRCLING



THE STOTTING





THE GUIDE






THE SQUALL SQUAWK




FLOCK, BUBBLE AND BURST








THE RETREAT AND REBOUND


THE JINK




THE EDDY


TWO FROSTS



THE CLEPSYDRA




















LABELS THAT COME TO LIFE















A NOBLE PURSUIT






















TOMORROW’S HUNTER


MORE THAN MACHINES















UMWELT























TREACHERY








A STORIED CREATURE






THE IKUS










EPILOGUE: THE ROOM








Bibliography

Abram, David, Becoming Animal, Vintage, 2011.

Ackerman, Jennifer, The Genius of Birds, Corsair, 2016.

Armstrong, K., A Short History of Myth, Canongate, 2006.

Bailey, Clinton, A Culture of Desert Survival, Yale University, 2014.

Barkham, Patrick, Badgerlands, Granta, 2014.

Barnes, Simon, Bird Watching with Your Eyes Closed, Short Books, 2011.

Bell, Matthew, Hollén, Linda and Radford, Andrew, ‘Success in a Social Bird’, Proceedings of the Royal Society B, Vol. 276, 2009.

Birkhead, T., Bird Sense, Bloomsbury, 2013.

Breed, Michael, Ethology and Animal Behavior, Academic Press, 2017.

Brody, Hugh, Living Arctic, Faber & Faber, 1987.

Caro, Tim, Antipredator Defenses in Birds and Mammals, University of Chicago Press, 2005.

Chatwin, Bruce, In Patagonia, Pan Books, 1979.

Christie, Agatha, Appointment with Death, HarperCollins, 1996.

Cocker, Mark, Crow Country, Vintage, 2007.

Cocker, Mark, Claxton, Penguin, 2014.

Collins, Sophie, Why Does My Dog Do That?, Ivy Press, 2008.

Cooper, William and Blumstein, Daniel, Escaping from Predators, Cambridge University Press, 2015.

Cron, Lisa, Wired for Story, Ten Speed Press, 2012.

Elford, Colin, A Year in the Woods, Penguin, 2011.

Fortey, Richard, The Wood for the Trees, William Collins, 2016.

Foster, Charles, Being a Beast, Profile Books, 2016.

Gibson, James, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception, Psychology Press, 1986.

Gladwell, Malcolm, Blink, Penguin, 2005.

Gooley, Tristan, The Natural Navigator, Virgin, 2010.

Gooley, Tristan, The Natural Explorer, Sceptre, 2012.

Gooley, Tristan, How to Connect with Nature, Macmillan, 2014.

Gooley, Tristan, How to Read Nature, Sceptre, 2016.

Grimble, Arthur, A Pattern of Islands, Eland, 2010.

Griffiths, Jay, Wild, Penguin, 2006.

Harari, Yuval Noah, Sapiens, Vintage, 2011.

Hardin, Joel, Tracker, Joel Hardin Tracking Inc., 2009.

Harris, Alexander, Weatherland, Thames & Hudson, 2016.

Hatfield, Fred, North of the Sun, Virgin Books, 1991.

Hemingway, Ernest, Green Hills of Africa, Vintage, 2004.

Hoffmeyer, Jesper, Signs of Meaning in the Universe, Indiana University Press, 1993.

Holden, P. and Cleeves, T., RSPB Handbook of British Birds, Bloomsbury, 2014.

Humphreys, John, Poachers’ Tales, David & Charles, 1992.

James, P.D., Death in Holy Orders, Faber & Faber, 2001.

Jefferies, Richard, The Amateur Poacher, Tideline Books, 1985.

Jefferies, Richard, Wild Life in a Southern County, Thomas Nelson & Sons, n.d.

Johnson, Leslie Main and Hunn, Eugene, Landscape Ethnoecology, Berghahn Books, 2012.

Jung, C.J., The Earth Has a Soul, North Atlantic Books, 2008.

Kahneman, Daniel, Thinking, Fast and Slow, Penguin, 2012.

Kimmerer, Robin Wall, Braiding Sweetgrass, Milkweed Editions, 2013.

Klein, Gary, Seeing What Others Don’t, Nicolas Brealey, 2014.

Kohn, Eduardo, How Forests Think, University of California Press, 2013.

Kozlowski, Theodore, Kramer, Paul and Pallardy, Stephen, The Physiological Ecology of Woody Plants, Academic Press, 1991.

Krakauer, Jon, Into the Wild, Pan Macmillan, 1996.

Krappe, Alexander Haggerty, The Science of Folk-Lore, Methuen & Co., 1930.

Krause, Bernie, Wild Soundscapes, Yale University Press, 2016.

Lack, David, The Life of the Robin, Pallas Athene, 2016.

Lawrence, Gale, A Field Guide to the Familiar, University Press of New England, 1998.

Lee, Richard and Daly, Richard, The Cambridge Encyclopedia of Hunters and Gatherers, Cambridge University Press, 2008.

Lewis, David, ‘Observations on Route Finding and Spatial Orientation Among the Aboriginal Peoples of the Western Desert Region of Central Australia’, Oceania Journal, Volume XLVI, No. 4, 1976.

Liebenberg, Louis, The Art of Tracking, David Philip Publishers, 1990.

Lopez, Barry, Arctic Dreams, Vintage, 2014.

Mabey, R., Flora Britannica, Sinclair Ferguson, 1996.

Maran, Timo, Martinelli, Dario and Turovski, Aleksei, Readings in Zoosemiotics, Walter de Gruyter, 2011.

Moor, Robert, Trails, Aurum Press, 2016.

Naparstek, Belleruth, Your Sixth Sense, HarperCollins, 1997.

Norwich, Edward, Master of Game, University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005.

Pedersen, Loren, Sixteen Men, Shambhala, 1993.

Pryde, Duncan, Nunaga, Eland, 2003.

Rackham, Oliver, Hayley Wood, Cambridgeshire Wildlife Trust, 1990.

Rackham, Oliver, The Ash Tree, Little Toller Books, 2015.

Rhodes, Chloe, One for Sorrow, Michael O’Mara Books, 2011.

Rider Haggard, Lilias, I Walked by Night, Coch-Y-Bonddu Books, 2009.

Ruskin, J. and Rosenberg, J., The Genius of John Ruskin, University of Virginia Press, 1998 .

Service, Elman, The Hunters, Prentice-Hall, 1966.

Shanor, Karen and Kanwal, Jagmeet, Bats Sing and Mice Giggle, Totem Books, 2011.

Sheldrake, Rupert, Dogs that Know When Their Owners Are Coming Home, Arrow Books, 2011.

Siewers, Alfred Kentigern, Re-Imagining Nature, Bucknell University Press, 2014.

Song, Tamarack, Becoming Nature, Bear & Co., 2016.

Springthorpe, G. and Myhill, N., Wildlife Rangers Handbook, Forestry Commission, 1994.

Stankowich, Theodore and Blumstein, Daniel, ‘Fear in Animals: A Meta-analysis and Review of Risk Assessment’, Proceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences, Vol. 272, 2005.

Stokes, Donald and Lillian, Animal Tracking and Behavior, Little, Brown, 1986.

Summerscale, Kate, The Suspicions of Mr. Whicher, Bloomsbury, 2009.

Thomson, D., ‘Names and Naming Among the Wik Monkan Tribe’, Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, Vol. LXXVI, 1946.

Thomson, J. Arthur, The Wonder of Life, Andrew Melrose, 1927.

Thompson, Harry, This Thing of Darkness, Headline Review, 2006.

Tinbergen, N., The Study of Instinct, Oxford University Press, 1958.

Turnbull, Colin, The Forest People, Bodley Head, 2015.

Uexkull, Jakob von, A Foray into the Worlds of Animals and Humans, University of Minnesota Press, 2010.

Westling, Louise, ‘The Zoosemiotics of Sheep Herding with Dogs’, in The Semiotics of Animal Representations, ed. Kadri Tüür and Morten Tønnesen, Rodopi, 2014, pp. 33–52.

Widlok, Thomas, ‘Orientation in the Wild: The Shared Cognition of the Hai||Om Bushpeople’, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, Vol. 3, No. 2, 1997.

Wilson, Helen Wood, Bushman Born, Artlook Books Trust, 1981.

Wohlleben, Peter, The Hidden Life of Trees, Greystone Books, 2016.

Wright, J., A Natural History of the Hedgerow, Profile Books, 2016.

Wroe, Ann, Six Facets of Light, Jonathan Cape, 2016.

Wulf, Andrea, The Invention of Nature, John Murray, 2016.

Young, Jon, What the Robin Knows, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2012.


Acknowledgements

‘My subconscious being was not prepared to take this risk and jungle sensitiveness came to my assistance and guided me away from the potential danger.’

These are the words of the legendary hunter-turned-conservationist and author, Jim Corbett. He was describing how he had felt the need to take an unusual route through the jungle, one that kept him at a safe distance from a tiger that he was not yet aware of. 

At times writing this book has felt like the opposite experience. An unconscious urge drove me towards a subject that lurked in the bushes and then stared back at me like a cornered tiger. It was a subject that did not like me drawing too near and put up quite a wrestle. It is likely that the tiger would have got the better of me, were it not for the support of many kind people. The book is dedicated to them. 

I would like to thank all the indigenous people, anthropologists, hunters, semioticians, ecologists and others across the world who have kept the flame of our old wisdom alight and accessible. I don’t know the names of many of those I am most indebted to, but of the few I do, I am particularly grateful for the work of Tim Caro, William Cooper, Daniel Blumstein, Leslie Main Johnson, Eugene Hunn, Timo Maran and Jakob von Uexkull. 

I would also like to thank those who have offered their time, advice, gems or encouragement, either in the field of the mind or the field of the field: Kate Jeffery, Zita Patai, Hugo Spiers, Rich Jones, Steve Hughes, Tracey Younghusband, Rob Thurlow, Mark Wardle, John Rhyder, Adam Shereston, John Pahl and Richard Nissen. Thanks also to the many others who have come on courses or got in touch to share observations or experiences. 

Thank you, Neil Gower, for your brilliant illustrations and cover, as always. 

My sister, Siobhan Machin, offered sage advice at a critical stage and I will be in trouble if she has not been thanked over a decent lunch by the time of publication; and with a sincere thank you here. 

A big thank you to Hazel Orme, Cameron Myers, Rebecca Mundy, Caitriona Horne and Ben Summers and all at Sceptre for all your hard work. Any errors are mine alone. 

I would like to thank my agent Sophie Hicks and editor Rupert Lancaster, whose enthusiasm and encouragement made embarking on this book possible and whose patience and assistance made completion much more enjoyable. 

Finally, I’d like to thank my family and friends for their support, not least when I’m tired from tiger-wrestling. 

OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
‘Wild Signs
and Star Paths

The Keys to Our Lost Sixth Sense

Tristan Gooley

lustrations by Neil Gower





OEBPS/Images/img_0009.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
The Keys to Our Lost Sixth Sense

Tristan Gooley

Author of The Walkers Guide





OEBPS/Images/img_0008.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
SCEPTRE





