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FOREWORD

It’s been twenty-five years since I held in my hand the very first copy of The Butterfly Lion. I had no idea then, of course, how many millions of people the world over would come to love this book as much as I did. I loved the book because to me it was like an oak tree I had planted. I had discovered the acorn, held it in my hand, planted it in good soil, watered it, protected it, looked after it, watched it grow.

Great trees from little acorns grow. So they say. And it’s true. But how does it happen? How did this tree, The Butterfly Lion tree, grow? What was in that acorn? It was not simply an idea, or a flash of inspiration, or a half-remembered dream. No, that acorn was more like a natural widget, tiny but packed tight with true and half-true stories, and history and memories, all longing to find a way to grow into the same great tree, destined somehow to be fused together, to be imagined together into one tree, one story, that was to become The Butterfly Lion.
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Inside that story-acorn were all these happenings.
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A memory.

There was a small boy called Michael sent away to boarding school, a hundred miles from home. He was homesick. One day, after reading a letter from his mother, he decided to run away. It was raining. He hadn’t gone far when he met an old lady who told him he shouldn’t be out in weather like that and took him back to her home, into the warmth of her kitchen, and gave him hot chocolate to drink and a sticky bun. She told him all about herself – and about her husband, the man in uniform in the photo that she showed him, who had been killed in the war. After a while, when he was warmed up, when he found his courage, she took him back to school. No one had missed him. It was as if it had never happened. Perhaps it never did.
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A discovery.

There was the book that the same Michael, now grown up and a writer, saw in a bookshop window, called The White Lions of Timbavati, with a photograph of white lions on the cover. He went in, opened it and discovered dozens of amazing photographs of white lions. He never knew lions could be white. He bought the book. It cost four pounds. A few days later, sitting on a train, he was looking through this book again, loving the pictures, when the train stopped, in the middle of nowhere. He looked out of the window, and there on the hillside in the distance he saw a huge white horse carved out of chalk covering the whole hillside. White lion, he thought, white horse. White lion, white horse. I’m going to write a story about a white lion carved out of the chalk. 
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A chance meeting.

But this writer, this Michael, didn’t know anything much about lions, so he couldn’t even begin his story. He had no story to write. Then there was a strange and wonderful chance meeting, in a lift in Dublin, with a great actress he had long admired, who was the star of the best-known film about lions ever made, Born Free. She is called Virginia McKenna. After they met, Michael sent her one of his books, The Dancing Bear, about a bear in a cage – Virginia, he knew, had spent her whole life working with her Born Free charity to end the caging of all wild animals. She wrote back, offering any help she could if he ever wanted to write a book about lions. Well, as it happened, he did. She did help, hugely, and when it was written she recorded the audio story too.
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A story.

Then there was the old man Michael met at a dinner one evening who told the story of his grandfather who had been a young soldier in France, in the First World War, and had been wounded in the trenches by an exploding shell and taken to a hospital behind the lines to recover. During his convalescence, he had walked one day from the hospital into the village. He was sitting down in a café having a coffee when he heard shooting, which was odd because they were miles from the fighting. He walked round into the square and saw there was a circus drawn up, and an old man, in tears, rifle in hand, was going from cage to cage, shooting all the animals. The young soldier ran over and stopped him. Only one animal was left alive by this time: the old circus lion. The old man turned out to be the circus owner who could no longer afford to feed his animals. They were starving. There was nothing else he could do. The young soldier saved that lion and had him sent back to England where he lived in a zoo for the rest of his life.
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All of this was packed tight into that little widget of an acorn. It just needed to be planted, to grow up into a book, to be wonderfully illustrated by Christian Birmingham, to be wonderfully edited by Michael’s dear friend and publisher, Ann-Janine Murtagh, and to be read by millions of readers the world over, readers who bring the story to life each time it’s read, to be dramatised by actors on stage again and again, all of whom keep that oak tree of a story growing ever higher, ever wider, ever stronger, for another twenty-five years, maybe more. Who knows?
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Chilblains and Semolina Pudding



Butterflies live only short lives. They flower and  flutter for just a few glorious weeks, and then they die. To see them, you have to be in the right place at the right time. And that’s how it was when I saw the butterfly lion – I happened to be in just the right place, at just the right time. I didn’t dream him. I didn’t dream any of it. I saw him, blue and shimmering in the sun, one afternoon in June when I was young. A long time ago. But I don’t forget. I mustn’t forget. I promised them I wouldn’t.

I was ten and away at boarding school in deepest Wiltshire. I was far from home and I didn’t want to be. It was a diet of Latin and stew and rugby and detentions and cross-country runs and chilblains and marks and squeaky beds and semolina pudding. And then there was Basher Beaumont who terrorised and tormented me so that I lived every waking moment of my life in dread of him. I had often thought of running away but only once ever plucked up the courage to do it.

I was homesick after a letter from my mother. Basher Beaumont had cornered me in the bootroom and smeared black shoe polish in my hair. I had done badly in a spelling test, and Mr Carter had stood me in the corner with a book on my head all through the lesson – his favourite torture. I was more miserable than I had ever been before. I picked at the plaster in the wall and determined there and then that I would run away.

I took off the next Sunday afternoon. With any luck I wouldn’t be missed till supper, and by that time I’d be home, home and free. I climbed the fence at the bottom of the school park, behind the trees where I couldn’t be seen. Then I ran for it. I ran as if bloodhounds were after me, not stopping till I was through Innocents Breach and out onto the road beyond. I had my escape all planned. I would walk to the station – it was only five miles or so – and catch the train to London. Then I’d take the underground home. I’d just walk in and tell them that I was never, ever going back.
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There wasn’t much traffic, but all the same I turned up the collar of my raincoat so that no one could catch a glimpse of my uniform. It was beginning to rain now, those heavy hard drops that mean there’s more of the same on the way. I crossed the road and ran along the wide grass verge under the shelter of the trees. Beyond the grass verge was a high brick wall, much of it covered in ivy. It stretched away into the distance, continuous as far as the eye could see, except for a massive arched gateway at the bend of the road. A great stone lion bestrode the gateway. As I came closer I could see he was roaring in the rain, his lip curled, his teeth bared. I stopped and stared up at him for a moment. That was when I heard a car slowing down behind me. I did not think twice. I pushed open the iron gate, darted through and flattened myself behind the stone pillar. I watched the car until it disappeared round the bend.
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To be caught would mean a caning, four strokes, maybe six, across the back of the knees. Worse, I would be back at school, back to detentions, back to Basher Beaumont. To go along the road was dangerous, too dangerous. I would try to cut across country to the station. It would be longer that way, but far safer.
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