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			‘Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth’

			— Matthew 5:5 

			One of my earliest memories is of walking down Brantham Hill from our bungalow with my mother, clutching a brown paper bag containing some crusts of bread, to feed the ducks from the bridge over the River Stour, where Suffolk meets Essex. There’s been a bridge here since the thirteenth century. The ducks and the occasional swan were, I think, used to being fed by village children, because they needed little encouragement to arrive and clamour in the water beneath my outstretched hand.

			The bridge I remember from the late 1950s is now by-passed, as it was built early in the nineteenth century for horse-drawn traffic so became too narrow for the cars, buses and lorries that came this way to Manningtree. I drove through Brantham on my way to my uncle’s funeral one January day some five years ago, catching a glimpse of the bridge on my way to the church at Mistley. 

			The road from Brantham then passes under the railway line by Manningtree station. The bridge there was built in 1859, with just 9 feet 6 inches clearance. A ramp takes trucks up to a level crossing, but many van drivers chance their luck, and around ten drivers each year are caught out and wedge their vehicle under the span. The bridge is also too narrow for two cars to pass, so you have to wait your turn to drive through.

			All these thoughts came back to me as I stood by the open grave behind Mistley church, watching the bearers carefully lowering my uncle John’s coffin into the ground, where it came to rest a few inches above his wife Moya’s, buried some eight years earlier. The undertaker passed round a small wooden box that contained dried earth, encouraging us each to take a small handful and toss it on top of the coffin. 

			This symbolic gesture is, I’m told, to remind us that just as we all come from the earth, so we must one day return to it. I realised that as I was now the oldest living member of my family, it was quite likely that the next family funeral would be my own. I shuddered at the thought, and walked away, back to the church, because I wanted to read properly a memorial I’d noticed on the wall as we’d followed the coffin out into the bleak winter sunshine.

			The memorial tablet that had caught my eye was erected by Victorian auctioneer and land agent George Blencoe to commemorate Thomas Tusser’s connection with the area. Tusser had farmed at nearby Cattawade and is best remembered for writing A Hundred Good Points of Husbandry in 1557, an early guide to good farming practice composed in verse, as he was also a poet. The book was so successful that he later wrote an expanded version that contained 500 farming tips. I have a copy of that book on my desk. Tusser would also have known the ancient bridge that crossed the River Stour. Had his children tossed crusts of bread over its parapet to the waiting ducks as I had?

			Fittingly for a man who wrote in verse, the inscription on the tablet also rhymes:

			Here Thomas Tusser, clad in earth doth lie, 

			Who sometime made the Points of Husbandry:

			By him then learn thou may’st – here learn we must,

			When all is done, we sleep and turn to dust:

			And yet through Christ, to Heaven we hope to go.

			Who reads his book, shall find his faith was so.

			As I stood reading these lines, I knew that outside, the gravedigger was quietly covering my uncle’s coffin with earth. My uncle had been a worshipper at that church, so I guess would have died expecting to wake up in heaven. However, I suspect it is more likely that the immortality he hoped for is nothing more than the memory that lingers on in those left behind, rather than some magical post-mortem transportation to an as yet undiscovered dimension. Sadly, most people are completely forgotten once those who knew them are also no more.

			Tusser was a farmer and so would have had a close tie to the earth to which he was returned. He and the men he employed would have sown and reaped using hand tools and walked behind a plough pulled by slow, ponderous oxen. They would have dug drains, cleared ditches, cut hedges and threshed with flails, beating the grains from the ears of wheat on the floor of the barn. 

			The wheat would have been sold to a local miller, who ground it and in turn sold the flour to local cottagers, who then baked it in the bread oven that most sixteenth-century homes had. That bread oven would have been as important a feature then as a bathroom is today. No self-respecting householder was without one and, like a bathroom today, the bread oven was well used.

			Of course, agricultural fertilizers had yet to be invented, and Tusser farmed centuries before coprolites or guano were recognised as yield-boosting phosphate fertilizers. But he did know the importance of looking after the soil:

			In Brantham, where rie but no barlie did grow,

			Good barlie I had, as a meany did know:

			Five seame of an aker I truly was paid, 

			For thirtie lode muck of each aker was laid1

			What he had learned and was describing, was that while, on the poor sandy soil of Brantham, rye would grow well, barley, which needs better soil, would not flourish unless the land was liberally treated with farmyard manure. Luckily, because nearly all farmers then had livestock as well as growing crops, he would have had a ready supply of muck.

			His men would have loaded this onto horse- or ox-drawn carts, which were then led to the field, where the muck was raked off into heaps, spread by hand, and ploughed in to rot down over the winter. This improved both the fertility and – crucially, on light land – the moisture retention of the soil; essential if the ears of barley or wheat were to fill out before harvest. Crop rotations invariably also included a leguminous crop such as peas or beans. It was nearly 300 years later that chemist Hermann Hellriegel, after years of scientific investigation, discovered that legumes fixed atmospheric nitrogen in a form that subsequent crops could utilise.

			Back in the sixteenth century – and indeed right up until the 1950s – farming was hugely labour intensive, needing many men with the strength and stamina for day after day of hard physical work. People then knew instinctively that manuring made a difference, and that wheat grown after peas did better than wheat grown before peas. Women also had a place on the farm, tending poultry, gleaning wheat and picking potatoes, although many would also have worked as servants in nearby big houses.

			Farm work and domestic service ran in families, with sons following their fathers to work on the same farm, and daughters their mothers into service. Robert Savage, who featured so prominently in George Ewart Evans’s book, Ask the Fellows who Cut the Hay, was the fifth generation of his family to work as a shepherd for the Rope family at Grove Farm, Blaxhall. Ask the Fellows who Cut the Hay, which was first published in 1956, was the first of fourteen written by George Ewart Evans about rural life in Suffolk. 

			The idea of family trades was far from unusual, and few aspired, or even had the opportunity, to do anything different, and so as each generation grew old and retired, another would step into its place. This social order lasted for centuries, only really changing in the last hundred years.

			Time and time again, when reading old books about farming, I encounter enthusiasm for farmyard manure. No later writer ever expressed enthusiasm for artificial fertilizers. In his 1946 book Harvest Adventure,2 James Wentworth Day, writing about a Suffolk farmer, stated: ‘Good farmyard muck – that’s your man. Worth its weight in gold. Give me a good bullock yard, and I’ll grow corn as high as your waist.’ The comment also reminds me that wheat was already being bred with shorter straw in the 1930s when Wentworth Day toured East Anglia on his horse. I’ve stood in a field of New Harvester wheat, a variety popular in the 1890s and grown today for thatching, and many of the ears stood as tall as me.

			In what little spare time these men had, they would grow vegetables in their cottage gardens, keep a pig, and their wives and children would go gleaning every autumn, picking up ears of wheat left behind after harvest. These were truly men of the soil; a description used since biblical times to describe those who made their living by working the land.

			Today, however, one man can just about manage 1,000 acres on his own, with a giant GPS-guided tractor, an agronomist to advise on when best to apply fertilizers, selective herbicides and fungicides, and a contractor to help with harvesting the grain, sugar beet or potatoes. One farmer I met explained that you could not justify owning a combine harvester unless it was going to cut around 4,000 acres of corn a year. 

			The great-grandfathers of today’s farm workers would have listened to birdsong as they walked behind their horse across the fields they knew intimately. They would have heard the horse’s breathing quicken when the plough hit a patch of strong, heavy clay, and the chinking noise when the ploughshare struck a large stone. 

			Horse and man were connected to each other in a way no farmer and his tractor could ever match. A ploughman would work with the same pair of horses for perhaps fifteen or more years. One horse would be older and more experienced, guiding its younger companion as both heeded the commands of the ploughman. Horses and man would have stopped for lunch, one having some chaff or hay, the other bread and cheese. There would have been familiarity and mutual respect, as each understood their interdependence.

			The smell of freshly turned soil, the gulls that in coastal Suffolk would eagerly follow the track of each fresh furrow, and the horse that knew its job so well that the ploughman barely had to remind it, are all experiences no ploughman today will know or even think about. Sitting high up in an air-conditioned, soundproofed tractor cab, covering the ground rapidly, means that the old connection with the soil has been lost. Today’s farm workers are more technicians than practitioners of plant or animal husbandry. They are now more likely to see the soil as a raw material to be processed and managed than view it with the awe and sense of magic their forebears will have done. 

			So if farmers have lost their connection to the earth, what hope is there that the rest of us will view soil as anything more than mud and dirt? 

			Just as burying my uncle prompted me to think about Thomas Tusser, so did the more recent funeral of my father-in-law, the last in a line of farmers we have traced back to the fifteenth century, bringing earth and our evolving relationship with it back into the forefront of my mind. 

			My father-in-law Michael’s grave to the side of Blythburgh church is yards from what had been his farmyard and cowshed when he started farming on his own in 1955 at the age of seventeen. At a succession of family funerals in that church over the last fifty years, he would have known that one day this was where he, too, would be laid to rest. 

			I wonder what he thought as he tossed a handful of soil onto the coffins of so many he had known over the years; those among whom he is now buried. He would certainly have known the sandy soil around the church and the importance of keeping it well manured if a barley crop were to be grown. He had kept a dairy herd, so had plenty of muck.

			Is our loss of connection with the soil a bad thing? I asked myself. Have we become so divorced from the passing seasons that we no longer value the medium that grows our food, and the fodder that fattens the animals we eat? Would we all feel better in ourselves if we had a better understanding of our place in the natural world? It strikes me that planet Earth is a closed system within which every atom is recycled countless times, with each of those cycles, for the most part, involving the soil.

			How we often neglect and fail to consider this soil came up in conversation with my friend Jerry Harrall. He’s a vegan who likes to grow and then prepare vegetables for his family to eat. He’s become enthusiastic about no-dig gardening, which he says protects the soil structure and prevents the unnecessary release of carbon into the atmosphere. Jerry is also an ardent environmentalist, who makes his living as an architect specialising in earth-sheltered dwellings that need no artificial heating or ventilation. He knows more than most about the importance of living in harmony with the earth.

			His view is that digging and ploughing is bad, as the carbon dioxide released hastens climate change. Perhaps he has a point, as New Zealand scientist Dr John Baker claims that 20 per cent of global carbon dioxide emissions are the result of ploughing, and the world’s soils hold nearly 10 billion tonnes of carbon.3 This got me thinking further. Are we hastening our demise as a species by constantly turning over the soil? Could this same soil, if treated with respect and sensitivity, capture the carbon we carelessly throw into the atmosphere every year? 

			Baker and many others advocate a no-till approach, with minimal disturbance, to allow the soil to retain carbon in the organic matter it accumulates. But while this might reduce emissions, farmers who stop ploughing inevitably find themselves using more herbicides to control the weeds that would otherwise be buried by the plough. According to the Soil Association, evidence is emerging that earthworm activity all but stops in the weeks after glyphosate (Roundup) has been applied, and breeding rates are halved, which means far fewer of the worms that all would agree play a vital role in keeping soil healthy, well-drained and fertile. 

			Edward Hyams, in his 1952 book Soil and Civilisation,4 described man as ‘a parasite on soil’, citing the way America’s settlers replaced the indigenous nomadic people, ploughing up the prairies and cropping them with wheat year after year. This led, in these drought-prone plains, to dust storms and the degradation of the soil. In less than a century, the prairies that had for centuries been grazed by bison, that in turn were hunted by Indigenous Americans, became the mid-West dust bowl, vividly described by John Steinbeck in The Grapes of Wrath.

			I thought back to my youth, when I worked at weekends on my then future wife’s family farm. One of my favourite jobs in those days was ploughing, driving back and forth across an autumn field, turning over the soil, with screeching seagulls following behind and diving down to pull the juicy worms my plough had brought to the surface. Back then we used a Massey Ferguson 165, a two-furrow plough. At each headland, I’d lean out behind and pull hard on the cold metal lever that tripped the mechanism, turning the plough over for the return across the field. I loved ploughing, but was I unwittingly damaging our fragile ecosystem back then?

			Today’s ploughman, sitting high up in his soundproofed tractor cab, will pull perhaps twelve furrows with each pass across the field. I’m reminded again of how closely the ploughman of previous centuries will have been connected to the landscape they were shaping, walking more than ten to eleven miles each day in order to plough just one acre of land. When tractors first replaced horses, you still needed to employ at least one man full-time for every fifty acres of land to be ploughed on the farm. Today’s ploughman might cover twenty acres in a day, and only occasionally leave his seat to stretch his legs and have a pee. 

			Farming had changed little in centuries before mech-anisation, when the tractors replaced horses. Early farmers used oxen, then, in the nineteenth century, horses, and then tractors, which have over the past fifty years become bigger and bigger. 

			This scaling up of farm machinery has come at a cost. Where once our landscape was a network of fields, hedgerows and ditches, today miles of hedgerow have been ripped out and ditches filled, so that now, as you drive down a country road, you often see a seemingly endless expanse of wheat or oilseed rape. This is one of the reasons we’re seeing more flooding these days. There is no longer a network of drains and ditches to take the water away from the road’s surface, and those that remain are often poorly maintained. 

			We’re also seeing more soil erosion, and according to the World Wildlife Fund, half of the world’s topsoil has been lost over the past 150 years.5 Deforestation to allow crops such as coffee, cotton, palm oil, soya and wheat to be grown has led to soil erosion on a massive scale. Intensive arable farming across the world has caused land that had always been grassland, as well as forest, to be ploughed up and cropped. 

			Bare soil cannot withstand rain and high winds in the same way as the natural landscapes it has replaced. From the dust storms of America’s mid-West, to massive gullies left as soil is washed down the hillsides of Ethiopia, our topsoil is fast being lost. The UN’s Food and Agriculture Organization predicts that unless we change our ways, we have only sixty harvests left before we run out of it.6 

			Typically, the topsoil layer in East Anglia is as little as fifteen centimetres deep on sandy soil , twice as deep on heavier land. Topsoil is formed very slowly unless the land is managed regeneratively with lots of organic material added as muck or compost, and even then topsoil depth will increase by just a few millimetres each year. 

			This all sounds quite scary and I wondered where the line could safely be drawn between fact and hyperbole. If I, with a farming background find this confusing, then what hope do others have who did not grow up working on the land?

			I decided to go and meet the people whose lives involve working with soil, to see if by sharing their stories, I – and perhaps you too – can regain the connection I think many of us have lost with the earth and the natural world around us.

			I soon realised that because the number of people engaged in practical farming had fallen in recent decades, there will arguably be as many, if not more, people from other industries moving soil as part of their job. According to the UK Office for National Statistics, around one in 200 working people is engaged in agriculture, forestry and fishing.7 By comparison, one in three works in public administration, education or health. How do teachers, construction workers and archaeologists view the soil, or do they simply take it for granted?

			My journey, like all good journeys, did not always take me where I had intended to go, but it certainly helped me to view the soil beneath my feet a little more clearly. 
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Looking back
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			The Barclays Bank branch in Leiston, the Suffolk town where I grew up, and now once again can call my home, closed recently. That’s not unusual, as banks are closing in market towns up and down the country. Since 1919 Barclays had occupied a building originally built in the 1850s as a family home by local industrialist Frank Garrett. In the late 1960s the place had also been my home, as my father was then the branch manager and we lived upstairs.

			A few weeks before the branch closed, I had the chance to tour the building with the bank’s regional director, who I’d met to discuss sponsoring the book festival I organise in the town. I walked past the bank often, and occasionally used the cash machine built into the wall, but had not been upstairs in more fifty years. My host had also grown up locally and first worked in this branch in his teens, so perhaps appreciated my connection with the place and enthusiasm to revisit my childhood home.

			What had been our downstairs kitchen and dining room had long since been incorporated into the working premises, and a new door led through to the hallway and stairs of what had been my home. As soon as I stepped through this door I found myself at the foot of the distinctive mahogany staircase I remembered from my teenage years. Our former living room and my brother’s bedroom were now one large space, overlooking the former Garrett’s works. What had been my sister’s bedroom was now a store, and the room where my parents had slept, a rarely used office. 

			From the window of my parents’ former bedroom I could see how the acre of garden had been carved up and sold to the owners of neighbouring properties. I knew the former coach house had been converted into residential premises, but the large garden in which we’d played, and where later I’d kept chickens and once borrowed a tractor to rotavate the large vegetable patch, was no more.

			Perhaps most poignant to me was visiting what had been my teenage bedroom. Memories flooded back to me when I stood by the window and stared out onto a scene that had not changed in half a century. So much had changed in my life since I last stood there, yet the town-centre square looked just the same.

			Looking back nostalgically can be both depressing and cathartic, just as looking forward can stimulate both enthusiasm and dread. It makes sense to me for the opening chapters of this book to explore the past, because one thing we all have in common is a past. Developing an understanding of our past, individually and collectively, can strengthen our sense of place and purpose. 

			Many men who farmed in East Anglia, the place where I grew up and have lived for most of my life, over the last 500 years have felt moved to write about their experiences – some to offer encouragement and guidance to fellow farmers, others simply to share the sense of joy they felt, living close to and working the land. That tradition continues to this day, thankfully now with as many, if not more, women writers as men. People have always found themselves captivated both by our rural past and the wonder of the natural world.

			Religion and spirituality also encourage us to learn from the past, be it through parables and sermons, or just the rich traditions that can linger on into the present time. Early people worshipped the soil and the sun because they knew that their lives depended on the natural world. Moreover, they understood their place in that world, which is something people today have largely forgotten. 

			Perhaps not surprisingly, I discovered that naturists have a stronger sense of connection to the landscape than most. Dismissed by many as eccentric or downright smutty, those who choose to spend their leisure time unclothed, often in the company of like-minded people, have an unrivalled sense of connection with both nature and each other. I think this could be because only when unencumbered by the trappings of civilisation, and feeling the breeze on your skin, do you truly appreciate the vulnerability we all share but most prefer to ignore.

			Those who worked the land will have been vulnerable in different ways, poorly paid and usually poorly housed, with none of the support networks we take for granted today. They did not need to remove their clothes to feel at one with nature, as everyday tasks, such as cutting wood for the fire, tending the vegetables in their garden, and contemplating the day’s work while sitting on the earth closet behind their cottage, made them very aware that they were part of that natural world.

			While the natural world has, if left alone, largely remained unchanged, other than by the cycle of seasons, people have always felt the need to change things and innovate. On farms this has meant that ploughing, which once was done with oxen, switched to the use of horses because they were faster and could turn more tightly, and afterwards to tractors. I’m reminded of my mother’s delight when she acquired a twin-tub washing machine, and no longer had to wring the washing out with the mangle that was mounted on top of the single-tub model she had used before. Just as the horse made ploughing faster, the twin-tub washing machine made doing the laundry less arduous. Today we simply load our automatic washing machine, set the timer, and think no more about it until morning, when the machine has done its work. 

			Each successive generation will view innovation differently, and one quickly realises that being able to remember twin-tub washing machines, pre-decimal currency and cars without seatbelts are signs that old age is upon us. But looking back, while often enjoyably nostalgic, can also give us hints about what the future might hold. How did people do things in the past, and how will people manage in the future when we no longer use fossil fuels to power our lifestyles?
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Buckets and Spades 
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			‘Lives of great men all remind us

			We can make our lives sublime,

			And, departing, leave behind us

			Footprints on the sands of time’

			— ‘A Psalm of Life’, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

			The soil beneath our feet is the planet’s largest ecosystem, teeming with life and producing in one way or another all that we eat and use. Our connection with soil is inescapable, and yet we take it for granted and, too often, abuse and mistreat it. Research has shown a direct correlation between the extent to which we literally touch the earth and our physical and mental health.8 Walking barefoot and feeling the ground beneath our feet is good for us. 

			Our well-being depends on eating a balanced, nutritious diet, and we need the right microbes in our stomach to process the food we eat. The greater our contact with the soil, the more diverse our gut bacteria and the more effectively we digest our food. Some would attribute the increasing incidence of food intolerances to the loss of direct contact with the soil. The Baby Boom generation, of which I am a member, was perhaps the last to play outdoors and roam the countryside freely, picking blackberries from the hedgerow and popping sweets into our mouths with grubby fingers. 

			One of my earliest memories is of pushing my Dinky cars through a tunnel I’d dug under the fence between our garden and the adjoining one. My friend David, who lived in the bungalow next door, was about my age and enjoyed making realistic car noises and pushing the toys back to me. We were probably little more than three years old at the time, but both loved any play that involved messing about with soil and getting dirty. We were happiest when playing in the garden, which our mothers no doubt found exasperating, as we would return to our respective bungalow kitchens beaming and grubby.

			My mother seemed happier when I was making sandcastles at the seaside. These satisfied my urge to dig, but the sand in front of the family beach hut at Walton-on-the-Naze was cleaner than the herbaceous border I excavated in the back garden at home. I can remember my grandfather, Ernest, whose sister owned the beach hut, sitting on its step dressed in a suit, waistcoat and tie, encouraging me to dig deeper and build higher. 

			Ernest was born in 1893, so when I was four would have been sixty-six years old and recently retired from his job at the Colchester office of the Ministry of Pensions. Then he seemed really old, but now I am older than that myself. His generation always seemed to dress formally. I suspect, however, that even he built sandcastles as a young child, although I do not remember him as ever being playful.

			At the foot of my grandparents’ bed stood a pine chest, in which Ernest’s grandfather’s possessions had been shipped back from India where he died of cholera in 1857 while working on the railways. He had gone there because the pay was good; perhaps twice what he’d earned working on the construction of the line from London to Colchester. He’d signed up for two years, leaving behind his wife and baby son. He died during his second year.

			I still have that wooden chest and also my great-great-grandfather’s name, George, which I’ve passed on to my own son, continuing the tradition of naming the firstborn boy after that adventurous ancestor. In our family, names are like beach huts, passed down from one generation to the next.

			But the fact remains that my happiest times before starting school were also my dirtiest, perhaps as a sign of early rebellion or, more likely, because we are hard-wired to connect with the earth. It seems that today, when people are more anxious about cleanliness and associate soil with germs, sitting a child in front of the TV, or giving them a tablet computer loaded with games is considered safer than letting them loose outdoors with a trowel and some toy cars or tractors. 

			In times gone by, it was expected that children would play outside and come home dirty. In Blenheim Orange, H. W. (Jack) Freeman’s 1949 novel about Suffolk rural life, housewife Harriet Morphy explains that children will always be children, saying that, ‘…she expected children to be dirty, noisy, obstreperous, inconsiderate and the constant prey of disagreeable ailments’.9 Hugh Barrett, who was born in 1917, went further, describing in his 1967 memoir Early to Rise: A Suffolk Morning how his experience of milking cows left him with a ‘cavalier attitude to honest dirt in honest food: perhaps it doesn’t matter so long as it is eaten fresh’.10

			When Professor Jack Gilbert, a Chicago scientist, became a father, he took an interest in the way exposure to soil can boost a child’s immune system, and launched the American Gut Project.11 It collected faecal samples and mouth swabs from 11,000 participants based in the UK, USA, Australia and forty-two other countries. 

			He discovered that the wider the range of plants we ate, the more diverse our gut microbes became. People in the UK had a greater diversity than those in the US, perhaps a reflection of our different diets, and there was a correlation between gut microbes and clinical depression. In other words, our mental health is better when we have a diverse gut microbe population. Contact with soil is one very obvious way we can enrich it.

			He’s written a book, Dirt Is Good: The Advantage of Germs for Your Child’s Developing Immune System, to encourage parents to be little less focused on cleanliness and more tolerant of kids being kids and playing with soil. As he explained to one interviewer: ‘In the past, we would have eaten a lot more fermented foods, which contain bacteria. We would have allowed our children to be exposed to animals and plants and soil on a much more regular basis. Now we live indoors. We sterilise our surfaces. Their immune systems then become hyper-sensitised.’12

			Jack Gilbert qualifies his advice by saying that parents should make sure their children are vaccinated to protect them from nasty diseases, even though surprisingly few can be contracted from contact with soil, the exceptions include anthrax and botulism, both of which sound nasty but are in fact incredibly rare. Anthrax features more in spy movies than it does in real life.

			In his 2024 Christmas Royal Institution lectures, doctor and TV personality Chris van Tulleken went a little further into how we acquire our gut bacteria, explaining that you will pick up both good and bad bugs from those you share your home with, even the family cat.13 There is probably some truth in the old saying that we have to eat a peck of dirt before we die, a peck being a volumetric measure equal to sixteen pints or two gallons.

			An extreme illustration of the value of dirt is that astronauts living on the International Space Station often develop skin rashes, allergies, bacterial and fungal infections, because their environment is so sterile that they lack exposure to beneficial microbes. Swabs taken on behalf of the University of California found far fewer microbes than would be present if that person were living on Earth.14 It’s good for our health to get dirty now and again.

			Moving away from science and back to behaviour, Australian academic Margarita Tsiros came to study what she calls ‘messy play’ as she looked at ways to reduce childhood obesity.15 She described nature play as that which takes place in a natural environment, so outdoors rather than indoors, and involves interaction with natural elements and features, such as water, mud, rocks, hills, forests and what she called ‘natural loose parts’, such as sticks and pine cones. 

			She advocates that day-care facilities, where many pre-school children spend much of their time, would do well to create outdoor play areas, overcoming any parental concerns about the risk these may present. But in a world where so much is planned and structured, and where litigation is many people’s first reaction to any kind of accidental harm, letting young children climb trees, wave sticks around or just get filthy dirty making mud pies, may appear counter-intuitive. 

			Here in the UK there is the Forest School Association, a professional body which represents and advises the many forest schools that exist across the country. These have been founded to give children regular, supervised access to the countryside over several months, so that the youngsters can familiarise themselves with the changing seasons and plants, and become more adventurous while exploring the natural environment. 

			Forerunners in this approach were Robert Baden-Powell, who founded the Scout Movement, and Kurt Hahn, who founded Gordonstoun school in 1934 after he was forced to leave Germany, because he was both Jewish and publicly critical of the Nazi regime. If you saw the Netflix series The Crown you’ll perhaps remember just how harsh and brutal the Gordonstoun outdoor regime was portrayed as being. Fortunately, forest schools today have little in common with commando boot camps.

			The forest school movement really got going in the 1990s after a group of nursery nurses from Somerset visited Denmark to see how the pre-school system there incorporated outdoor activities. As you would expect, there is now a qualification for forest-school practitioners.16 I guess that’s important if youngsters are to learn effectively, with risk being properly managed, rather than eliminated altogether. 

			But it strikes me that the key benefit to youngsters of spending time in a forest school environment is not about how the learning they acquire there maps against the national curriculum, which it does, but how it raises the pupils’ confidence and self-esteem, boosts their creativity and imagination. That was certainly the case when I visited the Kinda Education forest school near Beccles in Suffolk and spoke with founder Mell Harrison. 

			Situated off a single-track road on the outskirts of Beccles, the forest school occupies a wooded hillside overlooking marshes. A railway line crosses the wetland and every hour trains pass each way, one going to Lowestoft and the other back to Beccles and Ipswich. A large canopy, rather like a parachute, hangs in a clearing, and beneath this a fire burns on a brick plinth. Stored next to it are kettles and covered aluminium trays containing lunch. Around the perimeter of the open space is a circle of logs, each stood on end
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