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INTRODUCTION

WHY REWILD?

I was first drawn to learn about rewilding through our relationship to food and the benefits it can have on health.

I was diagnosed with Crohn’s disease before my 10th birthday. I spent most of my childhood and young adulthood catering, in some way, to the demands that an incurable illness supposedly brings.

As someone who suffered from Crohn’s disease, I always paid close attention to my food. But, despite that interest, throughout my childhood, I still ate a typical western diet. I just did not know better.

I was fortunate to be in this position, and my parents always did their best to provide high-quality meals with various plants and animals. But I was still eating only domesticated animals and plants alongside the typical processed, sugary treats and drinks marketed so well to us.

Mine and Amber’s research into a cleaner, healthier, more sustainable way of eating was our gateway into the rewilding community. Changing both of our diets and seeing the benefits that it brought physically and mentally was enough to get us both hooked on the path of rewilding.

From there, my journey took me to movement, while Amber’s journey took her to mindfulness. My movement journey saw me heal the bunions on my feet, whilst my feet grew (and spread) from a size seven to nine over three years, just from moving better and wearing different footwear.

Amber’s journey with mindfulness focused on her mental health and her evolution from a career as a photographer to a leader in the HR profession. She used the mindfulness practice to reflect honestly on her past and plan successfully for the future.

We kept returning to the Practices as we continued rewilding our well-being. From Food, we explored our relationship with the elements: the Water we drink, the Air we breathe, and our exposure to Sunlight. Our journey with Sleep came last, bringing us to the Seven Practices for Well-being we use today.

We were forging a new pathway to well-being for ourselves, and we needed to let others know. Beyond Domestication was born to share that story, creating a healthier, more sustainable path for us, our family, friends, and the wider community.

The good news is that in July 2021, I got a letter from my doctor with test results saying: “No active Crohn’s.” After 21 years, I had achieved a major breakthrough. Incorporating and following the Seven Practices, along with the support of the NHS, gave me the platform of health to achieve remission. Something I never thought was possible to fight for.

Remission is a two-way street, and I will always be thankful for the support of the NHS in allowing me to feel well while on my journey. Auto-immune diseases like Crohn’s can be finicky beasts, as some readers will know, and it may be naïve to think this is the end of my health story. With the Seven Practices to guide me, I will continue keeping a close eye on my health as I support myself through my lifestyle choices.

To continue our journey in this book, let us look backwards at the time when humans chose another path.

The Great Forgetting

Around 11,000 years ago, in Göbekli Tepe, now an archaeological site located in Turkey, people began to domesticate plants and animals. Historical analysis of the site reveals it as the one of the oldest known records of agriculture.1

Since then, this type of food production has dominated the planet, with only a few million inhabitants not living within the human society governed by this form of agriculture.

Historians have named this change in approach to food production and society the agricultural revolution, and since its invention, this way of providing food has dominated almost every other method.

Other forms of agriculture were practiced at a much smaller scale by specific indigenous groups years before that fateful event in Göbekli Tepe, but without the overarching consequences that our form of agriculture has led to.

It is important to note now that farming is not the enemy. Farming may have been a natural step for humans as Göbekli Tepe was not the only site where farming began to occur. Maybe this was a step we were always destined to take as a species, and this book will look at the ways to be well, healthy and happy humans alongside agriculture.


Over the last 11,000 years, humans have experienced a great forgetting of many practices that our ancestors had been utilizing for over 300,000 years. As agriculture continued to grow and proliferate, many unique indigenous societies and their respective lifestyles and practices were lost.

There is much more to be said about this critical stage in humanity’s development, but you do not need to know more to rewild your well-being! If you are interested, I recommend the wonderful books Sapiens by Yuval Noah Harari and Wild New World by Dan Flores.

This taming of our world has led to the global society that most people form a part of today. Right now, most humans are part of a massive, dynamic, global network of countries, corporations and communities, with only a small few hunter-gatherer tribes living outside of that bubble.

Most of “us” (if you are reading this book, I strongly suspect you to be part of this us) are all living, eating and breathing within the same society. There are cultural differences that come with living in different places. However, despite these cultural differences, most of us still live and work in the same society.

So, what lessons did we lose and do they even matter?

Our society has tamed our planet into supporting an incredibly high number of humans, infant mortality keeps getting lower, life expectancy mostly keeps increasing, and we have developed the technology to make it out of our atmosphere and into the solar system.

However, we are not perfect. The planet is wracked with climate emergencies. People are still starving despite the abundance of food, the top 1 percent of earners are getting disproportionately wealthier and mental health is now the leading cause of illness worldwide.

What if we take the time to pause and reflect whilst we still can?

We must remember that our ancestors have been evolving alongside nature for 300,000 years. We owe it to the future of humanity to ensure that the relationship this generation and the next build with nature allows both humans and the planet to thrive.

There is no going backwards. Not for now, at least, as we will find out now with this story about one of our many extinct species, the auroch.

Story of the Auroch

In 2015, a farm in Cornwall, England, had to thin a herd of their cattle because they were too aggressive. These unique cows, named Heck cattle after brothers Lutz and Heinz Heck, were the descendants of an experiment from the middle of the 20th century.

Heck cattle were the outcome of a 1930s experiment to bring back the auroch—the wild progenitor of the domesticated cow. Lutz and Heinz Heck believed that selectively breeding existing cattle species for distinctive features (horn shape, coloration and aggressive behavior) could revert these domesticated cattle’s genetic line to the wild auroch.

If you have not heard of the auroch before, you may have seen a drawing of one. Images of aurochs are included among the cave paintings drawn by indigenous artists at the Chalet cave in France, estimated to have been completed 15,000 years ago.

The auroch once roamed free across much of Eurasia and North Africa, playing a keystone role in the ecosystems it was a part of. Similar to the role of bison in North America (and now Europe).

When an animal has a keystone role in its ecosystem, many other species rely on its presence to survive. One of the challenges faced by ecosystems worldwide is the loss of keystone species. In the water chapter, we will discuss another keystone species, the beaver.

When the last known auroch was killed in the forests of Poland in the early 1600s, we were left with just the cow, the version of the auroch domesticated by humans many thousands of years earlier.

Like how we domesticated the grey wolf into a dog, we created the docile cow from the dangerous auroch. But unlike the wolf, the auroch was killed off.

However, scientists Luts and Heinz Heck believed they could rewild the cow through radical breeding practices. They aimed to undo the thousands of years of domestication submitted to the species by selectively breeding specific characteristics.

Lutz Heck travelled Europe selecting the most suitably horned and aggressive animals before returning to unite them into a single breeding stock.

At the time, the study was considered a success as they had created an animal with a mean temperament and the hardiness to survive in the wild. But, this research took place before the discovery of DNA, so Lutz and Heinz could never objectively validate their experiment’s success.

Future studies of the descendants of Lutz and Heinz’s Heck cattle showed that their experiment had not been a complete success. They were a tough breed but still lacked certain genes and distinct characteristics of the auroch.

The outcome of this experiment could be an early sign for the future of native biodiversity on Earth that evolution is a linear journey and that the species we have already lost due to the actions of our society might be just that—lost.

All is not lost, though, as analysis into the domestication of keystone species like the auroch has continued, with alternative studies producing more substantial results than Lutz and Heinz Heck were capable of.

Programs like the Tauros Programme demonstrate how continuing selective breeding of hardy cattle can bring some superficial resemblance to the now-extinct aurochs.2 These hardy cattle are now being used throughout Europe in rewilding conservation programs.

This could be the beginning of a new future for all life on Earth that has, through contact with Homo sapiens, become domesticated in one way or another.

One day, pigs, sheep, dogs, cats, chickens, donkeys, camels, horses and all the other domesticated animals may once again be seen in adequate numbers in their vital roles, supporting the ecosystems of Earth.

Domestication is not just a problem for animals. We have also overseen the domestication of countless plants, such as lettuce, barley, rice, peanuts, grapes, bananas, and apples. Like our wild animals, each wild plant on our planet also evolved for a specific purpose (more on this in the Food chapter).

Can we afford to keep taking from Mother Nature without any plan of returning what she created?


Now is the time to discover a path beyond domestication, where we balance the needs of our planet against the needs of our society.

Domestication of Humanity

Our journey with domestication is not just important for the future of our planet and the many species it hosts but also for the future of humans.

As I write this, I sit comfortably on a yoga mat in my one-bed flat in Camden Town, London. I have an extractor fan system that cleans the air in the flat, double-glazed windows that keep the elements out, and a lightning-fast internet connection that I can use to order anything I could ever imagine.

I am surrounded by modern gadgets and gizmos designed to make my life easier. If you compare this to the life our ancestors lived for 95 percent of the last 300,000 years, the differences could not be more striking.

Our lifestyles have been tamed. Our lack of physical trials and time in nature alongside an increase in comforts has gradually led, over time, to the domestication of the modern human.

If you say our hunter-gatherer ancestors are like the wild grey wolves we see today, then we have become the pug. One big difference, we are failing to recognize our domestication.

Science correctly categorizes the grey wolf and its domesticated descendants as Canis lupus and Canis domesticus, respectively. Should we be doing the same thing for us?

If we are no longer the wild, resilient Homo sapien, have we become the tame Homo domesticus, just like our furry friends did?

This argument was taken a step further when researchers in Spain compared the genes of modern humans to those of domesticated animals to try and establish if we are presenting genes that would typically be associated with domestication.

When they compared the genes of the domesticated dog and current humans against the genes of a wolf and a neanderthal, they found that both the dog’s and human’s genes had altered in a similar pattern, suggesting domestication has occurred equally in both the dog and us.3

Now, this is just one study. But if we believe in Darwinism, that we are constantly evolving as a response to our environment, isn’t it possible that human domestication is true?

Are we slowly going down a rabbit hole towards a world where our health and diversity are at risk?

Or is there still time to move towards a wild world of respect and resilience amongst all species?

There can be both good and bad outcomes along this genetic journey that we find ourselves walking on. The first step is for humans to stop and recognize that we are on this journey in the first place.

Domestication is “the process of taming an animal or cultivating a plant,” and taming something is “to make it less powerful and easier to control.” We knew what we were doing when we domesticated all of our livestock by selecting and breeding for preferable characteristics, but we are only just realizing the impact that this has.

Right now, there are only an estimated 10 million people still living a hunter-gatherer lifestyle. We have already experienced one great forgetting. What will we lose if one day there are no human communities left with the space or environment to live sustainably off the land outside of the systems our society has created? We still have time to recognize our domestication and support these communities still living sustainably off the land.

One of the most significant changes to our body during domestication is the size of our brains. Compared to our wild ancestors who lived only 10,000–20,000 years ago, our brains have shrunk in comparison by 10–15 percent.

We do not yet know how much of an impact this has had on our cognitive abilities. Still, it is strange to think that our brains have gotten smaller as we created this technological world using only human imagination and science.

Two leading theories are that as society developed and the first towns and villages were built, it became possible for people to be more sedentary. This reduction in movement caused brain sizes to shrink.

Or that as we continued to work in bigger and bigger groups of people, we experienced a natural selection that favored humans capable of working well with their fellow humans, compared to natural selection, which typically favored more physical capabilities.4

Domestication came at us fast because that is what it does. Domestication does not slowly take place over thousands of years like evolution. It occurs quickly, sometimes taking only a few generations.

We know this because we only recently domesticated the silver fox. Still a wild animal in many parts of the world, the silver fox was chosen as the subject of a domestication experiment in Russia.

In 1959, Russian geneticist Lyudmila Trut began to selectively breed docile and friendly foxes in the opposite approach to Lutz and Heinz Heck and their angry cattle program.

After only ten years, in 1969, they started to see radical changes in the mood, fur color and ear shape, among other characteristics of the fox. These changes mirror the similar pattern that dogs have gone through in their adaption from wolves.5

Despite evolution moving slowly over thousands of years, domestication can occur in just a few generations. Now think about how far back you would have to look in your family tree to find your last indigenous ancestor.

Many of us have no clue how far down the domestication tunnel our genes have walked, and it is likely significantly more than a few generations have passed since your last wild ancestor was alive.

Domestication is a real threat to humans, and we are all responsible for giving our mind and body the wild feedback it needs to thrive.

It must be said that certain aspects of domestication have provided benefits to our society. But we risk destabilizing the balance upon which our global ecosystem relies when we do irresponsible things like wipe out the wild progenitor of a species.

Despite the downsides to domestication, the way humanity has spread throughout the globe has been highly successful. This more cooperative but less physical society of humans has dominated every other species into submission and is learning more and more each day about how to shape the world to do its bidding.

Mental Health

One of the biggest changes to daily life in the last few decades is the advancement of the digital world. As our relationship with digital technology grows, we have seen a significant increase in people suffering from poor mental health. Physical injuries suffered in fields and industrial factories used to be the main concern. Now, we have the psychological impact of a digital life disconnected from nature.

When we packed up our bags and left the forest for our artificial towns and cities, our mental health was impacted alongside our physical health. Studies have shown that when compared to their wild ancestors, domesticated animals present more anxious behavior, take fewer risks, and explore less.6

Sound familiar?

We already know that we share similarities with the domesticated dog. Is it likely that humans are also experiencing a similar behavior change?

Anxiety, alongside other forms of mental health, is now the leading cause of ill health and disability worldwide. The British charity Mind says that one-in-four people will experience poor mental health at some point.7

Whether this is due to the environments we live in, the bombardment of social media or something else entirely, we face a different kind of global pandemic that continues spiraling downwards each year, leaving nobody unaffected.

Beyond Domestication

To uncover the answers to my well-being. I looked first at our ancestors and considered how I could mimic their experiences within my life, despite our lifestyles taking place in vastly different environments.

People around the globe are choosing to connect to nature in the few areas of wilderness that still exist. Everywhere we look, people are trying to rewild themselves, rediscovering the wisdom of the past and integrating these skills into their modern lifestyle.

One of the wilder people in our society is Lynx Vilden. Lynx is one of the world’s leading practitioners of primitive skills and has been teaching stone age practices for decades. Her tribe of dedicated and like-minded individuals run two-month immersions where they mimic the life of a stone-age tribe, leaving the material world behind and using only what has been made personally from the land. No metals, no glass, no plastics and no cloth.

These immersions provide a unique opportunity to live as our ancestors did, but I am not suggesting that we all pack up and pursue the same lifestyle. We have come too far as a society to throw away all that progress now. But Lynx and her tribe show that physically and mentally, humans can still operate in our pre-domesticated lifestyle.

On the other end of the spectrum is the life that many humans are now leading. A life where we fail to get the fundamentals of our well-being right. And right now, the well-being fundamental for many humans is to spend more time in nature.

Science supports the argument that nature is good for our well-being. When 38 healthy city-dwellers went for a 90-minute walk through a natural environment, they reported lower levels of rumination (negative thoughts). Their brain scans showed reduced activity in the area linked to sadness, withdrawal and grumpiness. The results also showed that time in nature increased positive thoughts.8

Something as simple as spending time in nature positively impacts our health, yet we are still destroying more and more of the natural world each day. We act like we have achieved utopia already, despite our inability to recognize, as a global society, something as simple as the value of our planet’s natural resources.

We have forgotten the wisdom of our ancestors, and now we must try to relearn what we can, combining that with our knowledge and the technology at our fingertips. Only then will it be possible, as a society, to journey Beyond Domestication.
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PRACTICE 1

FOOD

This chapter will look at four of the six kingdoms of food: Plants, Animals, Fungi and Bacteria. These four kingdoms make up the bulk of all food we eat, and having a relationship with each one is key to fostering health and well-being through diet.

The other two kingdoms that humans eat from are Protist and Archaea, but we will not be covering them in great detail. The Protist kingdom includes foods like seaweed, while the Archaea kingdom is made up of single-celled organisms, which can be similar to the bacteria foods we will look at.

We will start this chapter by looking at why I began my food journey and how the health of soil plays a role in food production. We will then explore each of the four kingdoms mentioned above before ending the chapter by looking at how human diets develop over time.

As I will point out regularly in this book, well-being is personal. What works for me may not work for you; similarly, what works for you may not work for me. The key throughout this book will be to play around with each of the Seven Practices, noticing what works for you.

Living With a Chronic Illness

Since I was diagnosed with Crohn’s disease, I have had an interesting relationship with food. For those unfamiliar with either Crohn’s or its partner in crime, Colitis, they are autoimmune diseases where your gut becomes inflamed, causing a wide range of side effects. Both of these diseases share symptoms with other bowel disorders such as IBS.

The NHS website states that Crohn’s is a lifelong condition, which is what I was told. However, with NHS treatment and the rewilding of my lifestyle, I relieved my symptoms and achieved remission.

If you were a fly on the wall during my childhood, you may have expected that mealtimes could be overshadowed by the worry that I was either eating the wrong food or that I was going to trigger a flare-up of my Crohn’s. But in reality, I felt pretty free to eat whatever I wanted without ever considering the idea that I could achieve remission. Like many children, I enjoyed junk food and fizzy drinks, even if they were a rarity and reserved for birthdays and Christmas.

Looking back now, I realize how lucky I was to have parents who limited my access to these sugary foods. And how lucky I was that even in the early 90s, my Mum had the presence of mind to question the quality of food available in supermarkets. I imagine that without her commitment to a healthier diet, I would not have been able to gain as much control over my disease as I have now—at least, it would have been much more difficult.

The food we ate was not perfect, but I still had access to various vegetables, fruits, and meats. As I grew up and left home, it became my responsibility to put food on my table, and like any good student, I took the cheapest path: frequenting dirty takeaway joints and buying affordable frozen meals.

Unsurprisingly, my Crohn’s symptoms were as prominent as ever throughout this time, although I was still oblivious to why that might be. It was not until I started a regular movement practice of running and going to the gym that I began to get back on track with my eating habits. I did not realize at the time that it would be the beginning of a long rewilding journey.

As soon as I challenged my eating habits and started to make changes, I saw improvements in my Crohn’s symptoms. The more naturally I began to eat, the better I felt; it was as simple as that! This journey has taken us from sauerkraut to sourdough and everything in between.

In this food chapter, I want to share some of the stories and lessons that helped me on my rewilding journey.

Soil

If there is anything that does not get the appropriate credit it deserves for its role in our food, it is soil. Healthy soil is fundamental for food production and storing carbon underground, two vital steps in supporting a healthy human and planet. The future of humanity may be defined by our soil’s future, with the current abuse of our farming land contributing to an overall degradation of global soil health.

Right now, a third of the planet’s land has been degraded, with fertile soil being washed into the sea at a rate of over 24 billion tons yearly.9 With food demands increasing, there appears to be no clear way to provide our environment with the break it needs to recover and rebuild.

Industrial agriculture, the backbone of our society, may currently be successful at feeding the ever-increasing populations, but it has been unable to foster the health of the planet alongside it.

Multiple yearly harvests and the aggressive use of agrochemicals have brought farming land around the globe to its knees. The knock-on effect being desertification and the relocation of the humans that once relied on that fertile soil.

We are now aware of the damage we are doing to the ground we rely on for so much of our food. There has never been a more critical time to act.

We are used to seeing large fields of monoculture plants growing; for years, this was the best practice. By monoculture, I mean the farmer’s fields that are given over to just one crop at a time. However, we now know that our global ecosystems are not designed to host just one plant at once. One of the most significant damaging factors to our soil is the lack of diversity in the fields of our modern farms. This lack of diversity leads to soil erosion and an imbalance of nutrients in the soil.

To combat poor soil health, some farmers choose to work alongside nature to develop a natural solution to our human-engineered problem. One solution has been to plant a cover crop during winter when the fields are usually bare. These cover crops serve two purposes. On the one hand, they help improve the soil structure, leading to less erosion. And on the other hand, they also help capture and store vital nutrients like nitrogen from the air into the ground.10 Another solution is to employ regenerative agriculture, which we will discuss later in this chapter.

How we interact with our soil will dictate the future of our planet. With the threat of desertification potentially making it impossible to farm in more parts of the globe, we have to ensure that we do our best now to protect the fertile land we still have.

As a consumer, all you can do is find as much information as possible about the origins of the food you buy.

Do you know what farm your meat came from?

Are the practices they are using to rear their animals destructive or productive?

What farm are your vegetables grown at?

Where possible, can you buy organic food or food with the Soil Association’s quality mark? These are the questions we have to ask ourselves.

The future of farming will be unlikely to include single crops growing on vast fields due to the destruction this is causing. Chemical fertilizers and yearly ploughing cover the symptoms of a poor agricultural setup, but this can only last as long as our soil health. Time is running out.

Techniques like permaculture challenge farmers to
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