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      PROLOGUE

      Beauty and the Buff-tip Moth

      
      
      I, too, have in Arcadia been.

      
      THEOCRITUS, THIRD CENTURY BC




      
      It’s now hard to remember when first I noticed that I had a co-conspirator, though it has only been a handful of years. I
         can readily bring to mind beach picnics when I sat in wonder at my youngest daughter so utterly absorbed by picking through
         pebbles and shells, or prodding sand-hoppers with a straw. But I could never have predicted back then that she would become
         my constant companion – that I would come to take her interest and her companionship for granted, to accept it as the norm.
         It happened slowly.
      

      
      I remember Hermione standing beside a small tree, wearing pale pink shorts and a blue T-shirt. She must have been nearly seven
         years old. It was August, but to her it was simply summer. Her mind was fixed upon a discovery that had bent her whole attention
         to this one small tree. I watched her move closer, tiptoeing in as if she didn’t want to frighten something, pressing her
         face in among the lower leaves and fixing it there for a full minute. Then she ran to the house, arms flying, urgency stretching
         her paces. A few moments later she hurried back to the tree carrying a plastic sandwich box.
      

      
      She had found some caterpillars on a young red oak sapling in the garden. She had spotted the wispy, fleshless ribs of a single leaf. At six years old she knew the signs: that stripped leaves
         meant one thing – caterpillars. It was as though that day Robert Louis Stevenson’s blind Old Pew had come tapping and limping
         in to tip her ‘the black spot’, inextricably embroiling her in an adventure not of her own devising, but as part of the plot,
         in it whether she liked it or not – no going back.
      

      
      Even by the age of five Hermione was a child of the woods and the meadows that surround her home. She was often to be found
         in ditches, jam jar in hand; or capturing the squirming secrets beneath a log, but that day it was the specimen red oak sapling
         that grabbed her attention: ‘Quercus rubra’, said the tag she hadn’t read, ‘North America’. Carefully she picked the caterpillars from the leaves and placed them in
         her lunch box. I didn’t know it at the time, but this was the beginning of an extended exploration, which as the years unfolded
         was to become almost as gripping as Treasure Island; an adventure that she and I were to pursue relentlessly for the next seven years – those fat, Arcadian, literally wonder-full
         years of childhood.
      

      
      For me, Hermione’s discovery of those caterpillars of the buff-tip moth, Phalera bucephala, looking more like a lichen-covered twig than a moth, were the first inkling of the realisation that I had a fellow naturalist
         in the family. I watched her collect every caterpillar she could – over seventy – and secure them in her sandwich box. They
         were very beautiful and they had caught her eye. When they hatched as tiny hieroglyphs on the underside of one leaf, the beauty
         was already there – it came built in, part of the package. They arrived with intricate rings of fiery colour, their whole
         length squared off into curved boxes of shiny black with bright yellow margins.
      

      
      Yellow and black: those two colours wave an ancient flag – one of nature’s favourite ploys – a well-practised duet, endlessly
         repeated. They are a combination that shouts out loud. Wasps and hornets use it all the time, so do snakes and poisonous tree
         frogs, and a thousand other things that are either very nasty or want you to think they are. Biologists call it ‘aposematic’
         – the warning of colours. These caterpillars also come with a large black head, businesslike and glossy, with pale hairs.
         In fact the whole length of each caterpillar bristles with these white hairs, as sinister as a nettle. And not content with
         its yellow stripes and bristling black boxes, it has a nasty smell, even before you get to the foul taste. The buff-tip moth wasn’t
         taking any chances. Birds given to dining on caterpillars think twice before meddling with these handsome, unpalatable bundles.
      

      
      But Hermione didn’t plan to eat them and she knew nothing of aposematic coloration. It was the caterpillars’ inadvertent beauty
         that had caught her eye and she was doing the very thing nature was supposed to prevent, picking them off the oak and putting
         them in her plastic box – a lunch box loaded with bad taste.
      

      
      Buff-tip-moth caterpillars can – and do – defoliate whole young trees. They can munch the flesh from every last leaf, leaving
         behind them bare skeletons of whole saplings. They shuffle their intricate colours from branch to branch, not giving a damn.
         Why would they? They have been brought up to know that they look frightening and taste awful; no one told them they were beautiful
         too. Gardeners haven’t been around long enough to be included in the formula the buff-tip used for its grand plan, neither
         have little girls with a passion for nature and an eye for beauty. On that particular tree the caterpillars were doomed, an
         error of judgement by the buff-tip moth. It might have been such an unhappy story, but Hermione removed them all and lovingly
         kept them in a large cardboard box. For two weeks her caterpillars ate their way through barrow-loads of leaves from the only
         other, luckily much larger, red oak for miles.
      

      
      Do I tell her all this, I wondered? Do I draw her deeper into the subtle and complex machinations of science-based natural
         history as we now pursue it? When do you teach and when do you let life be its own tutor? Something held me back: wouldn’t
         aposematic coloration and natural selection be wasted on a six-year-old? Might it spoil her fun, burst some special bubble
         of childhood fascination I had long forgotten existed? Do I wait for the questions – allow her the space to make her own discoveries?
      

      
      Slowly, as I watched her, my own rural childhood came spilling back: the thrill, the absorbed, locked-on, private excitement
         of finding things out for myself, a thrill I had forgotten and cast aside, a sensation I had allowed to be crowded out by
         information and the rampant imperatives of modern adulthood. If nature was to claim this child as it had me forty-five years
         before her, then that was her good fortune and mine, for as long as it would last. My role was not to manipulate events or apply pressure to match some preconceived parental zeal, but just to be there and to run with it as best
         I could.
      

      
      That afternoon I glimpsed in this late child a rare opportunity: not only a second go at parenthood within the exciting possibilities
         of my own subject, but also, if she really was to become even a short-term amateur naturalist, as many children are, the chance
         to gain a companion with whom I could revisit my own country childhood. With the benefit of age and experience, I could meld
         the parent and the child within. As I stood silently watching her tend her caterpillars I made a choice I have never regretted
         – I decided to keep my peace. Aposematic coloration? Natural selection? There would be time enough for all that.
      

      
      I had been brought up in rural England before the proliferation of the motor car turned country villages into urban dormitories;
         in a now vanished world where a young child could walk or bicycle or ride a pony alone through country lanes without fear
         of lorries or louts; a gentler, now almost unimaginable world of horses and carts, cows hand-milked into a bucket, corn stooks
         and fallow fields. My childhood was an Arcadian paradox. Because my mother was severely constrained by chronic ill health,
         I was left to my own devices. The outdoors became to me a great open book of excitement and discovery, which fed an early,
         almost instinctive passion for all wild things. It seems likely, now looking back across half a lifetime of living in the
         Highlands of Scotland, that my decision as a young man to move to the far north (to a region which was in the 1960s still
         referred to as North Britain), to a wild and remote land of mountains, lochs and forests, was perhaps itself an unconscious
         escape back towards that lost idyll of happy exploration.
      

      
      It is certainly the case that I always wanted my children to enjoy the freedom implicit in an outdoor country upbringing.
         For most of my adult life, with my family and a dedicated staff, I have run a field studies centre at a place called Aigas,
         near Beauly, on the edge of the Moray Firth in the Highlands. Here I brought up my first family: my son Warwick and twins,
         Amelia and Melanie. In a land where the gun, the fishing rod, hiking boots and the pony were conventional adjuncts to country
         living, they all grew up knowing and understanding the essential revolutions of nature’s wild wheel. Later joined by my second wife Lucy’s almost identically aged family, James,
         Emma and Hamish, for a few fleeting years, the six made a formidable gang of hunter-gatherers, bringing home a smorgasbord
         of seasonal manna from the wild: rabbits, hares, deer, trout and salmon, grouse, pigeons, pheasants, duck, or stained shirt-fulls
         of mushrooms, chanterelles, bilberries, blackberries and raspberries, all breathlessly dumped, muddy, bloody, squashed and
         dripping on to the kitchen table, by children with glowing cheeks and garbled tales of exciting encounter and mishap.
      

      
      Yet, for me, those were crowded years when work often consumed twelve or fourteen hours a day, especially in the summer months,
         and when the priorities of parenthood were as much to do with building up the business and paying the bills as with sharing
         ‘quality time’ with my rambunctious gang of a family. In any event, their numbers and their spread of ages had banished any
         thought of encouraging them to accompany me in my work as a naturalist.
      

      
      Hermione was born to Lucy and me after an eleven-year gap, so that by the time she was six, Warwick, our oldest, was twenty-two
         and our youngest, Hamish, was seventeen. The others were at university; all six up and away, busy becoming adults, preoccupied
         with the inevitable picking of life’s rich fruits. Lucy and I were on our own again, starting afresh, revisiting a suite of
         parental responsibilities we had almost forgotten and, suddenly and unexpectedly, finding ourselves with more time to devote
         to this latecomer of a daughter – an only child with six siblings. Had she chosen to play with dolls I have no doubt that
         I might still have spent happy, if perfunctory, interludes with her; but from the very beginning she was uninterested in dolls,
         or doll’s houses, or prams, or any of the other conventional amusements for little girls, all of which were present in abundance
         from her three sisters. No, some maverick gene in her make-up was drawing this child to nature, to beetles, newts and tadpoles,
         centipedes and spiders.
      

      
      One day Hermione noticed that the sound of munching caterpillars in her box had stopped. She looked closely and saw that not
         one was eating. They were large and striking, the biggest nearly three inches long, glowing with health, but they had stopped
         eating. ‘Why aren’t they eating?’ she demanded. I told her it was time to bid them farewell. ‘Why?’ she asked again, looking upset.
      

      
      ‘Because they are about to pupate, and to do that they have to go underground.’

      
      ‘Oh,’ she said, looking sadder still. Tenderly we carried her box of plump caterpillars to the foot of the big red oak. One
         by one we put them on the crinkly bark. ‘They will come down when they are ready to,’ I told her. ‘Something inside them is
         changing. They aren’t going to be caterpillars for much longer. They are beginning the long process of turning themselves
         into moths; but first they have to bury themselves underground.’
      

      
      ‘When will that happen?’ she quizzed impatiently and a little indignantly. I explained that in their own good time they would
         burrow their way into the earth at the base of the tree. There they would pupate and sleep out the long cold winter. ‘In the
         spring they will hatch into fine buff-tip moths and crawl their way out into the air.’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ she murmured wonderingly. ‘So then there will be more buff-tip moths to fly round and lay their eggs on more trees.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ I answered, ‘that is just what will happen. It’s what always happens.’

      
      ‘Oh good!’ she beamed, as I took her small hand and led her away from the red oak tree. ‘Then I can find some more next summer.’
         I knew then that she was hooked.
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