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Introduction
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For over thirty years now, I’ve been exploring the world through the eyes of bushcraft – writing books, making documentaries, giving lectures and training – all of which has literally taken me around the world several times over. My sole focus has been to tell the story, to all who want to listen, of the natural world – stories of the forest, the Arctic, the deserts, and all their inhabitants. My love and passion for bushcraft has grown and become my life, so with 2013 marking the thirtieth anniversary of Woodlore, the organisation I established to help thousands of people to a greater understanding of the world around us, I’ve decided that the time has come for me to tell my own story – how I started, what has inspired me, and what I’ve learned along the way. There have been some extraordinary, and heart-rending moments – like surviving a devastating helicopter crash, losing two people who were very dear to me, and tracking one of the most dangerous men in British criminal history. Although I’ve never previously talked about many of these events, I include them all here because I feel they have shaped the person I have become.

Talking about myself has never been easy so this has been a difficult book for me to write – I’m used to presenting the story, not being the story. It seemed to me a little self-indulgent to write a book about myself, but I slowly came round to the view that it was time for me to tell my story.

But perhaps you will bear with me as I revisit some of the most important and formative experiences in my life to date…
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Prologue
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Do you remember a time before Google, a time when computers were huge and mysterious, and encyclopaedias were the best – and one of the only – sources of reference we had? I remember that time in my life vividly – the analogue age, you might call it. And I can recall with great clarity sitting in my classroom one day when I was about six or seven and seeing a picture of some cavemen in an encyclopaedia. I thought it was fantastic. I was completely bowled over by it but I had a project to be getting on with, so the encyclopaedia went back on the shelf and I continued with my work.

A few months later I’d forgotten all about it, until there it was again. That encyclopaedia had reappeared and was perched on the edge of a desk next to me. I’ve no idea how, but the book started to slide off the desk. Instinctively I reached out to grab it, but gravity had it in its grip, and the hardback cover and spine had turned turtle. My hand found only a single page …

‘No, no!’ cried the teacher. ‘Don’t grab it, you’ll tear it.’

But she was too late. As my fingers gripped the paper, the weight of this fountain of knowledge was more than my reflexes could handle. The book hit the classroom floor with a dull thud and I was left holding a single page from within it. And can you guess which one it was? Yep, the one with the image of the cavemen. I was both devastated and elated. I’ve always loved books, so the damage the fall caused upset me – but on the other hand, I was able to take this fascinating image home with me. I think it’s true to say, that picture awakened something within me that has defined my whole life. I firmly believe it was the spark that ignited my passion for the natural world around me.

And so began my journey, travelling along a path that has led directly to my interest in, and knowledge of, bushcraft and everything it encompasses. It’s been amazing and has taken me all over the world, learning skills and techniques that have been handed down over generations – in some instances from man’s earliest days on Planet Earth. But I’m getting ahead of myself. This is where it all began …
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From Little Acorns …

[image: images-missing]

The first two years of my life were spent in Lagos, Nigeria. My father Leslie was a printer by trade, and by the time I came along he was working for De La Rue, a company that specialises in printing banknotes. He’d done quite well there, and he and my mother Dorothy worked overseas a lot – as a manager he’d worked in Japan and Pakistan in the 50s so they were very well travelled, especially for those days. Mum found work in the various British High Commissions near where they were based.

Shortly after I was born, on 7 February 1964, we moved to Lagos where my father had been appointed to manage the banknote printing works. I can still remember a few things from those early days – I can picture the car we had, and our home there. I remember the chickens, and some of the sights and scenes of Lagos. It seemed permanently chaotic and busy, but I have memories of the relative calm and serenity of the pool at the hotel my parents used as a retreat. That was lovely.

We returned to England just after my second birthday. De La Rue had moved to Peterborough and Mum and Dad had no desire to live there – they were Londoners – so Dad left the company and got the next best job in printing: working on newspapers in Fleet Street. He took a job working nights on The Times.

My paternal grandfather died when my father was very young and, to put it mildly, my dad had a tough childhood. His stepfather was very hard on him and I remember Dad telling me a story about how he’d made a Spitfire out of wood during the war. His stepfather took one look at it, told him the wings weren’t straight and snapped them off. He then told him he had to make them again.

Mum’s lovely and has been a great influence on my life. She’s always been a great cook and I have fond memories of her dinners, particularly her roasts. In fact, I think it’s fair to say that there is nothing she cooks that isn’t good. When she was a young girl, she had an affinity for the outdoors and used to play in the woods, so I wonder sometimes if perhaps that had an influence on the direction my life has taken. Her mum died while we were living in Lagos, and she brought me back to London with her for the funeral when I was just a year old. I was an accomplished walker by then – I took my first steps at nine months and was walking well by the time I was a year old. Even then there was no stopping me. Apparently, I kept a great many of the passengers on our return flight to Lagos entertained for most of the journey, and one of them said to Mum, ‘He’ll travel a lot when he’s older, that one.’ Prophetic words indeed!

We lived briefly in Purley, on the southern edge of London, before settling in Kenley, a suburb on the border between London and Surrey. It’s right in the middle of the green belt, and it’s where I think of as home. It was a great place, surrounded by loads of open space, and I look back fondly on the late 60s and early 70s as a magical time in which to grow up. They were undoubtedly tough times for adults – Britain was going through a great deal of change in those years and there were power and food shortages, unreliable cars, seemingly endless strikes, rampant inflation and the Cold War, but who cares about all of that when you’re a kid? To me, it was a time of the sort of freedoms that would leave a lot of today’s youngsters reeling. It was a great time to grow up because we didn’t have computer games, or homes – and come to think of it, lives – dominated by technology. Everything in the world was on a slightly different scale. There was more space, more room to develop.

Today’s youngsters are part of a digital generation, whereas back then everything was analogue and I like that – I feel enormously fortunate to be part of that last generation that experienced an analogue youth. We went ‘out to play’, unfettered by the bounds of smartphones, which today mean worried parents can track their children and delve into their Internet use. You made your own entertainment, and you made things.

It was a great time to be young. And the area that I grew up in was really lovely. There were a lot of trees and open space, and people seemed to have a lot more time to lavish on their gardens and their environment in a way that today’s overworked and over-stressed commuters don’t seem to have, sadly. It’s true to say life has changed dramatically since those low-tech years.

My parents wanted me to have a good education so they sent me to a lovely prep school called Downside Lodge, and then later to Downside School, in the leafy suburb of Purley. It was a special place, one I recall as a ‘summery’ place rather than a ‘wintry’ one. It may have given its students an old-fashioned education, but it was a good one, helped by the fact that class sizes were small and the teachers could teach you things that interested them. We were encouraged to read, and to take an interest in, and understand, all the things around us. We learned to be patriotic; we were taught to be loyal and self-sacrificing as well. It was a traditional way of teaching, almost Edwardian in its outlook, but that was all good – well, all except for Latin, which I detested.

There were some old stocks on the village green. They were a hangover from the past – a law was passed in 1405 that required every town and village to have a set, which were usually placed by the side of a public highway or village green. When I was at Downside, they were pressed into use for whoever came last when we did cross-country running, although there was one particular boy who must have enjoyed them a little too much; he always seemed to put extra effort into making sure he was last through the gate after a run.

Before we broke up for the summer holidays, we would be given four books to read and there was always a quiz when we got back. The quiz wasn’t the point though – the important thing was reading the books, and the ones they chose were always very good. It didn’t matter what age you were, the four novels you were given would be suitable for you – books like The Eagle of the Ninth and The Silver Sword; we were given some excellent titles to read. And so I developed a passion for reading. I still read obsessively now.

The ability to read is so very important in life although, sadly, there’s not enough emphasis placed on that today. I despair sometimes at the poor grammar that I hear around me these days. Youngsters don’t read anymore but the fault doesn’t lie with them, it lies with their parents, with society at large and even the schools to some extent – or perhaps it’s the fact that we haven’t given the teachers the tools they need to be able to teach and maintain discipline in the classroom. I mean, if you have a classroom with no discipline, to me that’s a form of child abuse. It’s that serious – children simply must have the opportunity to learn. They need clearly defined and enforced rules at school so they can learn the pathway from which they can step out into the world.

The schooling I had was very formal and old-fashioned; we were taught to write nicely with a fountain pen – you got into trouble if you used a Biro. We were treated as individuals, whereas today’s ‘one-size-fits-all’ education seems to be more about how to pass the exams rather than understanding the topics. It’s a very different approach – I was taught to take an interest in life, the world and everything around it, and I feel blessed for that experience.

I didn’t spend all of my childhood with my head buried in a good book though – far from it. For as much as I loved reading, bicycles also played quite a large part in my young life. I got my first bike for my third birthday and took to it really quickly. Once I left the Lodge and went up to Downside School, I used to ride the few miles to and from school. We didn’t have BMXs or mountain bikes in those days, but we did have the Raleigh Chopper. I remember getting a little over-zealous with the front brake on one occasion as I rode down a very steep road; the front wheel locked up, I went head-first over the handlebars and knocked myself clean out. I ended up walking home semi-conscious. Still, it was all part of the learning curve. To me, bikes were all about fun. I used to tear around on the common with friends, chasing each other on our bikes. Once I reached my teens, it was like an American Express card – I never left home without it.

Not long after that day when I tore the page out of the encyclopaedia, I remember our teacher giving us the task of painting a scout. I think she had Baden-Powell in mind, but I knew nothing about Baden-Powell way back then – or the Scouting Movement that he established. So, I did a picture of a North-West Canadian Mounted Police Scout from the period of the Riel Rebellion, but I have no idea how on earth I knew anything about that.

Anyway, the teacher asked me what it was and I said, ‘It’s a scout from the North-West Frontier of course.’ I must say, I’ve often wondered what the teacher thought – everyone else had drawn these boys in shorts and funny hats.

Perhaps in some strange way, fate chose me for this life. Looking back, I think I strolled into the woods one day and nature saw me and said, ‘Walk this way.’ I think something similar happens to most of us in life. We don’t choose our path, it chooses us – like that page from the encyclopaedia.

My interests back then were never in make-believe; they were always firmly rooted in the real world. The films that captured my attention were the films about pioneers and the great frontiers. When I watched Westerns I wasn’t at all interested in the cowboys – I always thought the Indians were better. To me, they were much cooler.
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The most life-defining element of my schooling occurred while I was at Downside and it was all down to the simple fact that judo was an integral element of the curriculum. Judo would go on to create ripples that extend all the way through to my present. For it was through judo, at the age of eight, that I met the man who would become a great friend and mentor, and who encouraged me in the outdoor life that has become my lifelong quest. That man was Kingsley Hopkins and he was to become a very important figure in my life.

Today we think of judo in the Olympic sense – as a sport – but it’s more than that; it’s a way of life. We were exceptionally lucky though, in that we learned judo as a martial art and a life skill – not as a sport. The word ‘judo’ means ‘the gentle way’ but it’s inaccurately named really because there’s not much that’s gentle about judo. However, it does teach you to think in a certain way. Judo is like chess – if you’ve never done judo, it may be difficult for you to understand what I mean by that, but any judoka would understand exactly what I’m talking about. Judo teaches you a certain way of dealing with things and it’s a very healthy process because you can never get too big for your boots – there is always someone better at it, or more skillful than you … If you lose your temper on the judo mat you’ll get turned over, so it teaches you to focus your energy in the appropriate direction and, if something’s not working, to immediately abandon it and try something else. It teaches you to be perceptually aware of what’s going on around you, but it also gifts you determination, strength, toughness and the knowledge that technique is more important than size. Really, it teaches a whole range of things – it’s a great philosophy for life, as well as showing you how to fall over without hurting yourself.

Judo was compulsory for all pupils between the ages of eight and thirteen, and was taught on Saturdays – we had Saturday school at Downside. Kingsley taught it and I liked him from the off. There was a steeliness about him, but he also had a gentleness that emanated from his very core. He’d fought behind enemy lines in Burma during World War II and it showed in his strength of character.

He was an interesting man; the Kingsley I knew as a judo teacher at Downside was a man who’d lost his wife, who studied Sanskrit and who took a great interest in the world. As I said, he was to be a mentor and friend to me for many years.

Kingsley was a great judo teacher, one of the absolute best – probably because he learned it himself from one of the martial art’s masters. He’d started judo when he was sixteen but his learning was cut short by World War II. He told me that his parents had asked him about his service upon his return and they were horrified when he’d described how he took off a Japanese soldier’s head with a shovel that he’d ‘liberated’ from another Japanese soldier. Apparently, this shovel had been made from very good steel that you could have sharpened a pencil with, and he used to bemoan the loss of the shovel. He’d lent it to an Australian soldier to dig a trench a short while after and he’d never got it back.

When the war was over, his interest in judo was reignited. He was taught by Gunji Koizumi (known as GK) who had in turn learned from Jigoro Kano – the founder of Kodokan judo. GK was a Japanese master of judo and he introduced this martial art to the United Kingdom, so by learning from Kingsley, I was only two degrees of separation from the man who invented it.

Jigoro Kano founded judo in the 1880s by reformulating jujitsu. In jujitsu, there are many techniques for self-defence that are dangerous and potentially harmful, even in practice. Jigoro Kano reworked it, taking the dangerous techniques and putting them to one side – he didn’t remove them, he just moved them from ordinary practice so you could practise using full power without necessarily hurting each other. His great genius lay in understanding that the most important thing was not necessarily just the technique itself but what the technique developed and required. The Japanese call it tai sabaki (body movement); Kano built judo so that you could develop strong tai sabaki and then just pick up any of the dangerous techniques as you needed them.

Judo is a wonderful thing for the human spirit because it’s cerebral and physical all in the same moment. It’s a very healthful practice because two people can go hell for leather, trying to smash one another to pieces, and then smile and laugh about it afterwards. Kingsley said that the ultimate goal is never to have to use it. But he was quite clear that in a crisis, if someone took the initiative, we should finish it for them.

I remember when I went up to grammar school, I was running along and one of the older children tripped me up. He starting laughing – but it was a little prematurely, because I didn’t fall on my face as he expected. Instead I instinctively went into a forward roll and came up on my feet. That wiped the smile from his face.

Over the years, judo has helped me out of a number of tight corners. Occasionally you bump into people who want to throw their weight around; you know, the guy who uses his fists to send a message because his vocabulary doesn’t allow him to articulate whatever he wants to say. Judo can be quite, er … disarming under the right circumstances. In judo, you don’t hit somebody with your fists; you hit them with the ground. It’s a very, very powerful and useful skill set to possess.

Kingsley was ‘old school’, and the judo I learned from him was old-fashioned. That’s not to say it was out of date; far from it. It was pure, unadulterated. I really enjoyed it and I found a freedom in it that’s hard to convey. The philosophy behind it was important to me. I read a lot on Shintoism, and the history of the martial arts; I read the Japanese creation myth and many other classic samurai texts, including The Book of the Five Rings (a text on kenjutsu or Japanese swordsmanship, and the martial arts in general, written by the swordsman Miyamoto Musashi circa 1645). I was a willing student of judo and immersed myself in it, keen to master its knowledge.

Kingsley and GK had become good friends and after GK died, he left Kingsley his black belt. At eighty, GK felt that his mind had started to go and he wasn’t as sharp as he would have liked to have been. He wanted to be remembered at his best and he felt it was important not to be a burden on others. So, as is the way of the samurai, he put his affairs in order and took his own life. He succeeded in his aim because everyone who knew him remembered him at his sharpest. That black belt he left Kingsley was given to GK by Jigoro Kano, and Kingsley in turn left it to me.

When I was thirteen, Kingsley took me to the Budokwai for the first time. The Budokwai is the judo club where he’d learned the martial art and it’s in Fulham, London. Actually, ‘judo club’ doesn’t really cover it. It’s a proper dōjō (a formal gathering place where martial arts students conduct training) and it’s the oldest and most famous Japanese martial arts club in Europe.

The club is housed in what was once a Victorian school building with a wood-beamed roof and when you go through the door to the changing area you immediately see a picture of GK on the wall. He founded the club in 1918.

Going to the Budokwai took me into an old world of judo, full of masters of the art. People like Richard ‘Dickie’ Bowen, who is sadly no longer with us. Dickie had studied in Japan and was married to a Japanese lady. He was an exceptionally skilled exponent of judo and he followed a traditional attitude to it which dictated that he refuse higher dan gradings because he thought them unnecessary. In the old days, all belts were white but you never washed them so, as you became more experienced, your belt would get grubbier and grubbier until eventually it turned black. And that’s the way that I was taught – belts weren’t important. That was the way at the Budokwai – the colour of the belt wasn’t the be all and end all in terms of achievement. It was useful in that if someone of a high grade was carrying an injury, they would wear a belt of a lower grade. Somebody might walk on to the mat there in a white belt, but he’d be competing at national level. It was a very healthy place, the Budokwai, a place where a lot of egos were remodelled.

During my time, two Japanese champions taught there: Katsuhiko Kashiwazaki, who was a master of sacrifice techniques, a real technician; and perhaps the person who most impressed me, Yasuhiro Yamashita, who’s arguably the most successful judo competitor of all time. He won five international gold medals and 203 consecutive victories up until his retirement. He was unbeaten from 1977 to 1985 and nine times all-Japan champion. Yamashita’s dedication to technique, his thoroughness in training and preparation, is something I have tried to learn from and build into everything that I do. I’d love to meet him again someday – his judo was just magnificent.

I was really lucky to practise with Neil Adams too – he won Olympic silver at both the Moscow and Los Angeles games and then found a gear no one else had and went on to become world champion. When he came on to the mat, he’d get people to walk up in a handstand and I’m certain nobody could have done it if he hadn’t been there; his presence on the mat had a galvanising effect. He was truly inspirational to me and a great many others. His judo was very acrobatic – he’d have you in an arm lock halfway to the ground. That said, his timekeeping was dreadful, so when it was announced that he was leaving to coach in France, they handcuffed a giant alarm clock to his wrist.

In what other sport do you get to practise with world champions? If you’re learning tennis, you can’t exactly rock up at your local court and play a few games with Andy Murray or Roger Federer, can you? But in judo you can do that, and it means experience and knowledge are easily accessible to anyone willing to put the time in. That’s both instructive and inspirational.

The Budokwai was a very important waypoint in my life. It really gave me an extra dimension and I still miss the place. As I grew older, though, my life was taking me into the woods. However, judo meant that I carried both the lessons I’d learned and the judo philosophy with me always.
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He was a very thoughtful man, Kingsley; he was very interested in the world. The time I spent with him was my university – he was very good at encouraging free thought and he was a very profound man. He encouraged me to always look for the source of information, to try to understand the root of the teaching, and test it out – always test what you’re being taught and if it’s true it will stand up but if it’s not you will find out – and that was to prove important later on.

Kingsley was something of a paradox – he was gentle, but he was as hard as nails too, and a little eccentric. I remember one night when he dislocated his shoulder doing judo – he just ran into the wall to relocate it. He loved motorbikes and had one that he rode everywhere, rain or shine. He was out on it one winter’s day when I was much older, and his accelerator froze; unable to slow down, the bike reared up, he came off and the bike came down on his hand, crushing one of his fingers. I remember I hadn’t heard from him for a few weeks, which was quite unusual, so I rang him to ask if he was all right.

‘Yeah I’m fine,’ he said, ‘but I can’t talk now, I’m heating a chisel on the stove.’

Kingsley was a craftsman; I mean this guy used to make beautiful chess sets and carve the individual pieces by hand, so the thought of heating a chisel was anathema to him – he’d feel like he was ruining it.

‘Why on earth are you doing that?’ I asked.

And he said this like it was the most natural thing in the world:

‘Well, my finger’s starting to smell a little, so I’m going to cut it off.’

And he would have. Had I not called when I did, had I not talked him into going to hospital, he would have cut his finger off. So he went to the local A E with this finger that was crushed to a pulp and he didn’t say a word, he just sat there while everyone else was being dealt with. That was him all over. When they took his glove off, his finger just disintegrated on the desk in front of the doctor. He was of that generation, I guess, when men seemed to be hewn from different material. He’d done stuff in his life and he’d seen and known true hardship; he knew himself in a way that most people today could never hope to achieve.

Kingsley was an awkward person to do judo with, as many people would discover to their cost. As he got older he wasn’t able to turn people over in the way he could when he was a bit younger, but neither could anyone easily turn him over. He’d learned how not to be thrown and perhaps that was the more important skill. He had mastered this business of turning energy against you, making it feel like you were fighting a piece of wrought iron.

It was a privilege to train with him.
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