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It started with a song thrush and a patch of celandines. Melody incarnate and sparkling stars of gold. The rich dripping of a cascade of notes raw from nature and the bright brilliance of petals shouting ‘spring!’ That thrush started before dawn in February and was still drenching us in ecstasy in the violet shade of July’s evenings; those flowers splashed resolute cheer for just a few weeks but lit a fuse that fuelled a cascade of simple beauty from everyday things that carried us through lockdown and beyond. Our spring of surprises germinated into a summer of love for nature. For some of us, it was with a richness we’d never dared dream would come again, for others, it exploded like a firework as they listened to and knelt down to say hello to a world they had walked past or trodden over for years. For us the joy was in meeting old friends with familiar faces, but in truth this was utterly usurped as we witnessed the palpable rapture of a world waking up to wildlife. Every day, a surfeit of social media excitement burst from the balconies, gardens, parks and green places where isolating people found they were not in fact isolated at all – they were connected to a world of riches they had never before imagined.

That morning fidgeting poodles had me up and out early and when I got back home I thought, ‘look at those little flowers beneath my horse chestnut tree’ – all clamouring for the attention of the bumblebee queens loping around the garden in a splash of thin sunlight. They struck me as so instantly uplifting that I wanted to share them with people waking up to a new kind of fear, so I sat down with my mobile and beamed them to that little bit of the waking world I could connect with.

One of the viewers was Fabian Harrison. I had met him in the soggy crowd at the Walk for Wildlife in 2018, where he’d come up to me and said – well, to paraphrase it – ‘you are not maximising your social media potential because ...’ and then a whole lot of stuff that I didn’t understand. He looked about fifteen – he was actually nineteen. I like working with young people; they have fewer boundaries, they are less scared of risk, and ultimately Fabian had probably already forgotten more than I would ever know about managing the technical side of social media. There was a simple caveat for his help: my passwords. Umm, given the grief that I get from certain antagonistic fraternities that might have been an unsurmountable obstacle, but not for me. I might be nearly sixty, but I still take risks too. And that one has paid off for us all. The bloke is a unique wizard. He’s a birder, a naturalist, an informed and opinionated conservationist, he likes a bit more sleep than me, but is a pedantic perfectionist after my own psyche and he hates the thought of not maximising anything and will not entertain notions of failure. He works bloody hard too, so at this point in time I claim the crown of being his biggest fan. He will soon have many more.

Anyway, the very next morning my two-minute-twenty-second Twitter video was live on that platform as well as Facebook and YouTube. People seemed to like it, so within a week the ‘Self-Isolating Bird Club’ had formed with Fabian Harrison as our budding producer and my marvellous PA Cate Crocker running all the burgeoning behind-the-scenes organisation.

So for a few mornings I raved about a series of wildflowers that were bursting out of my patch on a hand-held mobile phone, saying whatever came out of, or off the top of, my head. Soon, as we retreated into our homes and gardens, if we were lucky enough to have one, more and more people began to tune in at 9 a.m. for the little bit of love I had for these humble little things. But within a week there was a problemette; I had an outstanding and necessary commitment to The One Show and Secret World Wildlife Rescue to make a film about their impending plight under the forthcoming restrictions. I needed a ‘stand-in’ – cue Megan, no stand-in, but a competent replacement. She is my stepdaughter and had come to ‘lock down’ with me at the farmhouse. So she did the broadcast pretty well, and then started getting up to join me to do them all. She was no rookie of course; she’s a zoologist and had been doing a few of her own presenting projects already, and having two of us made everything more of a conversation instead of a didactic Chris show/rant. Her enthusiasm and youth hit a mark, and her keen nose for fresh science even woke me up too!

Our audience grew rapidly – there was joy in that there nature stuff. Within a week Fabian had invented a new way of using our basic technology and our ambitions expanded and we thought ... maybe we could make a sort of ‘programme’? So Cate began managing our contributors and our daily broadcast spread to a busy hour. We reached out to our colleagues – presenters like Michaela Strachan, Iolo Williams and Gillian Burke mucked in along with filmmakers like Luke Massey, Robin Smith and Matt Moran. Some of our very best wildlife photographers contributed too – Andy Rouse, Paul Goldstein and Matt Doogue all gave generously of their time and the inimitable Gary Moore, wildlife sound recordist extraordinaire got up early for us – but also, critically, lots of other exceptional but less well-known talent willingly helped make it work. Most importantly, and true to my mission, plenty of raw, brilliant young filmmakers, presenters, conservationists and campaigners appeared and they have all been especially inspirational. All together we rambled through an hour of science, culture, photography, films and news reports on Twitter, Facebook and YouTube. We had quizzes, guests and poodle puppies in slow motion – yes, the antics of my poodles, Sid and Nancy, were as popular as Megan sniffing badger poo or the queen hornet on the end of my finger.

By the time we had to take an enforced break for Springwatch, we had broadcast 34 hours of our low-tech, unscripted and unrehearsed but passion-packed programming to an audience of eight million. We had regular viewers from Australia to Azerbaijan, aged from four to 94: birders, bug nuts, otter fiends ... the entire breadth of biological interests. But best of all we had hundreds of thousands of newbies frenetically posting comments and photos of the myriad plants and animals they were discovering on their doorsteps. Their excitement was palpable, their joy was infectious, and it spread out and around the entire country and all over the world.

One of the principal reactions people were sending us – beyond ‘wow, look at that!’ – was the instantaneous awareness of the mental health benefits of connecting with nature. In a time of unprecedented stress, when many people were thrust into the most difficult periods of their lives, they found that nature was there for them, to reduce anxiety, promote calm and provide comfort. No wonder that when polls were conducted after the ‘lockdown’ only 9 per cent of people wanted to return to ‘normal’, citing their reasons as noticeably cleaner air, more wildlife and a stronger sense of community. They had come to realise that the ‘old normal’ was actually abjectly abnormal, that going back to business as usual would be bad, as it had been ‘bad business’, certainly when it comes to the environment. With the blame for this pandemic focused upon China’s live wild animal markets, with their horrific menagerie of animals smuggled from all over the world, it was plain for all to see that abusing the natural world was exacting a terrible cost to everyone globally. While for the citizens of the UK the Californian and Australian wildfires, the destruction of the rainforest and the melting poles all seemed far away, suddenly a lethal virus, which had possibly jumped from a bat to a pangolin, was potentially in their home ... or in them. This was the unsustainable abuse of our Earth writ large and the full horror of its repercussions still remain unimaginable. Only fools would want to go back to that ... but then fools are who we have in charge.

In June, under the auspices of Wildlife and Countryside Link, the CEOs of the majority of the UK’s conservation and environmental NGOs wrote to the chancellor Rishi Sunak and George Eustice, the Secretary of State for the Environment, with a plan. They placed on their table the offer of a rapid economic recovery from the coronavirus crisis that would provide a more resilient society by restoring natural capital, the natural wealth that underpins our wellbeing and a productive economy. The proposals highlighted the need for investment in our natural environment – if undertaken they would quickly create jobs, save billions of pounds for the NHS, level up health and livelihoods and protect the economy against future natural disasters. Of course this green recovery would need to be supported by a rapid investment in a low-carbon economy to address the declared climate and environment emergency. They included a list of ready-to-go projects that would generate employment immediately, and asked for £315 million – not a lot of money to create 200,000 hectares of priority terrestrial and marine habitat in a new Nature Recovery Network, to reverse declines in biodiversity, to create 10,000 jobs, support rural and urban economies countrywide, lock away millions of tonnes of carbon in pursuit of the UK’s net zero target, and protect people and businesses from future natural disasters. In response, Rishi and George came up with £40 million, just enough to plug the gap due to the pandemic. Our government have subsequently announced a huge investment in road building and fought me through the courts to ensure that the £100 billion HS2 high-speed rail behemoth continues to smash its way through our ancient woodlands. That is not a ‘green new deal’, that’s ‘carrying on as normal’. The old ‘normal’, the ‘normal’ that got us all in this mess.

We have spent our spring and summer finding respite and solace in nature. It has been there for us, now we need to be there for it. The forces that are destroying it haven’t gone away while we have necessarily been preoccupied with looking after ourselves. But now we all know that more than ever, we need to look after nature to look after ourselves.
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In this book Megan is going to excite you with some gems of extraordinary new science – almost unbelievable nuggets that you’ll want to share – we are going to celebrate some of conservation’s successes, and explore the methods we all have to generate more in our own spaces or communities. But it is also my duty to expose some calamities and crimes that are continuing to thwart our urgent endeavours. I’m giving you the facts, but as ever we don’t expect or even want you to agree with all our opinions. What we want you to do is think about them and formulate your own – all we need to make progress is commonality, not complete agreement. We need to change – that most difficult of human challenges – and because some of that change needs to happen very, very quickly, we will meet reluctance and outright resistance. We are not dismayed by this; to us it’s a nuisance, nothing more. We are going to make a last stand for nature because we have no choice. We have to be the voice of the persecuted and oppressed. Our job is to translate the notes of the song thrush and reflect the beauty of those celandines until enough of the world loves life – all life – to cherish and protect it.
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