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For the Flock Together community, without
whom none of this would be possible.

[image: Illustration]

CONTENTS

PROLOGUE

INTRODUCTION



1. MAKE NATURE A MUST

2. CHALLENGING PRECONCEPTIONS

3. NATURE AS MY HEALER

4. BUILDING A COMMUNITY

5. WHO RUNS NATURE?

6. CREATIVE MENTORSHIP



CONCLUSION

NOTES

ABOUT THE AUTHORS


HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


[image: Illustration]


PROLOGUE

OLLIE

About ten years ago, I was at my brother’s stag do, which was the usual affair – a group of us in the middle of a forest, quad biking, rafting and hiking…you know the score. At the end of the weekend, we were all loading onto the minibus ready to go home when I suddenly noticed an owl heading right towards me through the pine trees. In total silence, the owl and I shared this incredible moment and for a split second I’m sure I caught its eye. When I got home, I managed to find an old pair of binoculars at my parents’ house, and from then on I was fascinated with birds.

I’ve been a naturalist for some years now, but I still have a lot to learn and am loving the journey that nature is taking me on. The outdoors is such an integral part of my life now that, after a few days without it, I almost get withdrawal symptoms and am itching to get back out there. Who knew that a stag do could be so life-changing?
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A couple of years ago, I was posting some birdwatching pictures on my Instagram account when I noticed in the comments section that someone was naming all the species. I clicked onto the account and couldn’t believe what I found: a young Black guy. I asked him, ‘How do you know this stuff?’ His reply: ‘Man, I’m an avid birdwatcher.’ It was such a serendipitous moment. I had always birdwatched on my own, with Google as my only companion. I had wanted to set up a birdwatching group for a while, and suddenly this expert birdwatcher was commenting on my posts. I just felt we had to do something together.

At the time, the world was on fire after the murder of George Floyd, and we were at the height of the Black Lives Matter movement. Many of us in the Black community were on our knees in despair about what was taking place. I always escape into nature when I feel this way, and it turned out that Nadeem did the same. With so many of our peers struggling and lacking support, we agreed to set up a birdwatching-turned-support club, for our community to gain the strength from nature that Nadeem and I had become so dependent on.

A couple of weeks later, we were getting ready for our first walk and met in person for the first time. Sat on a park bench, we spoke for hours, sharing stories about our background and what nature meant to us. Trying to think of a name for the club, I told Nadeem that I had been playing with the word ‘flock’. Straight away, he responded ‘together’, and so our community took flight.

Flock Together is an idea, a concept. It’s been in the works our whole lives. The journeys we have taken were for this reason. We didn’t know it then, but all along our lived experiences had been directing us to this moment. All the things you’re about to read are the ingredients to that main course. It might appear on the surface that Flock Together just dropped out of the sky, but the reality is that it was formulated through histories, enduring resilience and the constant need to uplift our people.


INTRODUCTION

OLLIE & NADEEM

The primary objective of Flock Together is to combat the under-representation of people of colour in the natural world. We set out to create a space where people of colour felt safe and supported within nature, but it quickly became apparent that we had so much more to offer. Neither of us was prepared for the reaction we received, but as soon as we launched our first walk, the response made us realize that this was answering a need within our community. From the start, it has been about so much more than birdwatching. Flock started with two people, a mutual love of nature and a shared vision, but soon became a cultural movement involving thousands of people, walks all over the world, TV and radio appearances, magazine covers, product releases, music releases and global brand partnerships. We were even recipients of a congratulatory letter from the UK prime minister.

We’re here to make a difference, and we’re here to do something that has never been done. But before anything else, we’re here for the betterment of people of colour. We want to push the limit of imagination when it comes to the experience of our community. Yes, it’s a birdwatching collective, but it’s also a creative platform and an outdoors movement – that’s the beauty of it. Choosing not to pigeonhole ourselves, we quickly knew we needed to be a fluid, dynamic and adaptable model that reflected our ever-growing global community, never limiting the places or spaces we can enter.

‘Connecting with nature’ is one of those phrases that risks being both ambiguous and clichéd, something thrown around that might not mean much to a lot of people. To truly connect, and to benefit from this experience like we have, you have to arrive at a stage where you see yourself as an inextricable part of nature. You are nature, and nature is you. The journey to this understanding is unique for everyone. We can’t tell you how or expect what worked for us to work for you. But the crucial starting point is being open – don’t let statements like ‘nah, that’s a white thing’ get in the way.

We see a clear link between the plight of our people and the plight of nature, and how, by benefitting one, we can also benefit the other. Our stories align in many ways. We have both been abused and destroyed for the capitalistic gain of many nations, which continue to hold a degree of power over our current living conditions, and yet, despite this historical exploitation, we are still plentiful in energy, love and creativity. Our spirits can never be broken. We want to highlight the joys and true wonder of the natural world as a benefit to our community, but also emphasize the importance of giving back to nature in the way that it endlessly gives to us.

Through the collective, and now this book, we aim to inspire a new wave of naturalists and conservationists who will unify causes in a way that benefits communities and the natural world, with the understanding that they are both the same thing. Through the work we do and through the words in this book, we have many ambitions to inspire anybody, no matter your ethnicity, to re-evaluate your understanding of the world around you and to begin to blur the lines between nature and yourself. Understand that we are only divided by arbitrarily placed lines put in place to confuse and distract us from the fact that we, as people, are all one, and that that oneness also includes nature. The world that we are accustomed to relies on division and individualism; the world that we hope for is one of unification, mutualism, love and peace. Flock Together is necessary right now – for solidarity and awareness, and to help raise our people to parity – but we hope one day true equality and unity will be a reality.

To date, Flock Together has been a massively rewarding and eye-opening journey, which we are honoured to be a part of and to share with you all. We have experienced unfathomable highs, extreme lows, twists and all sorts of turns, each one ultimately preparing us for where we are today. This book is our story, both individual and collective. We want to share some of the experiences we have had to navigate as people of colour and the coping mechanisms we’ve used to overcome the challenges that have confronted us. Through sharing our stories of healing through nature, we hope to inspire you to approach the outdoors with an open heart and mind. That might sound like a vague and ineffectual statement, especially if your life hasn’t been all rosy, but the outdoors really has guided us in defining, developing and nurturing both ourselves and our communities. Through this book we hope you, too, will be on your way to understanding that nature has endless benefits.

Since its conception, Flock Together has been growing fast. We have several thousand people on our mailing list and have been lucky enough to inspire many to fly the Flock flag in major cities all over the world. After only our first walk, we collaboratively established a set of pillars that would go on to serve as the direction in which Flock Together would operate. This process was a result of Ollie’s understanding of how to make an idea work. His experience in creative problem-solving was coming good. Ollie saw just what his idea could do for our people and our connection to the planet. When he met Nadeem, he saw somebody who was thinking the same way. See here, the power of ideas. Together, aided by early and beloved group members, we agreed upon the pillars which would ensure that Flock Together could achieve positive results, not only for our community but for the nature that we inhabit too.

The following six chapters are aligned with Flock Together’s original six pillars: Benefits of Nature, Challenging Preconceptions, Mental Health Benefits, Building Community, Ecological Benefit and Creative Mentorship. This said, we have always had to react, move and adapt to many situations on our journey. No two days are the same, and we are constantly questioning and revising just what these pillars mean as different situations present themselves to us. We assigned ourselves three pillars each, based on our areas of expertise and interests: Ollie, the OG, the innovator, the creative, at a very different stage in his journey from Nadeem, the football coach, the nature boy, the apprentice. Both of us share our contrasting personal stories to speak about important issues that we have faced as individuals, as a duo, and as part of a community.

In his chapters, Ollie explores the power of social media to share information and creative solutions, and brings the energy of the creative industry into the conversation around wildlife and nature conservation. Having built a handsome reputation for creating social impact, he offers insight into how the arts and culture aren’t a world away from nature at all, and shares what it’s like to be the brainpower behind one of the biggest cross-pollinators of two industries that our culture has ever seen.

Nadeem explores his personal story, detailing his account of growing up in East London, overcoming hardship and finding salvation in nature. Having been birding since he was a child, he offers the unique perspective of a boy from the hood who was breaking the mould for future generations, without even knowing it. He shares his hopes for the future of Flock Together and just how important it is for marginalized communities to take up space, not only as enjoyers of green spaces but also as protectors.

This book doesn’t have all the answers for our community, but within it there are many stories that can serve as guidance for our peers and generations to come. We know that once younger generations take an interest in things, innovation is bound to follow…and the natural world, of all places, is in dire need of innovation. We are proud to share this book with you all, whether you are a person of colour or not, and even though Flock Together stands to fight against ideas that are unpleasant to think about, we, as an organization, are focused on nothing but bringing joy to our community, championing unheard voices and keeping our ambitions and targets lofty, creative and innovative!
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