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'All one might wish of wisdom'

Earlier this year, the Everest-summiter Bear Grylls presented a television
series called Born Survivor. The show's premise was simple: each week,

Grylls parachuted into a different wild zone - jungle, swamp, mountain,
desert. His task was to reach what he called 'civilisation' alive. He was
equipped with only a knife, the clothes he stood up in and the parachute he
fell down in. Oh, and a cameraman. Because someone else was needed to
fllm Bear surviving alone in these wild places.

The show's ethos was para-military, its dramatic principle a version of
SAS-style escape-and-evasion - but with the landscape as the enemy. Grylls
specialised in a gratuity of action. When he caught a trout from an alpine
lake, he insisted on first chewing out its spine and then eating it raw like a
corn-cob - although he had a knife which would have permitted him to kill
it quickly and then sushi it into strips. He munched maggots from the rancid
corpse of an avalanche-killed chamois ('Bite their heads off first,' he advised
the audience back home, poised over their TV dinners). Scant mention was
made of the cameraman who followed and fllmed Grylls' every move, and
who was clearly equipped with GPS, tent, rope, harness, warm gear, and
some non-maggoty rations.

The end-point of each episode was Grylls' 'escape' back to safety and
humanity. As the twinkling lights of a coastal village or alpine hamlet hove
into view, Grylls would reflect movingly on the experience of having
survived in such 'hostile' and 'brutal' terrains.

Landscapes, of course, are not 'hostile', or 'brutal'. They are entirely,
gradelessly indifferent. A glacier is as devoid of intent as a brick. A mountain
is no more rancorous than a blade of grass or a lightbulb. To attribute
hostility to a jungle is as absurd as describing a table as 'delighted' or a
bicycle as 'philosophical'. But it was important to the conceit of Born Survivor
that Grylls should have overcome adversity, should have evaded the depre
dations of these places.

Born Survivor, in its testosterone-soaked silliness, exemplified one of the
ways that we have, historically, approached wild landscapes. According to
this tradition of thought, wildness is a quality to be vanquished. Wild places
offer challenges: they are to be beaten, escaped from, dominated, or
otherwise conquered. This heresy runs deep in our thinking about landscape:
the belief that degrees of 'wildness' offer a metric system against which to
measure one's resilience, the conviction that sustained contact with the
wild gives a person exceptional strength and hardihood.
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I write 150 years on from the founding of the Alpine Club, and it was
during the first decades of the Club and of British alpinism more generally
that this heresy infiltrated what we now awkwardly call 'outdoor culture'.
Reading through early issues of the Alpine Journal, and other mid-Victorian
documents of exploration and ascent, certain attitudes towards wild
landscape recur. Foremost are those of victory and defeat, struggle and
reward. In these texts, nature is figured most usually as a foe, enemy or
lover, to be vanquished, conquered, or ravished according to your metaphor.
The mountain-world, with all its hazards and asperities, serves as a testing
ground. Crossing the snowfields of the Alps or the Caucasus reveals what
you are made of - and whether it is the right stuff. To climb a mountain is
to confirm one's strength, to earn an affidavit of pluck and potency - and
of manhood.

In 1843, for instance, the glaciologist and explorer James Forbes tellingly
described an Alpine journey as 'perhaps the nearest approach to a military
campaign with which the ordinary citizen has a chance of meeting'. Four
years later, an editorial in Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine concerning the
exploration of the Arctic declared that 'the evident design of Providence in
placing difficulties before Man is to sharpen his faculties for their mastery'.
From the l860s onwards, a pungently masculine Darwinism began to rise
from the pages of the Alpine Journal. 'The law of survival of the fittest,'
growled A F Mummery approvingly of solo climbing in 1892, 'has full and
ample chance of eliminating [a man] should he be, in any way, a careless or
incapable mountaineer.' When John Tyndall recollected his first ascent of
the Weisshorn he did so in terms of a virginity being taken. 'I pressed the
very highest snowflake of the mountain,' he wrote, 'and the prestige of the
Weisshorn was forever gone.'

This understanding of the wild place as a realm of test is millennia old. It
is present in the Bible, of course - in the Wilderness of the Wanderings
episode in Exodus, and in the Gospel account of the Forty Days in the
Wilderness, when Jesus is tempted by Satan in the Judean desert. It is there,
too, in the Old English epic poem Beowulf which is filled with what the
poet calls wildeor, or savage creatures. In the poem, these monstrous dragon
like beings inhabit a landscape of wolf-haunted forests, deep lakes, wind
swept cliffs and treacherous marshes. And it is against these wild places
and wildeor that the civilisation of Beowulf's tribe, the Geats - with their
warm and well-lit mead halls, their hierarchical warrior culture -.sets itself:
the slaying of the wildeor proves the honour of the men.

The Victorian alpinists, then, by no means invented the idea of a wild
place as a testing ground. But they did institutionalise it. And the practice
of self-proving remains - as Grylls' carnival of testosterone shows - active
and popular in our recreational relationship with landscape. Personal risk
and exertion are still too often identified as the charismatic aspects of
'wilderness experience' (even as we ensure we remain umbilically connected
to' our 'civilisation' by mobile phone and GPS). Miles walked, pounds
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carried, wind-speed survived, metres ascended - a day in the hills is reduced
to a set of statistics. We have come to crave synthetic versions of intrepidity.
Wildness has become a commodity, 'wild' a high-sell adjective in adventure
tourism brochures. In many ways and for many people, a wild landscape
remains something to be vanquished.

There is, though, an alternative tradition of thought concerning wildness
and wild places. It also runs deep in our culture, and especially in the
literature of mountains and mountaineering, but we allude to it less often,
find ourselves less easy with its values and cadences. According to this
tradition, wildness is something not to be vanquished, but to be cherished.

The literature and art of this tradition tell of wildness as an energy both
exemplary and exquisite, and of wild places as realms of miracle, diversity
and abundance. They represent landscape as a medium of renewal,
restoration and joy. Encounters with wildness are seen to induce modesty
and humility in the traveller, and also exalt him or her spiritually. To borrow
George Eliot's beautiful phrase, the wild 'enlarges the range the self has to
swim in'.

Three years ago, I started on a series of journeys to some of the remain
ing wild places of Britain and Ireland. These journeys began in an attempt
to answer a geographical question: what wildness was left in our densely
populated and over-tarmac'ed archipelago? But they swiftly and unexpect
edly became explorations into the past histories of 'wildness', and into our
present and future needs for the wild.

In an attempt to come to know better the wild places I reached, I went to
them in all four seasons, at night as well as by day, and in all weathers 
blizzard, heat-wave, rainstorm, mist. I swam, climbed and walked through
them, and I slept out wherever I could, spending nights wild-camping on
cliff-tops and beaches, deep in ancient woods, on tiny skerries, pilgrim
islands, mountain summits and ice-fIlled lochans, under star-filled skies,
and near bird colonies. Along the way I bathed in phosphorescent night
seas of the Lleyn Peninsula, climbed frozen waterfalls, and watched a red
sun rise over an Arctic England.

During these years, I also read widely in the literature of wildness and
wilderness, trying to understand how the different strands of thought
concerning this idea had braided and unbraided over time. I became
especially interested in the idea of wildness as a force for good - its ancient
antecedents, its periods of samizdat suppression.

The idea can be traced back, in a world context, to the Chinese artistic
tradition known as shan-shui or 'rivers-and-mountains', which originated
in the early fifth-century BC, and endured for two thousand years. Its
practitioners - T'ao Chi'en, Li Po, Du Fu, Lu Yu - were usually wanderers
or self-exiles who lived in the mountain-lands of China, and wrote about
the wild world around them. Their art,like that of the early Christian monks,
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sought to articulate the wondrous processes of the world, its continuous
coming-into-being. To this quality of aliveness, the shan-shui artists gave
the name zi-ran, which might be translated as 'self-ablazeness', 'self
thusness', or 'wildness'. Pilgrims and walkers, they explored their mountains
in what they called the 'dragon-suns' of summer, and in the long winds of
winter and the blossom-storms of late spring. They wrote of the cool mist
that settled into valleys at dawn, of bamboo groves into which green light
fell, and of how thousands of snowy egrets would take off from lakes like
lifting blizzards. They observed the way winter light fell upon drifted snow,
and how shadows hung from cold branches, and wrote that such sights
moved them to a 'bright clear joy'.

Within a more recent British tradition, cherishings of wildness and wild
landscapes can be found in the work of - among dozens of others - Samuel
Taylor Coleridge (especially in his letters and journals of 1802 to 1803),
Dorothy Wordsworth (whose 'wild eyes' Wordsworth acclaims in 'Tintern
Abbey'), John Clare, Richard Jefferies, the Norwich painter John Sell
Cotman, the professional walker Stephen Graham, and Nan Shepherd,
whose marvellously parochial vision of the Cairngorms, The Living
Mountain, is a relatively unknown masterpiece of mountain-writing. Many
of the early alpinists were also, for all their machismo, sensitive to wildness
as a function of beauty. One thinks here of Douglas Freshfield's ecstatic
accounts of his fust sight of Ushba, or of Mallory's lush descriptions of
Everest in 1921 - 'Keats's lone star', 'a giant', 'a fantastic vision' ....

Perhaps above all, this account of the wild is apparent in the work of
W H Murray, whose books Mountaineering in Scotland and Undiscovered
Scotland record Murray's magnificent, impertinent adventures in the
Highlands during the 1930s and 1940s: night-ascents of the Cuillin, a New
Year's Eve spent on the polar summit of Ben Nevis, skinny-dipping, a
double-traverse of the Cuillin Ridge. There is a gratuity to Murray's actions,
of course - why a double-traverse of the Cuillin? - but there is, too, lifting
off every page, a sense of wildness as a mystical force.

The profound elevation of the spirit which occurs in a wild place, the
ways of seeing it ignites: for Murray, these were the gifts and worth of
landscape - not the jag of adrenaline it can induce, not the proof of manliness
it can supply. Over the past three years, I have come to agree with Murray,
and with the fine, careful declaration of the American writer Barry Lopez:

Less violent events are the common experience of most people who
travel in wild landscapes: a sublime encounter with perhaps the most
essential attribute of wilderness - falling into resonance with a system of
unmanaged, non-human-centered relationships - can be as fulfilling as
running a huge and difficult rapid, or climbing a hazardous ice-gully [... ]
Sometimes lingering in a country's unpretentious hills and waters offers
all one might wish of wisdom.
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