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The feral book - 
reintroducing rewilding
George Monbiot’s new book Feral is akin to an unofficial release into the rewilding 
movement. This article reflects on the main ideas in Feral and how it fits into the rewilding 
landscape. When you let go of control of the land and let nature run its course it is 
unpredictable, often with surprising and positive outcomes. The publication of Feral has 
revealed a groundswell of support that invites us to be bolder about promoting rewilding.

SIMON AYRES

Historical context
In 1978 Nevard and Penfold wrote a paper ‘Wildlife conservation in Britain: The 
unsatisfied demand’.1 This demand, they suggested, is to observe large, spectacular 
native species set in a functioning ecosystem: what we nowadays refer to as 
‘wildland’, and the process of establishing it, ‘rewilding’. The demand is not satisfied 
by conventional nature conservation nor by landscape preservation, due to the general 
lack of a wildland experience, and the absence of large charismatic native species. 

So how has practice in rewilding been progressing in Britain over the 35 years since 
this paper? For species, we have seen the re-introductions of white-tailed eagle to 
Rhum and the western Highlands. Red kite has been re-introduced to Scotland and 
England, while the remnant population in Wales has shown an impressive return 
to strength. Osprey has returned to many places with some encouragement from 
people. Other bird species have extended their range north into Britain. Otters have 
returned across most of the country. Wild boar have become established in a few 
areas through unofficial release or escape. And beavers have returned, or are about 
to return, to a few catchments through official pilots and unofficial releases. There 
is some good news then, but the bigger picture and the story for most species is 
one of dramatic decline with habitats being degraded across the landscape.2

A few rewilding initiatives have been established since 1978, with an emphasis on 
habitat restoration and limited focus on animal introductions to date. Most notable 
is the work of Trees for Life in the Highlands, at Glen Affric and Dundreggan. The 
array of other projects demonstrates a range of landscape types, situations and 
approaches, not all overtly identifying themselves as rewilding. Notable examples 
include: Mar Lodge in the Cairngorms, Glen Finglas in the Trossachs, Carrifran in 
the Borders, Ennerdale in the Lake District, Great Fen Project and Wicken Fen in the 
Eastern England Fen Country, and Knepp Castle estate in Sussex.

BANC’s legacy on rewilding
Meanwhile, there has been the ongoing work of promoting wildland and rewilding 
on the political front, with BANC centrally involved. The Wilderness Britain series of 

landscapes, ecological and cultural, I hanker after that real wild land too. My 
experience and understanding of nature is incomplete without it. Meanwhile, I am 
noticing and appreciating what is happening in Ennerdale now and wondering if 
other places and farmers could do the same. Hearing Richard and Alison Maxwell’s 
story is a powerful message for more wholesome integrated land management in 
many places. There is a spectrum of possibilities for wilder land, and associated 
livelihoods, and much as I yearn to experience the wildest options, the best should 
not be the enemy of the good.
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A parallel discussion has taken place at the same time, in the wake of Franz Vera’s 
book on forests and grazing published in 2000.8 This centres on whether the 
natural post-glacial landscape of north-west Europe is dense woodland or a more 
open landscape dominated by grassland with sparse tree cover, with the openness 
maintained by the large herbivores. This debate seems fairly settled now, with the 
natural landscape looking less like a savannah of open grassland with clumps of 
trees, and more like closed forest with open areas, in a proportion of around 3 to 
1 as a rough estimate, according to Keith Kirby (Natural England’s former forest 
ecologist) in personal communication. See Mark Fisher’s article in this edition for 
more twists to this debate on the effect of grazers.

Going public on rewilding
In all this work the focus of discussion remained within the conservation sector itself. 
The attendees at conferences and the target readership of publications consisted 
of practitioners from land management interests. However, there was a perception 
that, along with the scientific arguments, it is ultimately a political question, so that 
at some point rewilding needs to be presented to a wider audience to gain support 
in terms of both policy and funding. Up to now, engagement with the public has 
been confined to fundraising for land, namely the Borders Forest Trust purchase 
of Carrifran and the Trees for Life purchase of Dundreggan. The success of these 
projects indicates that indeed there is a demand for big wild areas and that the 
visions can be supported by people’s donations and volunteer input. 

To date, the case for rewilding has not been embraced by government nor by the 
established nature conservation charities. Some of the arguments in support of 
rewilding may have drip fed into policies and initiatives, such as the Wildlife Trusts’ 
Living Landscapes and the Welsh Government’s implementation of an ecosystems 
service approach, which remain nonetheless nothing remotely resembling rewilding. 
Meanwhile, the general public has remained oblivious to the notion of rewilding 
and the associated issues.

It was suggested as recently as March of this year that rewilding was a fad that 
has come and gone. But since the publication of Feral this perception changed 
overnight. The book has received considerable media interest and promotional talks 
have been packed to capacity, with audiences powerfully engaged with the subject. 
It is evident is that there is a huge untapped well of public interest in wildland, wild 
animals and rewilding.

The deeper soul - of nature and ourselves
Feral is a combination of storytelling, science and politics. Monbiot offers his 
personal accounts of experiencing wild places. He also explores the rationale 
behind standard nature conservation compared to rewilding, and he evaluates 
the suitability of different species for reintroduction. Feral contrasts with 
Beyond Conservation3, which has more philosophy and analysis and less 
storytelling, and the latter looks in some detail at a UK strategy for rewilding. 
The overlap is on some of the conservation science and the potential species 
we could embrace.

conferences from 1995 to 2001 and the Wildland Network conferences and field 
visits between 2005 and 2008 were a forum for discussing many aspects of wildland 
and rewilding. Peter Taylor’s seminal book Beyond Conservation on rewilding was 
published in 2005 and was commissioned by BANC.3 The subject has been covered 
in occasional articles in nature conservation publications and routinely in ECOS, 
with special issues devoted to rewilding of ECOS in 20044 and British Wildlife in 
2009.5 On an academic front, the Wildland Research Institute was established in 
2009 to give a research footing to the subject and published a journal in 2009.6 The 
Wildland Network and BANC together published a book in 2011, bringing together 
all of the past ECOS articles on rewilding and setting them into themes, with a 
detailed introduction by editor Peter Taylor reviewing the progress of the rewilding 
movement and the history of the Wildland Network.7 

Wild or domestic grazing?
The debate through this period has centred on whether letting natural processes 
dominate can achieve wildlife benefits as compared with the targeted management 
of nature reserves practised by government bodies and the established nature 
conservation charities. The differing opinions seem to be closely linked to 
attitudes towards the grazing animals. Are they merely a tool for managing the 
vegetation? If so, then domestic livestock are suitable and usually preferable. 
Or are grazing animals part of the mix of wild fauna and an exciting element 
in a wildlife experience? In which case wild herbivores are essential, in place of 
domestic livestock. 
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myth. Monbiot asks why sightings of 
big cats should suddenly have become 
so prevalent in recent decades. He 
compares big cat sightings with earlier 
phenomena of sightings of ghosts and 
UFOs which took place within social 
contexts, and suggests that the “illusory 
big cats also answer an unmet need”. 
It is widely noted, however, that the 
surge in big cat sightings has occurred 
since the introduction of the Dangerous 
Wild Animals Act in 1976, with onerous 
licensing conditions and costs, which 
resulted in animals being released into 
the wild. In addition, there have probably 
been escapes from wildlife parks and 
collections even more recently. Monbiot 
asks why, if the big cats exist, are there 
no photos, no dung, no corpses, and no 
DNA? In fact, there are examples of all 
these forms of evidence. 

This chapter would have benefited 
from more research, and Rick Minter’s 
book published in 2011 but not cited 
in Feral provides thorough coverage 
of the subject.10 In presenting the 
primary and secondary evidence, 

Minter leaves no room for doubt about the presence of cats such as black leopards, 
puma and lynx in Britain and provides coherent explanations for all the scepticism in 
Feral. Much of it is down to the elusiveness of these species, coupled with people’s 
reticence to draw attention to events on their land. Monbiot describes an occasion 
in the Amazon where he was stalked by a jaguar, and noted its pugmarks in his 
own footprints, but never saw the animal. While this supports his case that they do 
leave signs that can be studied, it also demonstrates why it is so difficult to see or 
photograph these animals, even if you are alert to their occasional presence. The 
thesis that our fascination with big cats reflects an urge for more wildness is one 
that I go along with. But the thesis is equally well supported by the cats being real 
as by them being myth.

I feel the British countryside more alive and exciting by knowing that there are a few 
big cats around - wild animals that are not subject to our control, and can put us on 
edge. But there is another consideration for rewilding here: we are already sharing 
our landscape with these large carnivores, in parts of the uplands and lowlands. The 
official release of black leopards in Britain is inconceivable, but once again unofficial 
releases have served to enrich our fauna, and perhaps indicate that we can co-exist 
with large predators.

Monbiot set out to write a book about rewilding in response to a feeling that 
wildness was missing from his life – that he wanted to rewild himself, and to access 
wild places. This desire for more wildness struck a chord with me, and his accounts 
of experiencing the wild are at times powerful, renewing my own motivation to 
seek out and experience wild places.

Reading the book as an insider of the rewilding movement, I recognise that some of 
the material in Feral is inaccurate and partial. To be fair, it is presented as a personal 
account of the subject, not a complete review of the rewilding movement.

In the discussion on ospreys, there is no mention of Roy Dennis, or in the Welsh 
context, Steve Watson. Steve has been building osprey nests in Wales since 2001, 
and one of his nests at Glaslyn in North Wales saw the first osprey to return to 
Wales. Six of his nests in North Wales and one on the Dyfi are occupied. The famous 
Monty on the Wildlife Trust nest is not, as is stated, the first osprey back in Wales, 
not even the first back on the Dyfi. A pair of ospreys have been watched hunting 
the Dyfi since 2002, and they have bred every year since 2004, producing about 
20 young. All of these are un-ringed birds; their nesting sites are unknown, or kept 
secret. This scenario is wilder and more interesting than the media circus around 
Monty. While the video footage on Springwatch is captivating, they shouldn’t be 
presented as the only ospreys around. Steve Watson is the only person who could 
conceivably be credited with the return of the species to Wales. He is also the ‘tree 
shepherd’, pioneering a unique approach to restoring tree cover to the hills using 
‘whips’. These are trees about six foot high, which he carries to inaccessible and 
steep slopes and plants at right-angles to the slope, resulting in ‘sabre’ trees which 
remain out of reach of sheep. He deserves recognition. 

In the discussion on beavers, which includes the Knapdale trial and the unofficial 
Tay population, there is no mention of Derek Gow, though it is possible that he 
is referred to as ‘a young man with a beard’ in the account of the beaver release 
in Wales. This wasn’t a reintroduction, as stated, but a transfer of two females 
into an enclosure. More interesting is the 2014 official release into the wild in a 
river catchment in Wales9, but news of this broke too late to get into Feral. I share 
Monbiot’s pleasure and interest in the unplanned return of animals such as beaver 
and wild boar.

One person who is widely credited and quoted in Feral is Alan Featherstone of Trees 
for Life. The book benefits from having his impressions from the Caledonian Forest 
work, and all the lessons it can provide in habitat restoration and the value of a 
more fully functioning ecosystem for people and for nature.

The wild card - undiscovered panthers 
The weakest part of the book is the chapter on big cats in the UK. Monbiot introduces 
the subject to illustrate that the fascination and thrill that accompanies the sightings of 
big cats is a symptom of our longing for more wildness in our lives. People dredge up a 
panther in their minds as they yearn for an encounter with a truly wild animal, he suggests. 
The chapter covers some of the examples of big cat sightings and concludes that it is all 

These scratch marks appeared in February 2013 at a location 
where feral big cats are reported with conviction. The marks, 
which show a cat’s characteristic raking and plucking, were 
measured at over five foot high on the tree trunk. A snagged 
hair on the adjacent fence has been tested for DNA. The 
result is of scientific intrigue and will be explained in coming 
months amongst other announcements on the topic. 
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farming. In the report it clearly states that modern farming methods are destroying 
biodiversity, in agreement with evidence and commentary produced over the last 
40 years or so. The State of Nature2 report sums up the land management issues 
for wildlife succinctly: “afforestaton with conifers, loss of meadows, hedgerows 
and ponds, increased use of pesticides, abandonment of mixed farming, changes in 
cropping and intensification of pastoral farming”. Even so, FUW claimed in a press 
release that the report shows that farming is good for wildlife, without referring to 
the contrast between traditional and modern practices.13

Monbiot reveals that farmers in Wales receive on average £53,000 in subsidies, while 
average farm income is £33,000, meaning that rearing sheep and cattle is a loss-
making enterprise which can only continue thanks to support from the tax payer. 
Nevard and Penfold1 also identified this issue in 1978, stating that most activities are 
only economic when heavily supported by government subsidies, and referring to 
cost-benefit studies from 1964 and 1966. I have come across farmers in Wales who 
looked at these figures for their own farm and decided to get rid of the livestock: they 
go round with a tractor once a year to cut the vegetation, in order to keep the land 
in ‘Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition’ (GAEC) in order to be eligible 
for the subsidies. Some have planted their least productive land with trees. The same 
rationale resulted in the wildland project at Knepp Castle in Sussex.14 As Monbiot 
asks, why are we paying for farmers to wreck the uplands with sheep?

He proposes two simple responses: that subsidies are not tied to GAEC, so allowing 
rewilding to happen; and limiting the subsidy to a maximum per landowner, so that 
large landowners do not continue to receive obscene amounts of money from the 
tax-payer. This is not as radical as the farm unions’ reaction would suggest, and 
especially does not threaten to change anything for the farmers in the Cambrian 
Mountains, except relieve them of a condition on their subsidies.

Fine-tuning nature conservation support
The other challenge offered by Monbiot is to conventional nature conservation. The 
practices of the last 50 years, promoted and adopted by government and wildlife 
charities, have achieved some local successes with particular species, but have not 
stemmed the dramatic losses of wildlife throughout the land. As the late Derek Yalden 
pointed out, “this approach, epitomized by the establishment of nature reserves, 
is nearly useless for mammals”.15 There is also something inherently uninteresting 
about tightly managed nature reserves which do not appear that ‘natural’ and in 
most cases lack the dramatic presence of charismatic species. The focus on ‘semi-
natural’ habitats, for example heather moorland, comes under severe scrutiny in 
Feral. The circular argument used to justify this form of management is revealed 
and challenged – valuing a particular vegetation community over other potential 
outcomes is shown to be without basis. This is familiar ground for the rewilding 
movement, and it is encouraging to see it presented to the wider public so vividly.

Species reintroductions
The discussion on species in Feral covers the same ground as Taylor3, based mainly 
on the work of the late Derek Yalden.15 The suggestions for reintroductions are 

The trace of elephants
There is one more question I raise from Feral. In the discussions on ecology, it is 
suggested that the response of trees to regrow when cut (coppiced or pollarded) is 
an adaptation from evolving with elephants, an idea sourced from Oliver Rackham.11 
It seems like an unusual explanation. Coppice regrowth is almost certainly an 
evolutionary adaptation, but it is equally plausible as a response to the actions 
of beaver. Also, the resprouting of shoots must be an adaptation to browsing by 
deer, hare and rabbit, and this response presumably continues as the tree matures. 
Elephants mostly push trees over and uproot them rather than snapping them, so I 
am unconvinced about this particular link between elephants and trees. However, 
the main point, that our native woodlands evolved with elephants, does indeed 
invite the question of reintroduction.

The human condition
I enjoyed Monbiot’s accounts of wild experiences in Wales and the Balkans and 
Africa, on sea, on river and on land. I related to that urge to seek out wild places 
and experience them intensely and with the dangers intact. The analysis of why 
we need wild places, because we evolved to live in nature alongside wild animals, 
and have only recently stopped living in this way as a species, is thought provoking. 
It is suggested that there is a profound psychological need to live close to nature. 
Related to this are the accounts cited in Feral from the period when Europeans were 
first emigrating to North America.

Some Europeans were captured by First American tribes, and having experienced 
their way of life, were unwilling to return to the European lifestyle. It refutes the 
propaganda that ‘primitive’ tribes dwell in squalor, living in hardship and uncertainty 
over the means of survival, and that the best result for them is to be integrated into 
‘modern’ society. There are many examples of tribal people trying out industrial 
society in modern times, and gladly returning to their tribe in favour of their 
traditional lifestyle. 

I don’t go along with the image of Stone Age humans being a kind of ape man 
living in a bestial fog bashing things with the first stone that came to hand. Our 
ancestors were probably very similar to us, making plans, telling stories, playing 
music, painting and carving, following religious practices, building dwellings, and 
making tools and weapons. Stone-knapping was a specialist skill and they also used 
wood and bone. The signs are of a sophisticated culture, where people followed 
specialised professions. As with present-day tribal societies, shamanic practices 
were part of their deep relationship with the rest of nature.

Fine-tuning farm support 
Monbiot’s critique of modern farming has received a lot of media attention and 
reaction from farm unions, who also seem unnerved by his comment that it would 
be nice to rewild the whole Cambrian Mountains, which is not in the book, but 
in response to prompting by a journalist. The Farmers Union of Wales hurriedly 
commissioned a report12 in response to Feral which covers the long history of 
sheep farming in the uplands, and the nature conservation benefits of traditional 
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large mammals, this is most likely to take place on degraded landscapes following 
restoration of natural tree cover, and it will be charities dedicated to rewilding 
taking a lead. I believe this is an immensely important book. Very few writers are 
in the position of being able to tackle the subject of rewilding and have the profile 
to reach a large public. George Monbiot has taken this on with genuine passion.
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presented in the form of a table showing all the candidate species, from beaver and 
osprey to lion and rhino. The table shows for each species the date of extinction 
in UK, key conditions for the respective reintroduction, and a score of 1 to 10 for 
suitability for reintroduction. The table is a useful resource and the ratings seem 
well-reasoned. Surprises might be wolf with rating as high as 7 and brown bear 
with rating as low as 3.

Monbiot invites discussion on the most controversial species for reintroduction 
on the basis that the more obvious reintroductions will appear entirely reasonable 
to sceptics in comparison. This approach has merit, as the iterative approach has 
not prevented critics from making the logical connection between, for example, 
reintroducing beavers and reintroducing wolves.

Rewilding in practice
It is striking that the main points raised today in connection with rewilding echo 
those of Nevard and Penfold1 back in 1978:

•	 The role of farming: “Without doubt, the most important cause of decline of 
the majority of species in danger of extinction today is their incompatibility with 
the interests of commercial agriculture”.1

•	 Polarisation of land-use: While modern farming and forestry need to become 
more wildlife friendly, it is recognised that it is also necessary to establish large 
areas of wildland separate from farmed areas.

•	 The goal of having a presence of large mammals in a functioning self-
regulated ecosystem.

•	 The size of wildland areas, if we are to restore functioning ecosystems, will 
be dictated by the spatial requirements of large carnivores.

•	 Identifying the uplands as being the most suitable areas for wildland, due to 
their remoteness and uneconomic status of current land use.

The publication of Feral has been received with caution by some observers, fearing 
that Monbiot’s gung-ho approach could do more harm than good to the rewilding 
movement. There is concern that the antagonistic stance towards farming and 
conventional nature conservation is creating enemies unnecessarily. And concern 
that the headlines claiming the book promotes the reintroduction of elephant and 
rhino (both of which are low priorities in the book) make rewilding look ridiculous.

However, bringing rewilding into the public domain can only be a good thing. The 
enthusiasm and interest generated shows that indeed there is a thirst for more 
wildness, and a readiness to welcome it into Britain. Many people have grasped the 
idea, and it’s for the practitioners to hone the detail and to put rewilding into action 
on the ground. Government and conservation charities are being challenged to re-
assess the way sites are managed. But if we want to see big areas of wildland with 


