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By Nadia Brooks

F
OR 60 years he has intrep-
idly explored the far reaches 
of the world examining the 
varied life that exists on our 
planet. A broadcasting 
behemoth, a force of nature, 

a knight of the realm, Sir David 
Attenborough has lived a life full of 
adventures most  can only dream 
about.

No different in real life to how 
genial and enthusiastic he appears 
on screen he admits he can’t quite 
believe how fortunate he is to still 
be doing the things he loves at 88.

Tomorrow  sees the start of his 
latest BBC wildlife series Life Story 
which promises to take us on the 
“greatest of all adventures – the 
journey through life”.

It’s a tag-line that could so easily 
be applied to his own life. “I’m 
fantastically lucky,” he admits.

“I mean, you know, I’m 88. Not 
everybody lives to be 88.  

“There are good friends of mine 
who can’t get about. And that’s not 
because they don’t work at it or 
don’t want to, it’s just their legs 
don’t work. And I’m very lucky that 
mine do. So what good fortune is 
that? It’s fantastic.”

He adds: “I can’t get accustomed 
to the fact that I am as lucky as 
I am. An awful lot of people spend 
their time doing things  they don’t 
enjoy and  think, ‘I don’t enjoy them 
but I’m being paid to do them’.

“But think if you were being paid 
to do the things that you would like 
to do. That’s what I do. And that’s 
just luck. That’s the luckiest 
thing in the world. And so why 
should I stop?”

Sir David is often asked if he 
plans to retire but he always refutes 
such suggestions vehemently.

He has three shows on the go – 
Life Story, Natural Curiosities for 
UKTV’s Watch channel and another 
for the BBC which will see him 
return to the Great Barrier Reef 
almost six decades after he fi rst 
fi lmed there to shoot three hour-
long landmark fi lms.

Though he feels  fortunate 
getting paid for doing what he loves 
he believes the hand of fate has 
played a large part in his long and 
distinguished career.

“ I can think of a dozen things 
which would have defl ected me 
into a different path. In many ways 
the only reason I’m on television 
was because a good  friend  I was 
making a programme about at 
London Zoo became very ill.

“He stepped down  and if that 
hadn’t happened I probably 
wouldn’t  be in television at all.”

IT HAS been two months  since 
the death of his elder brother, 
fi lm director Lord Richard 

Attenborough and as Sir David 
remembers him he speaks with 
genuine fondness.

“The thing about my dear brother 
was that he is known for making 
and directing very serious fi lms. 
But he was actually a great comic. 
He was such fun to be around. He 
had such a sense of humour. We 
spent hours and hours laughing 
with one another.

“We used to see each other fairly 
regularly. I saw his fi lms and he saw 
my programmes. We lived close to 
one another. It was such a joy being 
with him and laughing with him.”

Sir David understands the 
cyclical nature of life on Earth. 
I get the impression that despite 
what happens he just marches on, 
like the seasons.

The middle son of three  (his 
younger brother John, who died 
two years ago, worked in the motor 
trade as an executive for Alfa 
Romeo) it’s clear he was born 
with a zest for the world around 
him. As a boy he collected fossils, 
rocks and frogs – the fi rst creatures 
he kept.

He was encouraged by Jacquetta 

Hawkes who admired his “museum” 
of natural curiosities. She was one 
of the fi rst archaeologists to 
suggest the ancient Minoans were 
ruled by women.

His interest in Mother Nature 
further developed thanks to the 
butterfl y effect. 

On a trip to London’s Natural 
History Museum when he was 
eight he became fascinated by the 
infi nite variety of specimens. “It 
wasn’t the big dinosaur [diplod-
ocus] that impressed me the most,” 
he recalls. “ I was a bit saddened to 
see it was a  plaster cast. Bit of a 
swizz, I thought.

“No, what impressed me was 
going round the gallery with a 
million different butterfl ies. Seeing 
the multiplicity of the natural world 
left an impression on me.”

But he fears his own grand-
children will not see many of the 
creatures he has studied over the 
years. Sir David has  two  children, 
Robert and Susan, with his late 
wife Jane and two grandchildren. 
He admits he does get lonely since 

her death  in 1997 after 47 years of 
marriage but his work keeps him 
busy and he still has a lot to do.

Concerned at mankind’s inces-
sant attack on nature – the very 
thing that nurtures and sustains us 
– he is a patron of the Population 
Matters organisation which calls 
for smaller family sizes.

He believes if humans don’t prop-
erly address the relentless popula-
tion explosion then Mother Nature 
will do her worst.

“We’ve certainly got to do some-
thing about it because if we don’t 
nature will. There will be famines. 
There have been increasing 
famines over the past century. 
We send out food – and so we 
should – but we also have to do 
more than that.

“Either we fi nd ways of turning 
desert into productive land or else 
we keep the population down.”

One suggestion is to become less 
dependent on meat. The meat 
industry causes untold damage to 
the environment through its 
intensive methods. Sir David says: 

“Eating beef, eating meat, is 
certainly a luxury. 

“I think there are some dieticians 
who will say that children brought 
up without any protein at all can’t 
develop properly so you’ve got to 
eat some protein. 

“There is vegetable protein but 
animal protein too. So we can’t 
totally cut that out but we’ll cer-
tainly have to be more dependent 
on staple vegetarian foods.”

HOWEVER the real key, he 
believes, lies with empow-
ering women. “There is one 

strand of hope and that is wherever 
women are given control of their 
own bodies; wherever they’re 
given the vote; wherever they are 
allowed the education and medical 
facilities they need , the birth rate 
falls. Always.

“And that’s a very good reason 
why  the more developed countries 
should be helping less developed 

countries in terms of education 
and medical aid and so on.” 

He also thinks children are 
crucial. “If they get the chance 
they love being involved in nature. 
Every child is naturally interested,” 
he adds.

“When they’re three or four 
they look at a snail and think it’s 
remarkable – ‘What are those funny 
two things on the front? Are their 
eyes on the end of them mummy?’ 
‘Yes.’ ‘Can it see me mummy?’ ‘Of 
course because we’re all part of the 
natural world.’

“Every child is interested. As it 
goes on in life there are lots of other 
things – tablets and computers – 
and they may become defl ected 
from the natural world.

“But if they’re totally defl ected 
they’ve lost something extremely 
precious that will give them much 
more continuous and profound 
pleasure than any of the games 
they play on a tablet.”

● Life Story starts tomorrow on 
BBC One,  9pm.

I still can’t believe 
how lucky I’ve been

SIR DAVID ATTENBOROUGH

As the broadcaster returns with a 
new series he recalls how an 
encounter with butterfl ies at the age 
of eight fi rst inspired him to bring 
the living world into our living rooms

NATURAL WONDER: Sir David loves his 
work but says he still misses his late 
wife Jane, top, and brother Richard
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