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            Foreword
            

         
 
         I first came into contact with ospreys in the 1970s when I was a teenager undertaking some voluntary work with the Scottish Wildlife Trust at Loch of the Lowes. Now, as the Scottish Wildlife Trust’s chief executive, I am delighted to have been asked to write a foreword to this inspiring account of the bird believed to be Scotland’s oldest osprey, a summer resident at Loch of the Lowes.
 
         The return of the osprey to Scotland is a major conservation success story and represents a beacon of hope as we strive to rebuild our beleaguered biodiversity and battered ecosystems. Helen Armitage reveals the astonishing life of one of our most impressive and high-profile birds in a tale that involves surviving twenty round trips of 6,000 miles to West Africa and raising forty-eight chicks. It is the story of a bird that became a member of a Perthshire community and whose successes and tribulations have been followed by people all over the world. 
         
 
         The book is also a tribute to all those who have played, and continue to play, a part in ensuring the survival of Scottish ospreys, particularly those who have spent so many nights on osprey-watch, guarding nests against egg thieves and other vandals. The conspicuous devotion of these frontline, unpaid enthusiasts to the conservation of Scotland’s wildlife and wild places has had a significant influence on my own development, and instilled in me a huge respect for conservation volunteers.
 
         The return of the osprey, and attendant viewing and interpretation opportunities created by the Scottish Wildlife Trust and the RSPB, has delighted and inspired generations of people and helped to build much needed support for Scotland’s conservation programmes. Helen has produced a valuable insight into the history of the osprey in Scotland and I am very confident that this intimate and absorbing account of the bird that became known as ‘Lady’ will inspire even more people to delight in the intrinsic value of our native wildlife and to support nature conservation.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Simon Milne MBE, chief executive, 
 Scottish Wildlife Trust 
 Edinburgh 2011
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            1 The magic of ospreys
            

         
 
         To everything there is a season, and a time and purpose. For Lady, Britain’s oldest breeding osprey, summer’s end was her time to leave her Scottish nesting grounds. It marked the close of the ospreys’ annual breeding season and the start of their long flight south to autumn and winter in West Africa. That year, 2009, proved no exception to a routine that Lady had established over almost two decades: she would depart the Scottish Wildlife Trust’s Loch of the Lowes nature reserve in late July or early August to undertake her three-thousand-mile autumn migration.
 
         By the middle of August, Lady was no longer to be seen on her scenic nest overlooking tree-lined, reed-fringed Loch of the Lowes, attending to her almost fully grown chicks, or in flight above its fish-laden waters, or perched in one of her favourite trees in the surrounding woodland. Soon confirmation came from the Lowes reserve, where Lady had arrived in March, that their female osprey had indeed departed that year for tropical Senegal or Gambia. This was Africa at an ecological crossroads, the countries straddling a transition zone that supported a mosaic of habitats suited to a diverse range of birds, with the ospreys – and Lady – among them.
         
 
         As she had done each year for almost twenty years, Lady had spent the spring and summer of 2009 on her nest at Lowes. From the reserve’s visitor centre it was easy to see the shambolic-looking latticework of fat sticks, as capacious as a double bed, set sixty-foot high atop a blue-green Scots pine. From that familiar nest, in which she had raised a record number of chicks, she had stretched her wings one last time in August. Lifting herself skyward, she had likely moved off with powerful wingbeats to fly high above the woods that encircled the loch. For anyone watching from the Lowes observation hides or out walking or working in the surrounding woods, fields or hillsides in that corner of Perthshire, she would have been hard to miss: a big bird, flashing by in a gleam of white and chocolate brown, with a distinctive five-foot wingspan. Sharp eyes or strong binoculars might have spotted her identifying ‘highwayman’s mask’, the band or stripe of dark brown feathers that extended around her bright lemon yellow eyes to the back of her head, or the characteristic female breastband of her upper chest, a wide necklace of heavily speckled feathers that lay just above her white chest.
         
 
         But now that she had gone, what the eye could not see the heart still grieved for: Lady’s absence hung heavy, as it did every year at Lowes after she abandoned Scottish skies for Africa. She had earned a reputation over the years as a characterful bird and had captured the public imagination. For years, she and her ever-increasing osprey family had excited interest, curiosity and passion, locally, nationally and, indeed, internationally. In Lowes’ nearest town of Dunkeld, the ninth-century capital of the new nation created by the union of the Scots and Picts, everyone followed her progress with interest, discussing her regularly in the streets and cafés. Locals had known of Lady for years; some had even participated in the annual osprey watch to protect her eggs from collectors each breeding season, day and night.
         
 
         They looked forward to her presence in Lowes’ skies each spring and summer, swooping, soaring high on fixed wing over the ever-changing waters of the loch, and delighted in watching her flight, direct and purposeful, high above the reserve’s dense, encircling woodland where she had nested since 1991. Lady was a practised parent: she had spent many a long day building, breeding, defending, feeding, as if her work were never done. Then perching motionless, yet eternally watchful, on a lofty lookout post.
 
         Whether circling, flapping, hovering or still, Lady had an enviable bird’s eye view of the Perthshire landscape. The county over which she flew sits at the heart of mainland Scotland and includes the heather-clad peaks of the Trossachs – the Highlands in miniature. It is an ancient land, comprising the early Celtic earldoms of Atholl, Breadalbane, Gowrie, Strathearn, Mentieth and Balquhidder. Lowes itself lies in the earldom of Atholl, once the area of Clan Duncan, who supported Duncan I, murdered by Macbeth. When the line became extinct in the early thirteenth century, the region and the earldom reverted to the Crown until the mid-1400s, when James II of Scotland bestowed the title on a Stewart of Balvenie. Later Queen Anne raised it to a dukedom. The seat of the earls and dukes of Atholl is the turreted Blair Castle, which dates from the thirteenth century, and is close to the Grampian Mountains, a strategic location on the route north to Inverness. It was once a threatening, dangerous place, but is now a landscape of wild, natural beauty.
         
 
         Dunkeld is typical of Perthshire’s numerous age-old settlements. An attractive town, with a long and dramatic history, it was made the seat of the Scottish primacy in AD 851 by Kenneth MacAlpin, first king of Scots, and was once the ecclesiastical centre of Scotland. A battle raged around Dunkeld Cathedral during the Jacobite uprising of 1689 but now it is a peaceful place, with lawns that slope down to the river. The town lies several miles north of Perth in the hilly, rugged countryside of the southern Grampians, nestled in a valley, enclosed by woody crags and watered by the Tay. The magnificent lochs, mountains and glens make it a haven for ospreys.
         
 
         The Scottish Wildlife Trust bought the 250-acre site at Lowes in April 1969, mostly for its aquatic habitat: Loch of the Lowes is a mesotrophic loch that supports a rich flora, including slender naiad, Najas flexillis, an internationally protected species. There are various habitats in the Lunan Lochs water basin, of which Loch of the Lowes is part, including a watershed and surrounding mountainous upland, with heath and heather at the top. The watershed is quite large, and feeds into the glacial valley. There are wetlands and reed beds, and water lilies feature widely – yellow and white – among all manner of plant life.
         
 
         The reserve is set in a good mix of woodland, with native species of fir, Scots pine in particular, plus non-native trees – there is lots of hazel, willow and birch, which are regenerative, and some beech, which some say is native now because it has been there so long. All these different elements contribute to the health and welfare of the entire region, which is important in the wider ecology.
 
         The osprey became a vital part of that eclectic mix following their arrival at Lowes that April too. It is impossible to support a top-order predator like the osprey without healthy populations beneath it – of fish, pond life, insects – that rely on algae balance and nutrient run-off, which in turn require the cooperation of the surrounding farms and landowners. It is a bigger-picture scenario: the osprey’s existence relies on a great deal of furious paddling beneath the surface to support the birds. That the osprey are doing so well in Scotland, and anywhere else that they are now thriving, is testament to a carefully managed environment.
 
         
            * * *

         
 
          
         From time to time during the late summer of 2009, after Lady’s departure, another female osprey was spotted at Lowes. Could it be Lady? No: Lady had headed south on a migration that would take her more than a month to complete, one of a series she had made from Lowes to her overwintering grounds in equatorial West Africa. Indeed, most ospreys that nest across the Palaearctic (the biogeographical region that includes the cold and temperate zones of the Old World – Europe, North Africa and Asia north of the Himalayas) winter south of twenty degrees north, in Africa, India and South East Asia. Ospreys from elsewhere, subspecies from North America, the Caribbean and Australasia, do things differently – although, remarkably, they remain one species and look similar to their northerly relatives. The osprey ranges widely over four continents but it has, unusually, withstood speciation, or the formation of new and distinct species, in the course of evolution over more than fifteen million years.
         
 
         Palaearctic ospreys, like Lady, that nest in Scotland, as well as those that breed in northern Scandinavia, Germany, Russia, Poland, Asia east to Kamchatka and Japan, travel long distances on their spring and autumn migrations. Those found nesting in North America overwinter in Central and South America. But ospreys are known to be partial migrants, in that not all of them migrate so far. Those found in coastal Australia, for instance, move only short distances after breeding, relocating to non-breeding quarters a few hundred miles or so inland. Ospreys in residence along the shores of the Mediterranean, the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf are also generally non-migratory.
         
 
         On her journey south from Lowes, Lady had many natural geographic obstacles to overcome, including some vast stretches of ocean and desert. When it comes to ease of migration, flying over water is not ideal: it does not create the best conditions for soaring flight on fixed wing, as opposed to the more tiring wing flapping. It lacks the updraughts and rising currents of relatively warm air, or thermals, that birds need to gain height. Some birds prefer not to cross stretches of water for this reason, but ospreys are not among them. They are also quite prepared to traverse the driest desert to reach their wintering grounds, which, for ospreys like Lady, meant the demanding 1,250-mile journey across the Sahara. This vast, arid section of Lady’s marathon migration was an ordeal in itself, made in a single flight lasting from thirty-six hours to two and a half days at twenty to thirty miles per hour. Ospreys can and do fly actively, not just soaring – their narrow, high-loading wing design facilitates this – and are known to do so without the advantage of thermals, which are absent, for instance, at dusk and dawn. During any lengthy water or desert crossing, ospreys fly by night, but they do most of their migration during the day.
 
         In 2009 the journey Lady faced was one she had done numerous times on her own, as ospreys do, and Lowes looked forward to seeing her again the following March: while the timing of her departure was consistent, so was her return. However, her advanced age – approaching her mid-twenties – made this ever less likely, so as each year passed her presence was ever more treasured.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Lowes had some adjusting to do in late August without its star osprey, especially once Lady’s mate and their chicks had left too. The osprey has a certain mystique: it is handsome and spectacular to watch, a returned wanderer, a bird once driven out and now restored to its native lands, back from the brink of extinction to breed again on British shores after a long absence. With its relative rarity, its large size, its fabulous flight and fishing skills, it is a hard act to follow, but each species of bird makes its own unique contribution and, that autumn, others remained or arrived at Lowes to engage and fascinate.
 
         By mid-November flocks of fieldfare and redwing, both winter visitors, were mingling on the rowan trees at the front of Lowes’ visitor centre. At the reserve’s peanut feeders two jays, which are usually shy and rarely move far from woodland cover, were frequent visitors. One day a water rail, a secretive wading bird, more often heard than seen, was rehomed in Lowes’ reed beds. It had been found in a town east of Dunkeld, in a garage, and nurtured until it was strong enough to be released. The reed beds at Lowes already supported water rail and gave the small bird its best chance of survival. The appearance on the loch of a pintail duck – a long-necked, small-headed species, slightly bigger than a mallard –was a welcome surprise, never before seen at Lowes. 
         
 
         Just before Christmas the snow that fell on the iced-over loch created a magical world – although few birds were visible. From among the ever-elusive water rails, one emerged near to the visitor centre, forced out of the reed beds by the big freeze to feed; staff scattered mealworms on the ground outside the centre to help it. There were red squirrels about, with a baby one, a kit, appearing most days. A fallow-deer antler was added to the reserve’s feeding zone, for the squirrels to gnaw as a supplement to their peanut diet, which, alone, could lead to calcium deficiency.
 
         January brought harsh weather with temperatures on a few nights down to —17°C. The loch was still covered with a thick sheet of ice. Thousands of miles further south, however, after a successful autumn migration, Lady was enjoying the subtropics, with plentiful fish, in West Africa’s coastal mangrove forests and broad rivers. There she and other migratory ospreys could rest during a relatively sedentary period in their yearly cycle. At Lowes, though, the birds were struggling. The unusual sighting at a reserve bird feeder of a reed bunting showed that the extreme weather was making life tough for birds. The Lowes feeders were already well used by many species – a few robins and bramblings, a handful of pheasants and hundreds of chaffinches.
 
         By February, not much wildlife was evident at Lowes, where the loch remained frozen. Around any tiny pockets of water, ducks congregated. A few adventurous mallards, the most recognizable, archetypal duck, could be seen sliding around on the ice. The males had already begun their mating displays, shaking their heads with their breasts held clear of the water, their necks outstretched, and doing the tail-shake too, as they pursued the females. But the females voted with their feet, not in the least interested in those freezing conditions. Reserve staff had installed artificial goldeneye duck nest boxes, some twelve feet off the ground, the height goldeneye prefer for their nests – forward planning for when the fancy took them in the spring.
         
 
         Greylag geese were arriving, thousands amassing at sunset, and the discovery of three widgeon, many of which visit the UK in winter from Iceland, Scandinavia and Russia, was a happy one. This duck’s distinctive white belly, visible in flight, had so far that year been noticeable only by its absence; its appearance was a sign that perhaps the big freeze might soon be over.
 
         Spring would come and with it the osprey. Would Lady return in 2010? Like other ospreys programmed to breed, Lady’s spring migration started each year in late February or early March. Instinct had always brought her back to Lowes towards the end of March. If she survived the arduous return migration from West Africa to breed successfully it would be her twentieth consecutive year of raising young at the Loch of the Lowes reserve.
 
         The end of March was also when that season’s new Perthshire ranger was due to arrive at Lowes. In 2010 Emma Rawling, who had responsibility for seven of the Scottish Wildlife Trust’s reserves, would take over. Her background is in veterinary nursing and animal welfare. She had done a great deal of bird rescue and looked after injured buzzards and sparrowhawks, as well as foreign raptors, or birds of prey, in Australia, where she comes from. Rawling is passionate about the osprey and interested scientifically in its reintroduction to its once native territories. She was keen to do whatever she could to help rare or once-extinct species regain a foothold in their ancestral lands. The Lowes’ job would offer her the chance to put her ideas into practice. Her arrival, as part of the expert osprey team already in place at Lowes, was expected to coincide with Lady’s imminent return.
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            2 Return of the Fisher King
            

         
 
         Whether or not Lady would come back to Lowes that spring, ospreys as a species were returning to Scotland, the UK and many of their breeding grounds around the world, ever more arriving each nesting season. For a very long time, however, this had not been so, which is evident from the osprey’s amber listing in the conservationists’ traffic-light system – red, amber, green – that signals increasing degrees of conservation concern. There was sound reason for adding the osprey to any list of species at risk: it had been persecuted by humans for centuries and, if not wiped out, the few nesting birds that were left had at one stage effectively deserted British shores. It was a story repeated across Europe.
         
 
         The harsh reality is that, until its return in the 1950s, the osprey was last recorded as a breeding bird in the UK in Scotland in 1916, only appearing thereafter in British skies as a passage migrant. It had died out earlier, about the  1840s, in England (where a last nesting pair is variously  claimed in Gloucestershire and Somerset), possibly during  the nineteenth century in Ireland and even earlier in Wales  (where it is likely that the birds were extinct before official  ornithological records began). It is known, although no  records were kept, that historically ospreys had nested  throughout the UK, from Scotland to Cornwall, and there  were plenty of them, probably in the region of seven  thousand pairs. No one knows for sure when the osprey  stopped coming to the UK to breed – if, indeed, that was  what they did.
         
 
         For some who live among the osprey, such as Peter  Ferns, Loch of the Lowes’ visitor-centre manager, who has  watched the birds – and Lady especially – for many springs  and summers as breeding pairs, the osprey was never  extinct in Scotland. He believes that they never left Scottish  forests and waters, although they were scarce. He recalls  that his grandfather, born in 1910, used to remark that  there were always ospreys in Perthshire when he was  growing up. The reality is that, during the period of their  supposed extinction, the Great Depression and two world  wars were of more interest to most people than birds.
 
         What the experts do agree on, including eminent osprey  authority and Scottish naturalist Roy Dennis, is that by the  end of the eighteenth century the osprey had become rare  in the British Isles. In the third edition (1927) of their  Manual of British Birds, which includes details of 500 birds (there were 384 in the 1899 edition), Howard Saunders and W. Eagle Clarke describe the osprey as ‘formerly a summer visitant; now a rare passage migrant’. They explain how, traditionally, ospreys had bred widely in Britain, even on England’s south coast and in the Lake District, until the end of the eighteenth century. Thereafter the Highland lochs were the breeding ospreys’ final UK refuge. Since the 1899 edition of the handbook, the bird the authors describe as ‘one of the most interesting of our native avifauna’ had been ‘exterminated in its last British haunts’. How had this tragedy befallen the osprey?
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Ospreys were once found virtually throughout the world. Alan Poole, based at the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology in New York State, has spent many years studying them in southern New England and Florida Bay. In his book Ospreys: A Natural and Unnatural History, he describes ospreys similar to those that exist today as ‘well established in much of their current breeding range at about the same time our earliest ape-like ancestors left forests and began to walk upright across the plains of Africa’. Another classic osprey text, Philip Brown and George Waterston’s The Return of the Osprey, mentions a reference to them in Aristotle’s Natural History, and points out that Shakespeare and the Elizabethans were familiar with birds of prey through falconry (and that falconers may even have trained ospreys). James IV of Scotland reputedly had ospreys taught to catch fish; James VI – James I after the Union of Scotland with England – is said to have kept them on the Thames at Westminster, with cormorants and otters. Any notion of training osprey is largely discredited, because it is generally accepted that the birds do not thrive in captivity and would not have accepted life as trained hunters because of their intransigence and the fact that they know who they are.
         
 
         Ospreys are mentioned in the last of Shakespeare’s tragic plays, Coriolanus, probably written in 1607–8: ‘I think he’ll be to Rome/As is the osprey to the fish, who takes it/By sovereignty of nature.’ These lines, endowing the legendary hero Coriolanus with the ospreys’ fisher-king nature, tapped into the medieval belief that the birds mesmerized their prey; that they were merciless warrior-birds before which the hapless fish keeled over. Ospreys eat fresh fish, almost exclusively, and without it they would die; it comes as little surprise that they are such accomplished hunters. Four hundred years after Shakespeare wrote those lines, tribal fishermen in Senegal canoe the surf to their fishing nets singing the praises of the osprey’s hunting skills. They have been known to carry with them, as a talisman, the bones of a fish caught by an osprey.
         
 
         Ospreys are magical and compelling, the swashbucklers of the bird world; they entrance anyone fortunate enough to see them with their spectacular fishing skills and masterly powers of flight. They are an alluring bird: beautiful, inspiring, elegant, huge. Today they are popular but, like the eagle, falcon and other raptors, this was not always so: they have been hunted and shot, poisoned or trapped, their nests robbed of eggs and their food sources diminished or polluted. To the Irish poet William Butler Yeats, in his epic The wanderings of Oisin (1889), the osprey is a mourning lament: ‘Nor the grey wandering osprey Sorrow’. By the end of the eighteenth century this magnificent bird, esteemed, feared and loved, had been largely exiled from British lands. A bird that had once spent all its springs and summers nesting on British shores and inland waters had gone.
         
 
         This was surprising in a bird that is known to be intensely territorial about its landscapes, whose specific places – where it hatches, fledges, fishes, breeds and raises its young – are firmly imprinted in it. The osprey has a strong sense of place, which David Gessner describes, in his acclaimed Return of the Osprey: A Season of Flight and Wonder, as an almost unfailing internal compass that directs it back, powering an unerring loyalty, to where it came from. A wealth of stories exists about how ospreys build their nests repeatedly in unsuitable or incongruous places, atop once derelict houses or on power lines or pylons, and are then slaughtered for their determination to remain where instinct, unalterable genetic law, tells them they belong.
         
 
         More than that, ospreys are not known as ‘scaredy-birds’, shy or timid as, say, the who-can-hide-better-than-a bittern, which nests out of sight tucked away in reed beds, or the albatross that inhabits some of the remotest corners of the world. The osprey is bold. But still they disappeared. The osprey’s vanishing was not just about a loss of habitat, which is, of course, a major threat for wild animals the world over. Despite its unrelenting fight to retain its place, it had a fight on its hands to virtual extinction, which, over the centuries, had forced its retreat to remote fastnesses, seeking refuge far from human persecution – from hunters and trappers, from being poisoned or shot.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Some say that it was competition for fish that fixed the osprey’s fate. As a fish-eating raptor, it is unique among birds of prey. In the Middle Ages it was hunted to stop it raiding stew ponds, the vast reservoirs of fish that belonged, in the main, to landed estates and monasteries. For anyone wealthy enough, the stew ponds, regularly restocked, were a source of fine and varied dining. In mid-sixteenth-century London, a Great Pike Garden existed at Bankside, opposite St Paul’s Cathedral; pike and other stew-pond fish were enjoyed by humans and raided by ospreys, which did not help the bird’s popularity.
 
         During the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, persecution by hunters, gamekeepers, egg and skin collectors contributed to the osprey’s scarcity in Britain. By the time it was being mentioned in natural-history books, its numbers were in steep decline, so much so that by the mid-1800s it had been almost wiped out, except in Scotland. It was not long before it had vanished from Scottish lochs and shores too: the birds and their eggs had become collectors’ top trophies. In a cruel twist, it was the osprey’s ever increasing rarity that made it even more of a target for egg and skin collectors. 
         
 
         As early as 1825, the Scottish ornithologist P. J. Selby recorded that the nests about Loch Awe, known as the Jewel of Argyll, were ‘generally robbed when containing eggs, and the young are hardly ever permitted to escape’. Just a few years later, in 1833, he reported ‘the young were hardly ever permitted to fly’. In 1832, the Scottish naturalist Sir William Jardine described how an osprey pair or even two breeding pairs could often be found around many Highland lochs; by 1860, there were at least two osprey pairs in Galloway, but so rapid was their extermination that, according to Saunders and Eagle Clarke, by the end of the nineteenth century ‘only two eyries were known to be tenanted – both in Inverness-shire, and the last of these was deserted in 1911’.
 
         It was the Victorians who finally did it for the birds, given the zeal with which they dispatched so much wildlife. Their imperialism encompassed the animal kingdom as well as distant lands. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the birds suffered intense persecution by egg and skin collectors, who sometimes collected to order for profit, but were mainly obsessed with amassing them for display in their own grand houses. Ospreys were shot routinely by fishermen and gamekeepers, with scant regard for conservation, in accordance with the endemic practice of eliminating predators of game on sporting estates – the birds were perceived as eating, literally, into the estate profits. Deforestation to create the heathland ideal for raising game birds destroyed their habitat, including the trees in which they liked to nest. The birds were not difficult targets during the breeding season: they would circle their nests defensively at the approach of any potential predator and were picked off with ease by renowned nineteenth-century sportsmen such as William Dunbar and Charles St John. Of his egg- and skin-collecting forays in 1848–9 in Sutherland, in the northern Highlands, Dunbar himself wrote in 1850, in a letter to English egg collector John Wolley: ‘I am afraid that Mr St John, yourself, and your humble servant, have finally done for the ospreys.’
         
 
         Nonetheless there are other published accounts of breeding. Until 1908, an osprey eyrie was found in an oak tree on an island at the east end of Loch Arkaig – one of the many east–west lochs the glaciers scoured out across the western Highlands during the last Ice Age – and there is general consensus, not supported by anything written or published, that a pair nested at nearby Loch Loyne in 1916. If rumour is at all reliable, in an echo of Peter Ferns’s grandfather, a pair nested in the Highlands in 1926. Later, in a Rewards Scheme set up in 1949 by the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), a prize was offered to anyone able to verify that young had flown from the nests of several rare species, including the golden eagle, hen harrier, marsh harrier, avocet, spoonbill, black tern, red kite, white-tailed eagle, honey buzzard, golden oriole, hoopoe – and osprey.
 
         But if the final straw for many birds was Victorian killing and collecting sprees, it was in that era, too, that the seeds of redemption were sown. February 1889 saw the creation, in Didsbury, Manchester, of an early form of what became the RSPB. There had been an initiative earlier in the century, sparked by the destruction of native sea birds, such as great crested grebes and kittiwakes, which had led to the Sea Birds Preservation Act 1869 and the Wild Birds Protection Act 1880. But the spur to the formation of the new society was the ruthless global destruction of birds with ever more exotic plumes suitable for millinery fashions and ceremonial dress. The Society’s aim was for women – and in its earliest days it consisted entirely of women – to stand firm against the cruelty of plume-wearing, which involved the widespread killing of birds for their feathers. In 1891, the Didsbury group and the ladies who attended a Mrs Phillips’s Fur and Feather meetings in Croydon, south London, joined forces as the Society for the Protection of Birds.
         
 
         In October of that year, the Society’s initial report appeared, with one of its first publications: ‘The Osprey, or Egrets and Aigrettes. Leaflet no. 1 = Destruction of Ornamental Plumaged Birds’. It was a protest against feathers in hats, by author, naturalist and ornithologist William Henry Hudson, a prominent and persuasive voice in early bird conservation. Two years later, he wrote a further protest to The Times, to which the paper responded in its leader: ‘How long will women tolerate a fashion which involves so wanton, wholesale, and hideous cruelty as this? … Let it be clearly understood, once and for all, that a feathered woman is a cruel woman.’ 
         
 
         Four years later, Hudson featured in The Times again, writing this time not only against the wearing of ‘ospreys’ but of all the birds whose skins and feathers were ‘on view in the dusty desert of the show-rooms in Houndsditch [in the City of London]’. The Times replied with another leading article. ‘Osprey feathers’ were, in this instance, mostly those of the heron species, the egret; in his section on natural history in The Return of the Osprey, George Waterston, one-time director of the RSPB in Scotland, explains that ‘osprey, so curiously applied, is probably a corruption of the French word esprit, by which these feathers were known in the time of the German naturalist Pallas (1741–1811)’.
         
 
         In September 1899, Queen Victoria confirmed that certain regiments would stop wearing ‘osprey’ plumes, only to replace them with ostrich feathers. In the dress of the Viceroy of India’s Bodyguard, turbans had been substituted for plumed caps. However, it was women’s fashion that had been responsible for the annual slaughter of white egrets and herons during the nesting season, at which time the birds were in full plumage. And it was women who were now fighting against it. Among the Society for the Protection of Birds’ most stalwart supporters were those who might once have worn plumes, such as the Duchess of Portland, who had become its first president in 1891. Other significant figures included the then leading ornithologist Professor Alfred Newton, who gave his support to a cause that quickly gained in popularity and widened its objectives. In 1904, just fifteen years after the Society had been founded, it was granted its Royal Charter.
         
 
         In 1908, the Importation of Plumage (Prohibition) Bill was introduced to Parliament, although it was not passed until 1921. In the meantime, the RSPB, based in Kensington’s Queen’s Anne Gate, had published Feathers and Facts … A reply to the feather-trade and review of facts with reference to the persecution of birds for their plumage. It was concerned with the trade in birds and their feathers for millinery use and the destruction of wild-bird life by plume-hunters, and included a chapter on artificial ‘ospreys’. Its findings were supported, it said, by like-minded societies in Europe, North and South America, India and other parts of the world.
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