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For Jo




                          They’ve made it again,
Which means the globe’s still working, the Creation’s
Still waking refreshed, our summer’s
Still all to come –


Ted Hughes, ‘Swifts’
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ONE
Spring-Bringers
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Willow Warbler


If we could see it as a whole, if they all arrived in a single flock, say, and they came in the day instead of at night, we would be truly amazed: 16 million birds. How other than with wonder could we view the sight of 16 million swallows, martins, swifts, warblers, wagtails, wheatears, cuckoos, chats, nightingales, nightjars, thrushes, pipits and flycatchers pouring into Britain from sub-Saharan Africa? They would cover the sky from horizon to horizon: it would be the greatest of all natural spectacles. Work would stop; people would gather to watch it. That night it would lead the television news; next morning it would dominate the papers, and the nation would celebrate, not only for the giant, scarcely credible journeys that these huge numbers of diminutive creatures have just completed, but for a reason which moves us even more: that in coming, they have brought the spring.


We do not see it, most of us, the Great Arrival: the advent of the migrant birds that every year leave Africa, where they have wintered, and come to Britain, and to all of Europe, to spend the summer breeding. Or rather we do not perceive it as the single, phenomenal event that it is. It is spread out geographically and temporally: different species of birds arrive over a period of about ten weeks, from mid-March to the end of May, and much of their journeying is done at night, when cooler air means less energy expended in flying and less danger from predators, so the arrival is often in darkness. Indeed, urbanized as most of us are now, living in a motorized and electronic society that hears birdsong only at weekends – and mostly not even then – we may not perceive it at all.


But it is one of the enduring wonders of the natural world, its sheer scale hard to grasp. Sixteen million is the estimate of the birds that fly to Britain from Africa every year, but that is a drop in the ocean compared to the total that set off-every spring from their African wintering grounds not just for Europe, but for Eurasia as a whole, the land mass that stretches from Spain to Siberia and across to China: their numbers are estimated at 5 billion.


Every one of them faces the most daunting of journeys: in each case, a personal struggle to cross enormous obstacles, such as the Sahara Desert or the Mediterranean, the outcome being dependent on bodily fuel reserves, ability to navigate, and the maintenance of great effort over long periods. And these are small, often tiny, creatures to undertake flights of such epic proportions: a swallow that covers the 6,000 miles from South Africa to Britain is smaller than a TV remote control. Yet none can refuse; none can say, as we well might, Er, I think this year I’ll give it a miss. If you are a swallow, or a willow warbler, or a spotted flycatcher, you are born to these twice-yearly odysseys: they are your fate; you have no choice.


Many die en route. A sudden and violent end is threatened by human hunters, birds of prey, even bats (scientists have discovered in the last decade that Europe’s largest bat, the greater noctule, hunts migrant songbirds passing in the night over Spain). A more likely end is from adverse weather conditions, in particular the failure of rain in the Sahel, the arid zone south of the Sahara which countless numbers of birds use as a refuelling stop, to fatten up before attempting to cross the empty vastness of the desert. If there is drought, the food supplies disappear. So sometimes, millions fail. But billions of individuals, of nearly 200 species, still get through.


This fantastic traffic is not confined to the Old World. It is replicated across the Atlantic, where every spring another awesome assemblage of birds – perhaps 3 billion this time – leaves wintering grounds in the Caribbean and Central and South America for North American breeding territories. Once again there are countless minuscule creatures tackling marathon trips, from the thirty or so species of brilliantly coloured American warblers to the ruby-throated hummingbird, heading out across the Gulf of Mexico for the North-Eastern US running only on nectar.


There is a third migration system, the least known one, which involves birds from the eastern end of Eurasia and even Alaska heading down into southern Asia and Australasia. And this features the most spectacular migration by any land bird, and perhaps the longest single point-to-point journey by any living creature: the flight of the bar-tailed godwit, a handsome, streamlined wader half the size of a curlew, from its breeding grounds in Alaska to winter quarters in New Zealand.


It does it in a single hop. It covers 8,000 miles across the Pacific in a continuous flight lasting eight days. This was long suspected, but proved conclusively only in 2007, when a female bird given the number E7 was fitted with a satellite transmitter and tracked all the way. When the godwits get to New Zealand, and land on the coast near Christchurch, there is a celebration: the Christchurch cathedral bells are rung – as well they might be.


Nothing tops the godwits’ flight, but all around the world, birds are making incredible journeys. The present routes are thought to date from the ending of the last Ice Age, being dictated by the ways in which the vast ice sheets of the northern hemisphere melted and retreated and opened up new swaths of feeding and breeding territory, which birds living south of the ice, as in Africa and South America, could move northward to exploit in the summer, before moving back south again as the northern winter closed in.


But migration is far, far older than that. It goes back way beyond the 18,000 years since the most recent great freeze began to thaw, for millions, many millions, of years – almost certainly to birds’ reptilian ancestors, those medium-sized dinosaurs which eventually grew flight feathers and took off. Close your eyes and imagine the V-shaped skein of wild geese, heading for Greenland, replaced by pterodactyls. It might seem strange, but it shouldn’t: modern-day reptiles undertake long-distance migrations – the leatherback turtle, for example, swims across the Atlantic in summer in search of its jellyfish diet – and so do mammals, fish and even insects.


For migration occurs whenever a species can move fast enough to take advantage of the premier consequence of the earth’s orbit around the sun: seasonality. There are great differences in living conditions and food resources at different seasons, in different parts of the world, and it may pay you to make the effort to move between them. For two-thirds of the year the tundra of the High Arctic is a frozen, forbidding penal colony, but during a balmy window of opportunity in the summer it is a holiday resort, from a bird’s point of view, with gorgeable masses of insect food, exceptionally long daylight hours to feed in, few predators, and not an enormous amount of competition: an ideal place to bring up the chicks – as long, that is, as you accept the trade-off, which is that as soon as autumn arrives you have to scarper, as you will not survive the winter.


A whole suite of bird species has found this trade-off acceptable. In fact the great majority of the Arctic’s breeding birds migrate up in the spring and fly back south to Europe or Africa with the onset of autumn.


On the equator, however, the position is reversed. In equatorial Africa’s rainforests, conditions are largely unchanging from one season to the next, food is available continuously, and living conditions do not deteriorate, so migration is pointless, and as a result virtually all the breeding birds are year-round residents. There is actually an observable statistical relationship, in both Europe and North America, between distance north from the equator and the proportion of breeding birds that will be migratory. The bigger the difference between summer and winter, the more migrants you find, and the further north you go, the bigger that difference is. By the time you get to the Arctic island of Svalbard, at 80 degrees north, the proportion is nearly 85 per cent.


Britain is about a quarter of the way up this ladder: about fifty British breeding bird species, roughly 25 per cent of the total, are summer visitors which arrive from Africa in the spring. Among the first, in mid or even early March, is the wheatear, a striking, very energetic relation of the thrushes with a grey back and a buff breast, and the stone curlew, one of the weirdest-looking British birds, with bulging eyes (used for hunting insects at night) and knobbly knees on its long legs. Later in March they are followed by three warbler species the size of a hen’s egg: first the chiffchaff, then the blackcap and the willow warbler, this last perhaps the most numerous of all the migrants, its numbers possibly exceeding 4 million.


Arrivals at the same time include the ring ouzel, which is the blackbird of the mountains, and the sand martin, the first of the swallow family. The swallow itself arrives in early April from the far end of Africa, and is soon followed by several migrant close relatives of year-round-resident British birds, including the tree pipit, the yellow wagtail and the redstart. Mid-April sees the grasshopper and sedge warblers and the whitethroat (another warbler); the last of the swallow family, the house martin; our migratory falcon, the hobby; and the cuckoo, and then the nightingale. In late April three more warblers drop in – the reed and garden warblers and the lesser whitethroat – followed by our migratory hawk, the honey buzzard; and then at the end of the month the swifts are here, dark scimitars in the sky, similar in design and behaviour to swallows but not actually related, though anticipated and enjoyed by many people in cities, where swallows nowadays cannot exist.


The last migrants, the ones that arrive in May, include the corncrake, the hen-like bird of the hayfields, which has now retreated to the Hebrides; the last and prettiest of the warblers, the green-and-yellow wood warbler; the nightjar, the hawkish patroller of the gloaming on lowland heaths; the turtle dove, our only migratory pigeon; and the spotted flycatcher, a small songbird which is understated and unspectacular but nevertheless of great charm and elegance and much loved by people lucky enough to have it nesting on their property (it is fond of gardens).


This is not the whole story, but it is the general picture of the Great Arrival, this exceptional natural event which we do not see – or rather which we did not see until recently. Seven years ago, Britain’s principal bird research organization, the British Trust for Ornithology, worked out a way of making it visible, at least in virtual terms, by harnessing a cross-country network of several thousand amateur observers to the internet. Their daily sightings appear as red dots on constantly updating maps, and so give an unfolding picture of the return of each species, from the first trickle of early individuals to the final tide weeks later. The scheme is called BirdTrack. Watching the dots multiply on the animated map sequences, until the country is covered in red – rather like watching Britain contract chickenpox – for the first time gives a real sense of the remarkable dimensions of the migratory influx into Britain from Africa, with astounding numbers of journeys, each astounding in itself.
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Yet that is not why for millennia the Great Arrival has been celebrated. Hear it from a poet writing nearly three thousand years ago: ‘For, lo, the winter is past, the rain is over and gone; the flowers appear on the earth; the time of the singing of birds is come, and the voice of the turtle is heard in our land.’ The author of the Song of Solomon had no way of knowing that turtle doves left ancient Israel and flew to sub-Saharan Africa for the winter, but he (or she) did rejoice when their purring was suddenly heard again on their return the following year, just as it can still be heard today in modern Israel and Palestine, or across the whole of Eurasia from Britain to China. For, as much as the flowering of plants or the emergence of butterflies, it signals the coming of spring: the migratory birds from Africa are the spring-bringers.


Every one of them is a stirring symbol of the new season for somebody, from the hillwalkers who catch sight of the first wheatears bouncing around the crags of the uplands in March, to the retired couple in the Cotswolds who quietly rejoice in May that a pair of spotted flycatchers has come back, and once more chosen their manicured garden to nest in.


Yet there are a number of the spring-bringers which, over the centuries, have taken on something more like a universal significance. Swallows go back (like the turtle dove) to the Bible, and flit through Greek and Latin literature as streamlined spring and summer emblems, giving rise to one of the most haunting lines in poetry (from the late-Latin Pervigilium Veneris, The Festival of Venus): ‘When will my spring come, when I may be like the swallow?’ They swoop through Shakespeare and dip in and out of much of our other literature and folklore, to end up firmly perched on a proverb: one swallow doesn’t make a summer. You know what it means. But it’s wrong, really, because for many people one swallow definitely does make a summer, in that as soon as they catch sight of their first one, all tail streamers and acrobatics, just back from Cape Town, they know with a rush of elation that the warm times, beyond all doubt, are just around the corner.


Nightingales are not visually thrilling like swallows, not much to look at at all really – small brown thrushes skulking inside scrub – but the sound they make, for the short six weeks after they arrive from Nigeria or Ghana, has been held up as the quintessence of birdsong by all of civilized Europe for 3,000 years, and has given the bird an unparalleled position in our culture. It has formed the basis of a Greek and Roman myth (of Philomel and Tereus) and of one of Aesop’s fables (the peacock and the nightingale); it has been used in simile by Chaucer, in metaphor by Shakespeare, and as the subject of a wonderful ode by Keats. But the real thing far surpasses the literary references, and to hear a nightingale singing, its clear-cut, liquid voice piercing the darkness on a warm May night, is one of the most intense experiences the natural world can provide. This uniquely powerful song would almost certainly be spring’s anthem – were it not for one other.


It is curious that the bird we regard as the spring-bringer supreme should be famous also for its deviant habits. The cuckoo is our only brood parasite – it lays its eggs in other birds’ nests – and has long been a symbol of sexual deception. Yet it has a double identity for us, and the other side of its image is inspiring. No sound in nature is more familiar, more instantly recognizable or more celebrated than the male cuckoo’s call, the two descending notes which from the middle of April echo, bell-like, through the countryside when the bird comes back from Kenya or Ethiopia.


It may be its similarity to the human voice, often remarked upon; it may be its striking, metronomic simplicity; it may be its sheer musicality (for the interval is an exact minor third). Whatever the reason, the cuckoo’s call has such a deep resonance for us, as the great marker of the arrival of spring and the advent of summer, that it too has caught imaginations for centuries: it forms the chorus of the oldest extant song in English, ‘Sumer is icumen in’, written 750 years ago (probably by a monk in Reading Abbey).


It is universally known: even people who have never heard a real cuckoo could imitate it. In Europe, it is one of the fundamental sounds of our world, the supreme signal of the soft days coming again, with the trees in full leaf and the high blue skies, and to have it drift to your ears for the first time in any spring is to know true exhilaration.


Exhilaration with all of them. Yet underlying the exhilaration there is something more. The spring-bringers stir in us something deeper than mere delight when we encounter them (though that is certainly part of it). What it is is hard to tease out at first. Eventually, though, you realize that it is not simply the fact of their arrival, and its marking of the seasonal change, tremendous though that is, that so affects us: it is the recurring nature of it. In coming back year after year after year, against all the odds that they face, the spring migrants are testaments to the earth’s great cycle. They remind us that, although death is certain, renewal is eternal, that although all life ends, new life comes as well.


Perhaps what they mean to us, really, is hope. Hope is there in the annual arrival of all of them, small creatures, tiny creatures even, making their giant, incredible journeys and then pouring into our countryside in a multicoloured, singing cascade – wheatears and willow warblers, stone curlews and sand martins, redstarts and ring ouzels, whinchats and whitethroats, hobbies and honey buzzards, tree pipits and turtle doves and nightjars, as well as the nightingales, swallows and cuckoos – every single one of the whole 16 million a feathered piece of hope, fresh from Africa.
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What would it mean to us if the spring-bringers stopped arriving? If the great eternal migration machine started to go wrong; if trouble, serious trouble, got into the works, and the birds that for all our time as humans have come on their great journeys and announced that the winter is past, and the rain is over and gone, came no longer?


How much would it matter to us? How would we measure it, as a loss? It would not be immediately catastrophic, as the loss of bees would be catastrophic (for then much pollination would stop and swathes of agriculture would collapse). Life would go on. But what would it mean to our souls? What – a strange exercise – could we compare it to?


Would it be like the loss of rainbows?


Would it be like the loss of roses?


Would it be like the loss of rivers, of running water?


Would it be greater than that? Would it be like the loss of music?


Would it be greater still, knowing everything the arrival of the spring-bringers stands for?


Would it be like the loss of hope?


We ought to start working it out pretty soon, for the process has already begun.





TWO
Out of Africa
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Pied Flycatcher


Is it a foolish enterprise, to seek to get to the heart of things? There are always limits to how we can know and apprehend the world, and my knowing and my apprehension will not be yours, and who is to say whose is closer, closer to the heart? If we seek to define, we may end up merely mistaken. Yet perhaps any attempt has value, for in the particular the essence may be glimpsed, and a glimpse is often the start of something. That there was a need, a need to seek out and proclaim the worth and essence of the spring-bringers, at least seemed clear; and in the end that was justification enough.


It was partly that no one ever appeared to have quite grasped what they gave us as a group, Europe’s summer migrant birds. They had excited people and been admired since the beginning of literature, and doubtless earlier, individually, but the wonder of the whole phenomenon which brought them out of central Africa every spring, this stupendous natural marvel on the scale of the Gulf Stream, or the Indian monsoon, had passed people by. No great surprise in that: it was not even described in full, scientifically, until 1972. But it did mean that people were largely unaware of the remarkable dimension of the heritage, of just how great was the resonance of the spring-bringers, taken together, in European literature, legend and folklore, from Greece and Rome onward. Nightingales, swallows, cuckoos and the rest, with their annual arrivals and performances to which people responded down the centuries with such animation, seemed to transcend national boundaries to become part of Europe’s very essence, to be part of the continent’s distinctive cultural furniture, as much as cathedrals, Latin, olive oil or wine.


Secondly, people seemed to be hardly aware of how, despite the heritage, they had themselves lost touch with them, lost the live links to these creatures, lost the very responses which had propelled the spring-bringers to such prominence in our culture. Once everybody knew them, for once everyone lived in intimate contact with the natural world: Shakespeare mentions more than fifty bird species, and his knowledge came from the countryside. But in the last two or three generations this generalized intimacy had faded, until more recently it had vanished altogether, as increasingly urbanized men, women and children shifted their gaze from the living world around them to electronic screens, and listened to electronic sounds. You could still find real interest in the spring-bringers, but it had largely become the interest not of people, as it were, but of specialists: of scientists, of birdwatchers (or birders, as we tend to say nowadays). Once it was people who listened to warblers and turtle doves, citizens going about their everyday business; more often now it was only experts, or special-interest groups, who made expeditions, who went out looking for them. If people in general did not register these creatures any more, how would our society understand the scale of the loss if a bleak and still scarcely conceivable April were ever to come when the spring-bringers did not return?


It was time that they were celebrated; that seemed to be not only right, but overdue. It was time to seek them out and restore them to their rightful place in the scale of what mattered in life, to hoist them up once more into our consciousness alongside the other pressing concerns of living in the twenty-first century. To do this was a quest of sorts, and like all quests it involved a challenge, as it was obvious that simply to seek out the birds themselves and write about them, however pithily, eloquently or quirkily, would be insufficient. Something more was needed, something to do with human responses, and it gradually became apparent that the challenge was not only to find the birds – itself not always a straightforward task – but, beyond that, to get to the heart of what they had meant and still may mean to people.


In attempting it I felt I had an advantage, if a perverse one: I was not an authority. I had been a boyhood birdwatcher, many years before, but I had not progressed into that much more single-minded, optics-laden and pager-alerted figure of later decades, the birder. Although I had friends who were birders and friends who were ornithological scientists, I did not have the real expertise of either (and the expertise of birders is terrifying); my knowledge of British and European birds amounted merely to a competence, albeit one I liked to think was animated by a love for them and by a love for the literature they had inspired. Yet that meant that if I were seeking to recapture the essence of the spring-bringers for people, rather than for specialists, it was as a mere person that I myself would be carrying out the exercise. I would be learning, more than I would be pronouncing (always a more trustworthy mode of being). It would be an exercise in discovery as much as one in dispensing knowledge from on high.


I spent a springtime doing it – the spring of 2008. It was a marvellous mission, for it took me into landscapes at the moment of their keenest beauty and showed me wildlife at the moment when it was most vibrantly alive. It felt like my spring, this one: instead of letting it pass me by as usual, with a hasty approving nod on the way to work, I watched it unfold in detail, from the first celandine in March to the first foxglove in June, and as it flowered around me I sought and found the spring-bringers, one after another, trying to get to the heart of them. Although the ones I pursued were birds that bred all over Europe, I mostly sought them in Britain, and, in Britain, mostly in England (with one journey into Wales). That meant, unfortunately, that there was no place for the white storks, so venerated as bringers of luck and fertility as well as the spring on their annual return to nest on top of houses and churches and town halls right across mainland Europe; no place for the cranes and honey buzzards making the long haul back to Scandinavia; no place for that rainbow trio the hoopoe, the roller and the bee-eater, which add such eye-popping colours to summers in Italy and Greece (cinnamon, cyan, chestnut, primrose); no place for the lesser kestrel, the most charming of small falcons, returning from Africa to flutter in flocks around the heights of the cathedral in Seville.


As for France, the land I would adopt if I had to choose another, I discuss often with a French friend how his countrymen seem more and more uninterested in the natural world, or indeed even in the real world, saving all their enthusiasm for the abstract world of ideas, and I despair of them – and then I find a website put together by a young French scientist detailing all the colonies in central Paris of one of the loveliest of the spring-bringers, the house martin (the hirondelle de fenêtre, the ‘window swallow’) and my faith is restored.


But Britain was where my own spring-bringers were, and Britain was where of necessity I looked for them across the landscapes, the wetlands and drylands, the lowlands and uplands, even in the city, as the days grew warmer and the trees burst into leaf and the evenings lengthened – except right at the beginning of it all, when in the sharp-edged early morning light a small bird caught in a mist net was silhouetted, motionless, against the sky.


‘What d’you think it is?’ said Ian Thompson.


We were about 30 feet away. I strained my eyes. I shook my head.


‘Nightingale,’ said Ian.


My heart skipped a beat. The bird-legend. The bird-fable. Never glimpsed before. Right here.


We moved forward and he reached up and began to untangle it gently from the nylon web (called a mist net because the threads are so fine they are virtually impossible for birds to see). He said, ‘There’s an art to identifying birds at awkward angles. I saw the russet on the tail.’ And as it came out of the dark confusion of netting, as it took shape in his hands like a bird produced by a conjurer, I watched spellbound: here was the creature that poets had celebrated for millennia; here it was now, in Ian’s hand, in the ‘ringer’s grip’, the head gently held between the first and second fingers, the body in his folded palm. It was exquisite: plainly coloured, but in strong plain colours that a good designer might have chosen – a back the colour of milk chocolate, a tail the colour of an old terracotta flowerpot, a belly the colour of cream. And the eye, the black eye that was watching me warily, how bright it was; how big. ‘That’s for low-light vision,’ said Ian – ‘hopping around in the dark.’


We were in Gibraltar; we were on the Rock. I had come to the hulking lump of British limestone at Spain’s southern tip to witness the start of the Great Arrival, the beginnings of the mass movement of African migrant birds into Europe, for Gibraltar is where many of them make their first landfall. But in going there I learned something more than the times and routes of their travelling: I began to understand something of their essence.


Gibraltar has a double identity. The familiar one is Little Bit of Britain Stuck on the End of Spain, the one that offers itself to the crowds who swarm ashore every day from the cruise ships: helmeted bobbies, double-decker buses, English road signs, shops and pubs. A British territory since 1704, Gibraltar has seen its long-time function as the UK’s most important foreign naval base, guarding the entrance to the Mediterranean, much reduced over the last twenty-five years, and what has replaced it is hardly inspiring: the town is now a traffic-fume-filled, building-site-scarred, jam-packed, clattering tax-free shopping centre. It is almost a mini Hong Kong. Development is everywhere, much of it on land reclaimed from the harbour, and this has swamped the town’s former outlines, with tower blocks hiding the old walls and bastions, so that what until relatively recently was a very obvious eighteenth-century fortified port now looks like Swindon.


Yet there is another Gibraltar, and its second, much less well known, identity is that of fantastic bird staging post. It’s simple geography. The Strait of Gibraltar provides the narrowest crossing of the Mediterranean from the vast African land mass to the south, and the Rock (with its Andalusian environs) is in the centre of a bottleneck through which millions of birds are funnelled twice a year. This is most notably the case with the migratory soaring birds such as storks, vultures, eagles and other large birds of prey. These are so heavy and long-winged that they have evolved to travel by soaring upward on thermals, the currents of air which rise from the land as it warms in the sun, and then gliding downward and forwards until the next thermal takes them back up again. But thermals do not form over the sea in the Mediterranean, so to cross it they need to rise on a thermal on one side and then glide over to the other all in one go.


Only the strait between Gibraltar and Morocco is narrow enough to allow this, being less than 10 miles wide at its narrowest point, a little way to the west in Spain. So the soarers, along with many other birds, congregate at the narrows and pass through in spring and autumn in awesome numbers, and at certain moments the sight can be unforgettable. John Cortes, secretary of the Gibraltar Ornithological and Natural History Society (known affectionately to its adherents as ‘Gonze’), remembers a September day in the 1970s when he stood on the Rock and watched 11,000 honey buzzards fly south in an aerial pageant which took from morning till evening to pass.


But countless small migrants also choose the Gibraltar route in and out of Europe, making grateful landfall on the Upper Rock, which, surprisingly and happily, is entirely preserved as a nature reserve; it is a limestone landscape of maquis, a scrub of wild olive, lentisk and other aromatic and shrubby plants, and in effect an unspoiled Mediterranean island sitting on top of the raucous and polluted tourist trap below. Extraordinary: two completely different Gibraltars, separated vertically, layers in a cake. In so far as tourists get to the Upper Rock at all, they generally pop along in a taxi to see the ‘apes’, the tribe of semi-wild, tailless macaques maintained by the Gibraltar government as a visitor attraction, which are the only monkeys in Europe. They’re famous. And they hang around parts of the Upper Rock like aimless teenagers in a shopping mall, waiting to be fed. Go and gawp at them if you want. But they are sad creatures. And they’ll bite you.


The real wildlife of the Upper Rock is infinitely less publicized and infinitely more engaging: sparkling butterflies like the Spanish festoon, the Cleopatra and the two-tailed pasha (Europe’s showiest insect); arresting plants such as the giant Tangier fennel, the wild gladiolus and the Gibraltar candytuft; the barbary partridge, Gibraltar’s special bird (found only here and in Sardinia); and when I visited, in mid-April, the migrant songbirds heading north into all of Europe, but resting first from their flight across the strait. High overhead the raptors were gliding, and not always comfortably – I watched a short-toed eagle, a snake-hunter perhaps heading for southern France, being hammered mercilessly by the local yellow-legged gulls – but down on the Rock the Europe-bound pied flycatchers and woodchat shrikes, the blackcaps and whitethroats, darted in and out of the lentisk bushes and the wild olive trees, and ended up in Ian Thompson’s mist nets.


Ian was the Gibraltar Ornithological and Natural History Society’s bird ringer. Tough-minded and intensely practical, at 56 he was a former British Telecom executive from Hatfield in Hertfordshire who had taken early retirement to devote himself full-time to ringing. That’s the sort of commitment often inspired by the activity of catching birds, putting a small numbered metal ring on their legs, and letting them go. Closely controlled, and involving long training under strict supervision, ringing provides priceless knowledge, essential for conservation policy, of bird movements. (A ringed bird caught again somewhere else reveals its origin and its destination – possibly a previously unknown wintering ground – and enables a good guess about its journey between the two points.) To the ringer, it offers an intimacy of contact with wild birds which is unparalleled.


For the previous six years Ian had based himself, in the spring, at the Jews’ Gate field station of GONHS, at the edge of the Upper Rock nature reserve, and he had caught and ringed thousands of migrant songbirds on their way from Africa to breed all over western Europe. As the dawn light filled the sky, he and his assistant, Yvonne Benting, opened up the nine long mist nets hidden in the maquis on the Rock’s steep slopes, and soon they were picking up a few of Gibraltar’s common resident birds: robins, blackbirds, blue tits and the species which is the Mediterranean bird par excellence, the Sardinian warbler, a songbird with a black head, a bright red eye-ring and a constant scratchy refrain which enlivens the scrub all round the littoral from Spain to Egypt – hire a holiday villa in Crete and there’ll be a pair in your garden.


More interesting to me, though, were the migrants from Africa that were passing through on their way north. Many were warblers, small attractive cousins of the Sardinian such as blackcaps, whitethroats and subalpine warblers, and even-smaller leaf warblers such as willow warblers and chiffchaffs. These were among the spring-bringers I would be looking for back in Britain, and I found it mesmerizing to see at such exceptionally close quarters these creatures usually glimpsed only as a blur in a hedgerow or a silhouetted blob high in a tree. They were taken from the mist nets quickly – the nets were constantly visited – and placed into soft cloth bags which seemed to calm and settle them, like a hood calms a falcon. None I saw was harmed in any way, although watching the collection of them it struck me forcefully that on Mediterranean islands such as Malta or Cyprus this would be a harvest, and only one fate would await these birds: the pot. Here on the ‘island’ of Gibraltar they sacrificed twenty minutes of freedom in the cause of ornithology, and were sent on their way.


The bags were brought back from the nets to the ringing station by Ian and Yvonne, and watching the birds come out of them – I mean the ones I hadn’t seen being put in – was like opening Christmas presents. What’s this now? It’s a whitethroat. Wow. I’d never realized just how pretty a whitethroat was, but looking at this one motionless a few inches away, as Yvonne examined its plumage to age it and sex it, checked its fat and muscle reserves, slipped the ring on to its leg and weighed it before letting it go, I could see how strikingly the grey head contrasted with the pure white throat and how all that was so handsomely set off by the rusty wings and the hint of a pinkish flush on the breast. What’s this one? I was stumped for a second: a small browny-grey bird of clean lines, but distinguished by its very lack of any distinguishing features whatsoever. Then I realized. Of course. It was a garden warbler. Seen this close, even its simplicity was eyecatching. And then out of a bag came a jewel.


‘What’s this then?’ said Ian, shifting it into the ‘photographer’s grip’, where the bird is held gently by the legs so the whole body is visible.


‘Well, it’s a Phylloscopus warbler [a leaf warbler],’ I said.


‘Yeah,’ he said slowly, with the ominous cadence of John Wayne. ‘Go on.’


Being merely a person, rather than a birder, I struggled. It wasn’t a chiffchaff, a willow warbler or a wood warbler, the three leaf warblers which breed in Britain, although it was clearly related to them. Yet it was as unfamiliar to me as it was intensely attractive: smaller than all the others and brighter, its olive-green back set off by a bright yellow-green rump, and white underparts giving it a sort of frosted appearance. I tried to remember the other leaf warblers. Yellow-browed? Arctic? Greenish? Ian shook his head.


I gave up.


‘It’s a Bonelli’s warbler,’ he said. ‘You can find it in France. Birders would travel to see that in Britain. That would be a good bird.’


I gazed at it, and once more Christmas came into my mind: in its perfect prettiness it seemed for all the world like a Christmas-tree decoration, ready to be clipped to the branch of a silver fir amid the glossy hanging balls. It was great.


They were all great, the whitethroats and blackcaps, the pied flycatchers, the subalpine warblers with their white moustaches above their orange breasts, terrific with their colours seen so intimately. Yet for me the nightingale, in its dun uniform, outshone everything. It was the first migrant caught that morning, and to see it for the first time, and so closely, excited me beyond words, for it was almost more mystic creature than bird; I think I’d have been hardly more energized if we’d caught a unicorn. For anyone interested in poetry this was the bird supreme, and gazing on it, layer upon layer of legend came into my mind.


I thought of Keats, hearing it in the garden at Hampstead in the spring of 1819 when he was probably already ill with TB, and I thought that even for him, 200 years ago, it was a bird with a distant past, he felt the legend behind it:


The voice I hear this passing night was heard
In ancient days by emperor and clown.


And I thought of the unknown poet who wrote one of the most moving of Latin poems, the Pervigilium Veneris, the Festival of Venus, who spends nearly a hundred lines celebrating the coming of spring and then bursts out that the nightingale is singing but that he cannot sing, and we never find out why, only that his silence is destroying him – and for him too, 1,700 years ago, even then this was a legendary bird: it was Terei puella, the girl of Tereus in the gruesome legend of Tereus and Philomel, she who was turned into a nightingale by the gods after Tereus, her brother-in-law, ravished her and cut out her tongue. I thought too of how the celebration of the bird grew with poet after poet, through the late-Latin versifiers and then the troubadours in Provence and the minnesingers in Germany and the love poets of the Renaissance, all across Europe, then all the way through the romantics, through Keats and Coleridge and poor John Clare who went mad and everybody else, and then I looked up.


I looked up past the bird in Ian’s hand, and out to where it had just come from, out across the shimmering blue strait to Jebel Musa, the mountain in Morocco 15 miles away – the other limestone peak which, with Gibraltar itself, was one of the twin Pillars of Hercules, guarding the Mediterranean’s entrance for the ancient world. It was sharply visible now, its every indentation edged in shadow by the slanting rays of the rising sun, and the thought suddenly struck me forcefully, that was never part of it: Africa.


Africa was never part of the legend, of the stories clustering about the nightingale, of what today we would call the narrative of the nightingale. It was not part of the Greek or the Roman view of the bird, or the French or the German view of the bird, or the English view of the bird. Listening to it, ineffably moved, John Keats let his imagination take wing: he thought of Provence, he thought of Hippocrene, the fountain of the Muses on Mount Helicon, he thought of the biblical story of Ruth (somewhat modified), and he thought of faraway fairy lands, but it never occurred to him that the bird he was so raptly adoring might have been pouring forth its soul abroad in such an ecstasy a month earlier in a piece of savannah in what is now Gambia.


It did not dawn on him that the bird he was listening to in the garden at Wentworth Place in Hampstead, north London – the ‘Dryad of the trees’ – had come to him not from Greece, say, but from a hot, dry land of elephants and giraffes, of locusts and termites, of baobabs and acacia trees. How could it? There was simply no appreciation in Europe then that the nightingale had another life, that it had another existence outside its song season. Indeed, the very fact that its post-song season was a mystery was itself a fascinating element of its folklore, even part of its poetic appeal:


Ask me no more whither doth haste
The nightingale when May is past;
For in your sweet dividing throat
She winters and keeps warm her note


wrote the cavalier poet Thomas Carew sometime in the 1630s, charmingly but inaccurately (it is the male bird which sings, although all poets made this mistake before the twentieth century).


Here we have a striking paradox: that the continent of Africa, with all its divergence from Europe in terms of ecology, habitats, landscape, weather patterns, human settlements and vastness, has featured not at all in the voluminous European literature and folklore of Luscinia megarhynchos, in our image of the nightingale – while in the bird’s actual life it most assuredly plays a quite enormous role.


We know now; but it took a very long time to uncover just what a significant part Africa does play in the lives of all our spring-bringers, and in fact it was not worked out in full until less than forty years ago, after humans had taken to the air, split the atom, and landed on the moon.


[image: Image]


People had always had a vague notion of migration: ever since civilization began in Eurasia it had been realized that some birds made seasonal journeys, towards the south in the autumn and back towards the north in the spring. When men and women still lived in intimacy with the natural world and there were few man-made distractions, the winter vanishing of certain species was perfectly obvious, and as for the bigger birds, they could hardly be missed even as they travelled: the storks and the cranes, forming into squadrons and setting off determinedly on course like bombers on a mission, the raptors which sometimes massed in enormous numbers at other Gibraltar-like choke points on their journeys, such as the Dardanelles. ‘Yea,’ says the Lord to the Old Testament prophet Jeremiah, ‘the stork in the heaven knoweth her appointed times, and the turtle [turtle dove] and the crane and the swallow observe the time of their coming.’ Earlier, pompously reminding poor old Job who is boss and who made the world, God says, ‘Doth the hawk fly by thy wisdom, and stretch her wings toward the south?’ Several times in the Bible we encounter migrating flocks of quail, such as the one that falls about the hungry Israelites as they wander in the desert, in the Book of Exodus. The winged comings and goings were part of many ancient cultures. Homer, with animal similes at the heart of his poetry, opens Book 3 of the Iliad by describing the Trojans advancing on the Greeks: ‘They filled the air with clamour, like the cranes that fly from the onset of winter and sudden rains.’


The first person to think scientifically about migration was Aristotle, the fourth-century-BC student of Plato and tutor of Alexander the Great, who was the first person to think systematically about so many subjects, from logic to literary criticism. Aristotle wrote extensively on biology, and a lot of what he wrote remains relevant today, but on the subject of bird migration he unfortunately left a confused intellectual legacy, and this confounded writers on the natural world, who bowed to him as their principal authority for more than 2,000 years. The problem was that much of what he set down about natural history, fish, flesh and fowl, was obviously based on stories passed to him by people such as fishermen and bird-catchers, and not only are some of these stories far-fetched – the fishy ones in particular have to be taken with a generous flick of the salt-shaker – but others are contradictory; yet Aristotle repeats them uncritically, and this is the case with migration.


His thoughts on it can be found in Book 8 of The History of Animals. In Part 12, Aristotle clearly recognizes that migration is a response to changing seasonality: ‘For all animals have an instinctive perception of the changes of temperature, and, just as men seek shelter in houses in winter, or as men of great possessions spend their summer in cool places and their winter in sunny ones’ – nothing’s changed there – ‘so also all animals that can do so shift their habitat at various seasons.’ He instances cranes, pelicans, swans and quail as migratory species, saying that cranes migrate from Scythia – roughly the central-Asian republics of the former Soviet Union – to Egypt, which is more or less true, even today, and he adds cushats (wood pigeons) and turtle doves as other migrating species, saying that ‘cushats and turtle doves flock together, both when they arrive, and when the season for migration comes round again.’
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