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Introduction


Autumn begins as a season for movement, and ends with everything changed.


From the boggy pools of the Scandinavia taiga forests, west to the far coast of Greenland and east to the Arctic coast of Siberia, geese are breeding. Throughout the far north, birds have been raising young all summer long, making the most of the season of light and food. From the cliffs of Svalbard, where they have been breeding out of paw reach of polar bears, barnacle geese goslings have jumped before they are capable of flying, landing in the soft embrace of Arctic tundra. The fortunate will make it. In the volcanic central plateau of Iceland, pink-footed geese have survived a season of being strafed by eagles and battered by the capricious Icelandic climate. These geese of the north are converting food into yellow fat, stored just beneath their skin, ready to fuel the long flight in a skein pointing south. Five wild species will head to Britain for the winter: a relative land of plenty, and gentler weather, respite from a north that is, still, ice-blasted and snowbound for the winter.


Mid-September in southern England. A long hot summer is slowly burning up. The grass is parched. We drive north into our new life.


And I am not interested in geese yet.
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Some interests can’t be explained. But they can perhaps be rationalised. My favourite writer on birds, J. A. Baker, wrote, ‘I came late to the love of birds.’1 I can’t say that – I’ve been birding for almost half my life now – but I did come late to the love of geese. Their habit of always just being there, their familiarity, bred apathy.


I knew two sorts. The grey-brown geese of park lakes, eating bread, arguing noisily with each other, with anything. And I knew the wild geese, the grey and black ones, the migratory species that are another cog in the supposedly seamless cycle in the seasons of the northern hemisphere. I wasn’t that interested. Growing up in East Anglia introduced me to a wild wealth of birds – geese were just one small blip on my personal radar, calibrated more to the waders and the warblers. There was no reason to look at geese. They were always just there.


Sometimes it takes another person to tell you something about yourself that should have been obvious. It was early in our relationship that Miranda said I was obsessed with the seasons. Registering them, tracking the changes: the arrivals and the blooming, the departures and the dying. I had never really thought about why, but with the clarity of hindsight it seems to make sense. The year we met was the year that I called four different places home. Then six places in four years. Perhaps I saw the seasons as something to anchor myself by, in the absence of putting down real roots in one place or in one long-term rented house. Perhaps I saw, without knowing, the seasons as a constant in my own period of upheaval.


The sixth home was a big move – the biggest, the most permanent that we had done together. Three hundred and fifty miles north and west by road, a seven-hour journey with our cat in a carrier. My partner, Miranda, was leaving to study for a PhD and I was following with trepidation. All I had to do was finish a book. I had no job to transfer seamlessly into, and not much in the way of savings either. We were moving out of Essex and into Dumfries, a little town tucked away in the corner of Scotland, barely beyond the English border. Dumfries was perched on the edge of the estuary hinterland: flat, green and exceptionally muddy. It felt familiar. In the other direction, the entirely unfamiliar: hills and pine trees; moors studded with wind turbines.
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We arrive in a gale, just before the decaying of chlorophyll turns the tree leaves from green to gold, into an empty flat on the edge of town. It smells musty. The aroma of the previous occupant’s cigarettes has burrowed deep into the paisley carpet and the floral curtains. She had spent almost all of her ninety-seven years in this flat and her presence is stronger than just the smell: it feels as if we’re visitors in someone else’s home. Our cat is silent. She has miaowed herself hoarse on the journey up and is stalking around suspiciously at the lack of objects to hide behind. Until the boxes arrive.


The first full day is relentless. The flat is overflowing with boxes and electricians and the men who come to sort the internet. Our visitors warn us that the gale has become a storm. That the traffic lights at the end of the road are out. That street signs are swaying. That trees are falling all around us and that I should retrieve the neighbour’s wheelie bin that has landed in our garden, plastic sacks strewn across our lawn. In exchange, a box blows open and my shirts greet the gnomes in the neighbour’s garden. The sill blows off our bedroom window. Cormorants fly up the river and past us as if they are arrows, shot by the breeze. From the kitchen window we can see someone else’s polytunnel, the polythene at first frayed and flapping and then flying off.


Evening draws the sting from the storm. Our windows look west, to where the light cracks through the clouds and spills brightly behind the hills. The yellow light warms the rows of grey pebble-dash terraces that are stacked back towards the rugby pitches on the edge of town. We have two lines of hills. A low one, which peaks just above the rooftiles and aerials, with a black line of trees. Behind them: bigger hills, thicker woods, a texture to a landscape that the flatness of Essex has not prepared me for. The way light lends contrast to hillsides, picks out some in glorious burning brightness and shades in others. The chiaroscuro after the storm.


It was a week before we gave ourselves the freedom to have fun. The decorating done, the shed door reattached, bookcases reassembled and our books out of their boxes and into some sort of order. We go for a walk, following a path looping up around the far edge of town, in the rich warming light of the midday sun. It illuminates the remaining chaos of the storm. Great boughs of plane trees have broken, pushed and pulled from their trunks by the eddying wind and lie, split, next to the path. Others are wedged in the river, like the work of the beavers that would once have been here. Some block the path entirely and we scramble over them. It feels good to be outside after the stresses of moving house. It feels good to be here before the leaves turn, so we can begin with the beginning of autumn.


The decision to come feels worth it. In the sunshine a buzzard leaps out of a tree on the other side of the river. It cries twice, spirals overhead, then lifts up, soaring high on open wings, as if carrying our stresses with it. I feel eager for the autumn. Birds punctuate my year: time passes constantly but birds are the grammar of its passing, they give a rough working order to the months. I have my totems: the first singing chiffchaff at the beginning of spring and the first screeching swift at its end. The silencing of song at the end of summer; the disappearance of the swifts and the arrivals of autumn. The extra thrushes: the redwings gently whistling through the autumn night and the fieldfares clattering along fruit-laden hedgerows.


And now I have a new totem. By the time we get home from our walk the light is thick and golden, descending over the western hills. We make ourselves tea and watch the sky turn, anticipating the colour of the leaves to come. And that’s when we see the first skein. A simple arrow of birds as distant as the hills, heading south through the sunset. It is 23 September. Our winter of geese about to begin.
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Pink-footed Geese
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Tedious chores. Another week passes with the organising of bills, the sorting of paperwork: the knitting together of stuff that makes a new home, a new life. I take a council tax form to the council offices. On my way out I take a short cut through the car park towards the library. It takes a second or two when you’re somewhere unfamiliar for something to make sense. I know the sound – the sound of pink-footed geese. I do not know it in this context: one bare tree, hundreds of parked cars, buildings behind me and to both sides. I stand, dumbfounded for a few seconds, confused by my ears and staring at a blank sky, the only movement the steady drift of clouds. Then, as if detaching from the bare branches of the tree, a skein of geese appears behind it, low in the sky. A large chevron. Uneven, roughly three times longer on the left-hand side than the right. Less like a skein, more like a contour drifting off the map from the hills to the north, floating noisily over town. I take a few photos on my phone as they pass behind the spire of a church. I count them in the waiting room of the GP’s surgery. Each goose a black speck against grey. A hundred and twenty black specks.


Our winter of geese. My winter of wild half-count, half-estimates at the numbers passing overhead, between the fields north of the town and the Solway Firth to the south. Miranda’s winter of saying, ‘Ssssh! Can you hear the geese?’ and counting skeins on her walk to and from the university. Dumfries and the Solway Firth’s winter of geese. It is the same across Scotland, the Lancashire mosses, the Dyfi and the Severn, and the low mud estuaries of eastern England, and lasts for the true length of winter: from late September until early April. The pink-footed goose’s winter: a thousand-mile flight from Iceland and then a seamless swap from summer to winter. I envy its lack of paperwork.


September slips into October. I could still go out without a coat. Watch the trees on the distant hill turn ochre, bronze and gold. And the geese were never far away. More exploratory walks: along both banks of the river, north and south. Both would turn up geese. Sitting at my desk finishing my book, I would look up and out of the window and see geese swirling around the fields on the edge of town, at the height of the television aerials of the next terrace, like visible static. I couldn’t decide if they were taunting me or helping me. Taunting me: deskbound and unable to give myself the time away from my book to walk to the edge of the estate, find them and watch them. Or helping me: giving me a brief flash of the wild outside in an otherwise housebound day. I would hear their calls first. A high-pitched squeak. An abbreviated wink wink repeated en masse, each individual call blurring into others.


I have lived enough in single-glazed southern houses, where the windows didn’t properly fit the frame, where the gap under the front door allowed light and draught and sound in from the outside. Hearing the starlings singing or snatches of conversation from the street in my living room was normal. It is not so here in this Scottish flat. It is sturdily built, and everything fits flush and double glazing gives us the blessing of insulation. It is not that I particularly desire to be shut off from the outside world – I just don’t want to be cold any more. The trade-off is a dulling of the birdsong. The discovery is that geese calls bleed through the walls and windows anyway. That is joyous. It is our winter of running to the windows as they pass over.
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Now I am interested in geese.


I am falling more deeply for geese on a daily basis. Although I am told the winter won’t always be like this – they are wild geese after all, predictably unpredictable – the regular skeins flying over are captivating me. Sinking deep inside me. It is new for me. In a new place they are making me feel, tentatively, at home. Connected to the world, while it just happens around me, daily and unadorned. It is not a famous spectacle, these passing skeins of geese, not the top billing on wildlife TV. These geese just quietly go about their daily movements, as I go about mine. I am one insignificant human to them but they are reminding me that I am a part of the world that stretches as far away as Iceland, part of the running rhythm of winter.


The British winter begins with the arrival of five species: the barnacle, the brent, the bean, the white-fronted and the pink-footed. All bar the barnacle and the pink-footed come in different, discernible forms depending on where they have come from. Despite this there are some essential similarities to all these geese. They all breed in the far, far north: Greenland, Franz Josef Land, Arctic Siberia, Iceland, Svalbard, Scandinavia. Geese are faithful to places; their needs are unique.


Geese are herbivores, like avian cattle, but they need the right length and sort of grassland. Each species has a bill tailored for what they eat: a short bill for picking up plants between the blades of grass or a bigger bill for digging out the rhizomes under the soil surface. How they use their bill differs too. Barnacle geese can peck 230 times a minute, a frantic sewing-machine-like feeding, that will comprise most of their daily activity – and with a bright moon a decent part of the night as well.1 Their digestive systems are inefficient – most of what goes into a goose comes out of a goose pretty much as it went in – but geese have developed efficient strategies to help them overcome this problem. Brent geese, for example, focus their feeding on the top part of the grass, then return several days later to the same patch, when the grazed grass has grown back at twice the usual rate and the nutrients are packed into the new growth. Undigested goose droppings help fertilise the Arctic soil, promoting further grass growth, while the droppings also provide a source of food for reindeer. Reindeer and cattle have a much slower digestion, enabling them to extract much more nutrition from their diet than geese can. That’s why geese have to constantly eat the best-quality food they can. If there are geese in a field, it has good grass.


Geese also need a place away from predators to spend the night. Estuaries and marshes and vast harvested fields suit them. Once they find a place, they tend to return, instead of seeking out somewhere new. Home for geese is cold but comfortable and familiar and seasonal, twice yearly. It is safer for them to be this way. Once they find their homes, they tend not to move from them.


These pink-footed geese know Dumfries better than we do. The skeins we see scoring the sky are following regular routes. Well-travelled sky paths. Geese can be long-lived, if they avoid foxes, polar bears, power lines and men with guns: the average life expectancy is eight years, but the oldest recorded bird was thirty-eight when it died. The Solway has seen pink-feet live through to their twenties. These are just the ringed birds that we know about, that have been found again. In the thousand-strong flocks there could be some that are older. I wonder at the generations of geese contained in each skein.
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A morning, a week later. The first skein comes, shaped like the nib of a fountain pen, drawing a northbound line through the sky. I am walking northeast through the town, to the station, on an early golden morning. The third skein skips across, between the roofs of the shops, just off the high street. The fifth veers off eastward, into the sun. The sixth is the vanguard of the two-coach rattling train to Glasgow, ploughing its slow way through the hills to the city.


I look up the word ‘skein’ on slow mobile internet from the train. It’s from the old, obscure French word ‘escaigne’, meaning an amount of yarn. The word makes a sort of sense. Although it is the only use of the word ‘skein’ that does not have a textile meaning, I like the way it suggests threads. Threads of geese in the sky, sometimes unravelling, sometimes like a ball of string, trailing a loose end. The skeins we see are stringy strands of the geese. It is only roughly, only occasionally, the precise V-shape of the classic imagined geese skein. Each flock is social. It seems mildly ironic that we should move to a place where I know nobody, and for the birds to be obviously together, benefiting each other. These skeins are social forms of flying. Each goose reduces drag for the one behind it. Each goose helps another.


It is possible to think these skeins ancient, that they have been scoring the sky since time beyond memory. It’s not true. British pink-footed geese come almost entirely from Iceland and Greenland. The rest of Europe’s come from Svalbard, the archipelago halfway between Norway and the North Pole. The Icelandic population increased spectacularly during the twentieth century. I start reading. The Birds of Dumfriesshire, compiled in 1910 by Hugh S. Gladstone, suggests that the bean goose was more common but was being displaced by the pink-footed goose.2 But all grey goose species look similar to some degree and even now, with modern knowledge and modern optics, identification is not easy. Early accounts are mired in confusion and misidentification. What is clear is that over the twentieth century the pink-footed goose became exceptionally common on the Solway Firth, where once it had been either irregular or unknown. The bean goose is now so rare in Dumfries and Galloway that if you see one you have to write a description of it for a panel of four men to adjudicate on whether you are correct.


I was dimly aware that pink-footed geese were supposed to be here in Dumfries, in the way that one is dimly aware of gravity or local politics: I know of the existence of these things and vaguely how they work and affect me, but that is it. Although, I can’t imagine a time when I become obsessed with the machinations of councils or the essentials of physics, as necessary as they may be. I was not anticipating how frequently my thoughts would return to the geese, how my eye would be scanning the horizon for the smudge that betrays a skein on the horizon. I was not anticipating how much I would become obsessed with the geese. I was not aware how much they were becoming part of my life.
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