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1
            INTRODUCTION

         

         
            Everyone likes birds. What wild creature is more accessible to our eyes and ears, as close to us and everyone in the world, as universal as a bird?

            Sir David Attenborough

         

         For the whole of human history, we have shared our world with birds.

         We have hunted and domesticated them for food, fuel and feathers; placed them at the heart of our rituals, religions, myths and legends; poisoned, persecuted and often demonised them; and celebrated them in our music, art and poetry. Even today, despite a growing – and very worrying – disconnection between humanity and the rest of nature, birds continue to play an integral role in our lives.

         Ten Birds That Changed the World tells the story of this long and eventful relationship, spanning the whole of human history, and featuring birds from all seven of the world’s continents. It does so through those species whose lives, and their interactions with us, have – in one way or another – changed the course of human history.

         But why birds? Why not mammals or moths, beetles or butterflies, spiders or snakes, or even domesticated animals such as horses, dogs or cats? All these, like birds, have been exploited 2and celebrated by us, and are central to our history and culture. Yet of all the world’s wild creatures, birds are the one group with which we humans have had the closest, deepest and most complex relationship over time.

         Partly this is down to their ubiquity. There is nowhere on the planet – from the poles to the equator – that you will not find birds. They are omnipresent, not just in space, but in time, too. During spring, summer, autumn and winter, you can see them; for much of the year, you can hear them too.

         But this alone does not explain our fascination with birds. Along with other species – and indeed inanimate objects such as cars – we frequently anthropomorphise them, celebrating (and sometimes condemning) their supposedly human characteristics.* Throughout history, across very different cultures, we have found some birds cute and lovable, others aggressive and hateful, even though to them we are just another large, lumbering creature it is usually better to avoid.

         For example, we often describe birdsong – and its positive effect on our mood – in musical terms, referring to the ‘dawn chorus’ or the ‘orchestra’. We regard the peacock’s display as ‘putting on a show’ for our benefit, or laugh at the comical antics of penguins. In the same breath, we might refer to birds of prey as ‘ruthless killers’, crows as ‘devious’ and vultures as ‘loathsome scavengers’ – conveniently overlooking the essential task they 3perform in cleaning up rotting meat and animal carcasses. 

         Our fascination with birds comes mainly from two aspects of their lives: their ability to fly, and their gift of song. Of these, the aspect we most envy is flight, as these lines from the Second World War poet and airman John Gillespie Magee demonstrate:

         
            
               Oh! I have slipped the surly bonds of Earth

               And danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings …†

            

         

         The ability of birds to take to the air, and soar high into the skies – one so far removed from our own capabilities, and performed with such elegance and grace – sets them apart from our lowly, earthbound existence. It is a gift we have envied since prehistoric times, which only in the last two centuries or so – thanks first to the Montgolfier brothers’ balloon, and then the Wright brothers’ aeroplane – have we been able to emulate.‡

         Even today, when we are able to board a jet airliner and travel to the furthest corners of the globe, we continue to be enthralled by migratory birds’ ability to do the very same journeys, finding their way to their destination and back without the aid of modern navigation systems.4

         Birdsong is in many ways even more central to our lives, having inspired musicians, poets and countless everyday listeners for thousands of years. Recently, scientists have discovered that one reason we are so fascinated by birdsong is that it really does lift our mood.1 For the bird itself, on the other hand, the act of singing is a life-or-death struggle to repel rivals, attract a mate, and reproduce, and thereby pass on its genetic heritage to the next generation before its brief life is over.

         A third reason why we are so fascinated by the lives of birds is that they share many of our own habits and behaviours. Indeed, at times, as the cultural historian and commentator Boria Sax notes, they behave in ways that look remarkably like an avian equivalent of human society.2

         But does that mean that birds have influenced the course of human history, and even changed the world, as the title of my book suggests? I believe it does. The stories told here reveal the enormous influence that particular species or groups of bird have had on historical and current events, or on important aspects of our lives.

         These range from a cumulative effect, over centuries, to specific events during a brief but critical period of human history. Birds have brought about social revolutions, changed the way we look at the world and, at certain tipping points in time, led to paradigm shifts. And the effects have been remarkably different, from the economic to the ecological.

         Each of the ten birds I have chosen relates to a fundamental aspect of our humanity: mythology, communication, food and family, extinction, evolution, agriculture, conservation, politics, 5hubris and the climate emergency. All are interwoven with our close, continuing and ever-changing relationship with birds.

         
            *

         

         The narrative of Ten Birds That Changed the World is loosely chronological, with each of the ten chapters focusing on a single species (or group) through time, in roughly historical order.

         From when Noah sent out the raven from the Ark, birds have been at the heart of our superstitions, mythology and folklore. So I begin my story in prehistoric times, when this huge and fearsome member of the crow family featured in creation myths all the way across the northern hemisphere, from the First Nation Americans, via Norse culture, to the nomadic peoples of Siberia. Yet the raven’s influence is not confined to the past; it continues to shape our view of the world today.

         Roughly 10,000 years ago, soon after human beings began the shift from nomadic hunter-gathering to agriculture, and settled down to grow crops and raise livestock, they saw the major advantage to be gained in domesticating the wild birds that lived around them. One of these was a shy, cliff-dwelling species, the rock dove, originally bred for food, but later prized for its extraordinary ability to carry messages over long distances. Its descendant – the feral pigeon – is now found throughout the world. Often denigrated, or simply ignored, this humble bird has helped win battles, and even change the course of the two world wars.

         Domesticated birds provided not just food, but spiritual and social sustenance too. One of the most important examples is the wild turkey of the Americas – still the centrepiece of Christmas feasts in Britain and Europe, and of Thanksgiving in 6North America. Now produced on an industrial scale, the turkey is increasingly the subject of bitter argument about whether we have the right to exploit other living creatures for our own selfish ends.

         The aftershocks and the human cost of European exploration and colonialism, from the fifteenth century onwards, are still being felt today. Of the many avian casualties of this period, none is more famous than the dodo. This huge, flightless relative of pigeons lived for many millennia on the oceanic island of Mauritius, yet it could not survive the seventeenth-century invasion of humans, and the various predatory animals they brought with them. Today, this icon of extinction can teach us useful lessons about our problematic relationship with endangered species, and how we might save them from the dodo’s fate.

         The rise of the new discipline of evolutionary science, during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, threatened to bring down the religious edifice on which civilised society had been built. The key turning point came in 1859, when Charles Darwin published On the Origin of Species, whose contents changed the very way we see the world around us. Yet, as we shall discover, it was not Darwin himself, but the scientists who followed in his footsteps, who eventually realised the importance of darwin’s finches as a classic example of evolution in action.

         It is often assumed that modern industrial agriculture began in the period following the Second World War. More than a century earlier, however, the droppings harvested from vast colonies of a South American seabird – the guanay cormorant – had provided the fertiliser needed to launch a boom in intensive farming. 7This ultimately altered the landscape of North America and Europe for ever, marking the start of the long decline of farmland birds and wildlife, and changing the way we grow, consume and regard food.

         Other species were under threat, too. The snowy egret of North America fell victim to the fashion trade, its ornate plumes adorning women’s hats and dresses, driving this elegant waterbird to the brink of extinction. A backlash against such wanton cruelty – and the illegal killing of people who sought to protect the species – led to the formation of bird protection organisations, including the Audubon Societies in the USA, and the RSPB in Britain. Yet even today, brave men and women, working to save wild creatures and the places where they live around the globe, are being murdered for their cause.

         The eagle has always been associated with the strength of nations and empires: first in its symbolic significance for the Ancient Greeks and Romans; then as the icon of the Holy Roman Empire, Germany and Russia; and finally, in the form of the bald eagle, as the national bird of the USA. Yet eagles also have a darker history, as the emblem of totalitarian regimes: first in Nazi Germany, and now, in today’s America, among supporters of the far-right. How this mighty bird came to represent the worst in human nature is one of the most disturbing stories in the book.

         The story of a campaign against one small and once ubiquitous bird is, though, arguably even more shocking. Politicians have often fallen victim to hubris; none more than all-powerful despots. The story of China’s Chairman Mao is a salutary one: he took on nature and lost. Mao’s war against the humble tree 8sparrow not only resulted in the species almost being wiped out, but also led ultimately to the deaths of tens of millions of his own people.

         Finally, the fate of the emperor penguin – the only bird that breeds during the bitterly cold and harsh Antarctic winter – is now shared by the whole of humanity, as we career headlong towards the global climate crisis. Will the penguin’s warning – through its rapid decline and impending extinction – come too late? Or will we, at one minute to midnight, manage to pull ourselves – and the rest of nature – back from the brink?

         Never has the need to interrogate our relationship with the natural world been quite so urgent. Just during the course of my own lifetime, the number of birds on this planet has plummeted, thanks to a toxic combination of habitat loss, persecution, pollution and the climate emergency. There are now fewer than half the individual wild creatures – including birds – on Earth than there were in 1970;3 the human population, meanwhile, has more than doubled, from 3.7 billion to 8 billion.4

         Despite this dramatic decline, there remains a vestige of hope: the realisation that birds have never been more important to us, or to our continued future on the planet. We rely on them as we always have: not just for food, fuel and feathers, but also to enhance our understanding of the natural world, to which, owing to their ubiquity, they have become the most prominent gatekeepers.

         There has never been a better time to focus on the long, tumultuous, and always fascinating relationship between birds and humanity, at the very moment when the current environmental 9crisis threatens to plunge us, and the natural world, into chaos and oblivion. It just might help us to forge a better relationship for the future.

         
             

         

         Stephen Moss

         
             

         

         Mark

         Somerset

         UK

         
            NOTES

            1 Eleanor Ratcliffe et al., ‘Predicting the perceived restorative potential of bird sounds through acoustics and aesthetics’, Environment and Behaviour, vol. 52, issue 4, 2020.

            2 Boria Sax, Avian Illuminations: A Cultural History of Birds (London: Reaktion Books, 2021).

            3 WWF, ‘The Living Planet Report’, 2018: https://www.wwf.org.uk/updates/living-planet-report-2018. See also A. Lees et al., ‘State of the World’s Birds. Annual Review of Environment and Resources’, DOI, 2022: https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-environ-112420-014642.

            4 Worldometer: https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/ and https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/world-population-by-year/.

         

         
            * As the American author Polly Redford wisely noted, when we seek to impose human characteristics on wild creatures, we are bound to be disappointed: ‘A bird is not noble any more than a dog is faithful, a pig greedy, a donkey stubborn, or a fox sly.’ Raccoons & Eagles: Two Views of American Wildlife (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1965).

            † Fighter pilot Magee died in December 1941, aged just nineteen, when his Spitfire aircraft collided with another during a training exercise. His untimely death makes these words, from his sonnet ‘High Flight’, even more poignant.

            ‡ Ironically, two of the species featured in this book – the dodo and the emperor penguin – have lost the ability to fly. Originally this provided them with an advantage, enabling them to adapt and survive; subsequently, however, their inability to use the power of flight to avoid the malign acts of humanity has led to their actual or potential extinction.
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            RAVEN

            
        Corvus corax
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            And he sent forth a raven, which went forth to and fro, until the waters were dried up from off the earth.

            Genesis, chapter 8, verse 7

         

         
            As dusk was falling on an early autumn day, a woman was working outside her home, in Boulder Canyon on the Colorado River. Yet she was finding it hard to focus on the task in hand. Close by, a large, black bird was uttering a constant chorus of loud, raucous cries.

            The bird was a familiar one – a raven – but its behaviour that afternoon struck the woman as very odd. However much she tried to ignore it, the raven’s calls were getting louder and more persistent. As she later recalled, ‘It was putting on a fuss like crazy.’

            In exasperation, she looked up, as the raven passed directly over her head. It landed on a nearby rock, just above where she was standing. Only then did she realise why the bird was behaving so strangely.

            Among the rocks, barely twenty feet away, an animal was crouching: a cougar,* staring directly at her with its piercing yellow eyes. The beast – weighing over 50kg, more than the woman herself – was about to pounce. At less than five feet tall, she was about the size and weight of a deer, the cougar’s usual prey. So if it did attack, she would at the very least be badly wounded; at worst, she would die.

            The woman rapidly backed away from the cougar, calling out in fear. Her husband heard her panicked cries and arrived on the scene, scaring the predator away.

            After she had recovered from the shock, 14the woman spoke about her narrow escape. She was in no doubt about what had happened: ‘That raven saved my life.’ The news media declared her survival to be little short of a miracle.1

         

         But let us take a step back for a moment and focus not on the thoughts and feelings of the woman, but on the instincts and motives of the bird itself. Why would the raven want to warn her against a potentially fatal attack? And if there is no satisfactory answer to that question, what is really going on here?

         Since prehistoric times, wolves and ravens have worked together to find food – sometimes co-operating with human hunters, at other times with mammalian predators. Ravens are too small to kill prey as large as a deer: something only wolves or humans – and cougars – can do.

         But, compared with the raven, these large terrestrial mammals lack one major advantage: they cannot fly. Only the raven can reconnoitre a large area of ground, locate potential prey and then return to guide the hunters towards the target. If the hunters succeed in making a kill, they will feast on the animal’s flesh. But when they are done, they leave the remains behind, with enough meat on the bones for the ravens to scavenge a hearty meal.

         So while we might wish to see the raven’s intentions as benign, isn’t the opposite likely to be the case? Is it not far more probable that the raven was intentionally luring the cougar towards the woman, hoping that it would succeed in making a kill? Then both the cougar and the raven would have feasted to their heart’s content. As the eminent ornithologist Bernd Heinrich, who recounted the tale in his 15book Mind of the Raven, notes, ‘Everything I know about ravens … is congruent with the idea that ravens communicate not only with each other, but also with hunters, to get in on their spoils.’2

         As an example of how we so often misunderstand the motives and actions of birds, it is hard to see how this story could be bettered. It teaches us an important lesson: that when it comes to wild creatures, we must take care not to assume that they are somehow ‘on our side’. Sometimes they might be, but only if they also benefit from this temporary alliance.

         The unvarnished truth is that, like every other bird in this book, ravens are simply thinking about themselves and their own survival. It is a truth we would do well to bear in mind.

         
            *

         

         We can tell that human beings and ravens have a long history together by examining the origin of the bird’s name. ‘Raven’ is one of the oldest of all the names we use for birds, having first come into use long before the birth of Christ.†

         We know this because, as with a handful of other bird names such as swallow and swan, the word for the raven is more or less the same in all the Scandinavian and Germanic languages – including English.3 Therefore we can reasonably deduce that they all derive from the same original root, based, of course, on a humanised version of the bird’s call.4

         The word used in Icelandic to this day, hrafn (with the ‘f’ pronounced as ‘v’), is likely to be the closest modern equivalent to 16the name uttered by our prehistoric ancestors, as they gazed up into a cold, grey sky and attempted to mimic the sound of this remarkable bird. 

         Ravens would have regularly followed human hunters – just as they would have tracked other large predators – in order to feed on the remains of their kills. But this was not a purely one-way transaction. In return, ravens would, as we have seen, alert humans and other mammalian predators to the presence of their victims.

         This early, semi-symbiotic relationship with humans goes a long way to explaining why ravens feature so prominently in the mythologies of so many early cultures. Indeed, of all the world’s birds, the raven is the one most central to the origin stories of ancient civilisations. Right across the northern hemisphere, from Alaska to Japan, via Britain and Ireland, Scandinavia and Siberia and the Middle East, the raven is not only the primary bird of myth and legend; it is also, in most cultures, the very first bird to be thus mythologised.

         Many other birds have significant roles in global mythology. These include owls, noted for their supposed wisdom; cranes and peacocks, long recognised for their intricate courtship dances, especially in parts of Asia; the sacred ibis, linked to the religions of Ancient Egypt; eagles, which represent strength and power (see chapter 8); and the resplendent quetzal, one of the world’s most beautiful and sought-after birds, which played a key role in the Pre-Columbian cultures of Central America. But significant though these all are, none have quite the same importance, geographical scope or historical longevity as our relationship with the raven. 17

         Ravens also have a long and distinguished history as portentous messengers. This goes back at least as far as Ancient Greece, where Apollo (the god of prophecy) used them to deliver messages, although, as we shall see in other contexts, the birds were not always very reliable.5 One of the best-known bird legends of all has it that if the resident ravens at the Tower of London ever leave, the United Kingdom and its monarchy will fall.6

         And in case you imagine that in the modern world, the raven no longer has such a hold on our beliefs and cultures, consider this. When the American author George R. R. Martin came to choose a bird to symbolise the power of prophecy – and take messages, like a supercharged carrier pigeon – in his novels (and later the TV series) A Game of Thrones, there was only one possible contender: the raven.7

         But why is the raven at the heart of so many ancient and modern mythologies? What is it about this particular member of the crow family that has singled it out, in so many eras and locations, and in such a diversity of cultures, for this crucial role? As with other birds that give rise to stories, myths and legends, it comes down to the character of the bird itself: the raven’s habits, its behaviour and, above all, its intelligence.

         Clever, resourceful, adaptable, crafty, opportunistic. Just five words of many that apply to ravens – and also, of course, to us. Like human beings, alongside whom they have lived for tens of thousands of years, ravens are able to change their behaviour to suit differing circumstances. Like human beings, they are able to solve problems, learn from their experiences and even vary what they do following a setback, so as to be more successful next 18time. And, just like human beings, they evoke a wide range of responses: from deep loathing to respect, admiration and even love.

         But there is one other aspect of the raven’s character that made it the ideal subject for such myths: its independence of spirit. We first notice this trait in one of the earliest stories about the bird, and indeed the first mention of any bird in the Bible: from the Old Testament Book of Genesis, the story of the Great Flood.

         After forty days, Noah is desperately seeking dry land for the Ark. He decides to release two birds – the raven and the dove – and the first to be sent out is the raven.8 The dove follows soon afterwards, but is unable to find a place to land and returns to the Ark. The raven is never seen again.

         That independence – an unwillingness to bend to the will of its human counterparts – is a theme that can be found in virtually every story about ravens, in high and low culture, and from ancient times to the present day. The three great Abrahamic religions – Judaism, Christianity and Islam – share a belief that mankind is superior to all other creatures (for example, giving man dominion over them in the very first chapter of the Bible).9 Yet the raven goes against this, doggedly refusing to be anything other than an equal partner – almost as if it considers itself as another human being.

         For many observers, that’s exactly how ravens are perceived. The nineteenth-century Scottish ornithologist William MacGillivray was not known for his sentimentality; the accounts in his epic, five-volume work A History of British Birds rarely stray from the purely scientific and descriptive. Yet when it came to the raven, 19even he could not resist the lure of anthropomorphism – the attribution of human characteristics to a non-human species:

         
            I know no British bird possessed of more estimable qualities than the Raven. His constitution is such as to enable him to brave the fury of the most violent tempests and to subsist amidst the most intense cold; he is strong enough to repel any bird of his own size, and his spirit is such as to induce him to attack even the eagle … in sagacity he is not excelled by any other species.10

         

         MacGillivray might be writing admiringly about a fellow human being – perhaps a war hero or explorer – rather than a bird. This close identification of ravens with our own character – the best, and sometimes the worst, of our human traits – is also revealed by the ambiguity at the heart of so many myths and legends about the bird. Ravens can be good or evil; a powerful ally or a feared adversary; an unclean scavenger or a valued aid to keeping city streets clean.‡ They are often regarded as a symbol of hope, yet also (even simultaneously) as one of ill-omen. Whichever way we look at them, and however hard we try to pin them down, they remain an enigma.

         It is these very human qualities – which, as we shall discover, are usually derived from the behaviour of the bird itself – that make 20the raven’s enduring position in our lives so compelling. And by cementing the place of birds at the very centre of our culture, the raven ultimately changed the way we view the world. 

         
            *

         

         What of the raven itself: the biological and ecological version, rather than the cultural, historical and mythological one?

         The common raven§ is (along with the thick-billed raven, found only in the Horn of Africa) the largest member of the crow family, Corvidae. These are by far the largest members of the order Passeriformes – also known as passerines or perching birds – which comprises 140 families and roughly 6,500 species, well over half of all the different kinds of birds in the world.11

         Like other corvids, individual ravens vary considerably in size and weight.¶ They are also incredibly long-lived, especially compared with other passerines, which usually survive for just two or three years; even less for many smaller species. Ravens have been found to live as long as twenty-three years in the wild, though a more typical lifespan is between ten and fifteen years.12

         For a concise yet evocative description of the raven, it is hard to beat this account from ornithologist Derek Ratcliffe’s authoritative monograph of the species: ‘In appearance it is a striking creature … with a heavy pick-axe bill. The apparent jet blackness 21of plumage is enlivened in closer view by a glossy iridescence of purple, blue and green. In the air it shows an aquiline spread of wing, with splayed-finger primaries and a large, wedge-shaped tail.’13 Ratcliffe, who spent many days in the field watching and studying ravens, also describes the bird’s characteristic flight behaviour and unique call: ‘In a more leisurely mood, the Raven … will frequently indulge in curious flight antics, rolling over onto its back and tumbling for a moment before reversing the movement. And, advertising its presence to all and sundry, it utters deep, resonant croaks and barks that carry far into the distance.’14 

         It is always hard to disentangle the biological and cultural aspects of the raven from one another, but when Ratcliffe describes the bird as ‘the spirit of the wilds’ he surely has both the physical and metaphorical characteristics of the bird in mind. To truly understand the raven’s character, you really do need to see – and hear – the bird for yourself. Once you have experienced a close encounter with this fascinating creature, you will never mistake a raven for an ordinary crow again.

         Just like human beings, ravens are incredibly successful: they can be found all the way across the northern hemisphere, including large swathes of Europe and Asia, and also much of North America, having crossed the land bridge between the Old and New Worlds several million years ago.15 As a result, the raven has the largest range of all the world’s 130-plus members of the crow family.

         One key to the species’ success is that ravens have been able to adapt to a wide variety of different climatic conditions, habitats and altitudes. The ornithologist Karel Voous noted that only the 22peregrine has managed to exploit a greater variety of environments,16 while the editors of the standard work on the birds of the western Palearctic (Europe, North Africa and the Middle East) suggest that the raven is so adaptable that the concept of ‘habitat’ hardly applies.17

         Ravens make their home from beyond the Arctic Circle to the deserts of North Africa; in hills and mountains, along coasts, in forests, on farmland and at the edge of cities; and from two-thirds of the way up Mount Everest to low-lying islands in the North Pacific.|| In all these places, they have developed a close – though sometimes rather uneasy – connection with human beings. This relationship goes back many thousands of years, long before the beginnings of modern human civilisation.

         As Derek Ratcliffe notes: ‘The raven is … perhaps more intimately entangled with the cultural life of earlier peoples than any other bird in the whole of history’.18 As we shall discover, this relationship reveals itself in some unusual and often surprising ways, some of which we are only just beginning to understand.

         
            *

         

         On 2 September 2009, an amateur archaeologist, Tommy Olesen, was excavating a site near the village of Lejre, in eastern Denmark, when he came across a tiny silver figurine, only eighteen millimetres high and weighing a mere nine grams. Two months later, it was revealed to the press and public at the nearby Roskilde Museum, where it remains on display today.

         The object, which dates from roughly ad 900, is of a 23human figure on a throne, accompanied by two birds, one on either side. The identity of the figure, known as ‘Odin of Lejre’, has been the subject of dispute, but most experts believe it depicts the Norse god Odin, flanked by his two faithful ravens, Huginn and Muninn.19

         Second only to Thor (whose fame has recently been boosted by his appearance in the Marvel Cinematic Universe movie franchise), Odin is one of the best-known characters in Norse mythology.** One-eyed and bearded, he was dubbed the ‘father of the gods’ and is celebrated for his wisdom, a quality attained through his close bond with that pair of ravens. Huginn means ‘thought’ and Muninn ‘memory’ or ‘mind’.20

         Every morning, according to legend, these two birds would fly all the way around the world, before returning to Odin’s shoulders to whisper in his ears everything they had seen on their journey. This close relationship led Odin to be given the name Ravneguden, the Raven God.21

         Scholars have long debated the symbolic meaning of Odin’s ravens. Their ability to share their thoughts with him is linked by some to shamanism, in which the human protagonist connects with the spirit world by entering a trance-like state,22 while the ravens may also represent a concept from Norse mythology known as fylgja, whose characteristics include shape-shifting between human and animal, good fortune and the concept of a guardian-spirit.23

         Both these ideas clearly influenced the 24plot of Game of Thrones, in which the paralysed boy Bran†† regularly enters into a trance and appears to ‘become’ the three-eyed raven, enabling him to see the past, the present and (using a third eye) into the future.‡‡

         Its author George R. R. Martin has confirmed that when he put these birds at the centre of his story, he had Odin and the ravens in mind. He describes them as ‘fearless, inquisitive, strong flyers … and large and fierce enough to make even the biggest hawk think twice about attacking them’. He also notes their supreme intelligence and concludes, ‘Small wonder my maesters use them as messengers to tie the Seven Kingdoms together.’24

         Along with the ravens, Odin is often depicted with two wolves, Geri and Freki. Again, these have been the subject of speculation as to their symbolism and meaning, but others see their presence as being rooted in the real world. Bernd Heinrich suggests a behavioural rather than symbolic explanation for the connection between man, wolf and raven in the Odin story.25

         He proposes that this might reflect the real relationship between these three highly successful species: an early example of symbiosis, or co-operation for mutual benefit, between human hunters and the two wild creatures. As he points out, ‘In a biological symbiosis 25one organism typically shores up some weakness or deficiency of the other(s).’ Being one-eyed, Odin needs help to see; he is also prone to being forgetful; hence the presence of the two ravens as his aides: ‘He also had two wolves at his side, and the man/god–raven–wolf association was like one single organism in which the ravens were the eyes, mind, and memory, and the wolves the providers of meat and nourishment.’26 

         Heinrich goes on to discuss the origins of this relationship and the way it symbolises our loss of connection with the natural world. The Odin myth, he suggests, encapsulates the relationship between the humans and the other two creatures, in what he calls ‘a powerful hunting alliance’.27

         Over time, however, as human civilisation advanced, that bond between man, wolf and raven began to unravel. As our ancestors shifted from a nomadic, hunter-gathering existence to a settled life as farmers, so our relationship with the raven changed too: from a co-operative friend and ally, it became a competing foe and rival.§§

         That shift saw the first notable change in the complex and changing fortunes of the raven during the past few thousand years: from hero to villain – and, ultimately, back again.

         
            *

         

         Almost halfway around the world from Scandinavia, in the Pacific North-West region of North America, the raven also features 26strongly in ancient culture and mythology. Like their counterparts in Europe, the people of the First Nations would have formed a close and symbiotic relationship with these birds, to help them find food.28 It was then but a short step to incorporate the raven into their origin myths.29 

         In indigenous cultures like theirs, the raven is regarded as the creator of the world and the surrounding universe, including the sun and the moon. These stories share other common themes: ravens are shape-shifters, able to take on human and animal form; they keep secrets; and they offer valuable lessons to their human counterparts. Most importantly, ravens remain fiercely independent, always driven by the desire to satisfy their own needs rather than the needs of others. This, as we shall see, is central to the closeness of the relationship between human beings and ravens, throughout our shared history.30

         Fire is often at the centre of these stories, with the raven’s all-black plumage sometimes attributed to its feathers – originally white – being burned by the smoke from a firebrand it was carrying. Yet the bird’s symbolism remains equivocal: while it represents the creation of the world, it is also a playful trickster – not qualities we usually associate with an all-powerful deity.31

         Similar creation myths featuring the raven can be found across the Bering Strait in Kamchatka, Russia. Here, as in North America, the raven is often depicted as a trickster. The close connection between the two cultures is hardly surprising, given that the ancestors of North America’s indigenous peoples originated in north-east Asia, having headed east into the Americas some 20,000 to 14,000 years ago. 27

         Elsewhere, the raven (or one of its close relatives) is central to the culture and mythology of Ancient Greece, Rome, the Celtic civilisations, China, Japan, India, Australia and the Middle East: not only in the Bible, but also the Quran, in which a raven shows Cain how to bury his victim, his brother Abel.32

         
            *

         

         Ravens are not just a symbolic presence throughout human history, but a very real and tangible one. These huge black birds would have been a familiar sight on battlefields, from those of the Ancient Greeks and Romans to those of the Saxons, Vikings, Normans, right up to the fifteenth-century Wars of the Roses and the final bloody encounter fought on British soil, the Battle of Culloden in 1746. They were there for one reason only: to feed on the corpses of the dead and the bodies of the dying, often starting their feast by pecking out the soft parts such as the eyes. Because of this gruesome behaviour, they were understandably regarded as portents of death or disaster.33 Edward A. Armstrong, in his 1958 book The Folklore of Birds, attaches much importance to this, devoting an entire chapter – portentously entitled ‘The Bird of Doom and Deluge’ – to the raven.34 Yet as Armstrong accepts, like many birds in myth and folklore, the raven is not a one-dimensional symbol of evil, but often subtler and more ambivalent, able to take on a benevolent role as well as a malevolent one. Like its cousin the magpie, a raven may be a sign of good fortune as well as bad, as in this traditional ballad:

         
            
               To see one raven is lucky, ’tis true,

               But it’s certain misfortune to light upon two

               And meeting with three is the devil!3528

            

         

         Yet ravens can, at least temporarily, be habituated by humans. One frequent role of ravens, in many cultures, is as guides, both spiritual and real. For the seagoing Vikings, ravens had both a symbolic and practical importance. Warriors decorated their shields and banners with the image of a raven, whose association with death would, they believed, intimidate their enemies. They also used the birds to help them find land, as they navigated their ships across the North Sea to invade Britain.36

         One Norseman, the ninth-century explorer Flóki Vilgerðarsson, headed even further from home, intending to reach Iceland (which had been accidentally discovered by his compatriot Naddodd some years earlier).37 Legend relates that he took three ravens to help him find land. When he released the first, it flew back the way he had come, suggesting that there was still a long way to go. The second bird flew above the ship, but then returned, indicating that they were out in the open ocean, far from land. The third raven also rose high into the sky, but then headed north-west and never returned. Flóki realised that the land he sought was near and, following the bird, he reached Iceland. For these exploits he was renamed Hrafna-Flóki – ‘Hrafna’ meaning raven.38

         Again, like so much raven mythology and folklore, this story is rooted in the raven’s actual behaviour. The classical scholar and ornithologist Jeremy Mynott cites one story that suggests that ravens had a special ability to ‘share news’ of a battle to other birds, from far and wide: ‘After a particularly grisly massacre at Pharsalus in Thessaly in 395 bc, ravens were said to have gathered there in great numbers, ‘having deserted all their usual sites … suggesting that they had some sense through which they could communicate 29with one another’ [the latter part of this is a quotation from Aristotle].39

         Stories such as this, and indeed almost all human encounters with ravens, return to the one universally accepted characteristic of the bird from ancient times to the present day: its profound intelligence. As Bernd Heinrich points out, since the ancient Norse, and all the way to the pioneer of animal behaviour studies Konrad Lorenz, humans have considered the raven one of the world’s cleverest birds.

         Like other corvids, ravens have a larger brain relative to their size than most birds, enabling them to perform complex tasks that other species are unable to tackle. Rooks, for example, have demonstrated in both field and laboratory studies that they are especially good at problem-solving,40 while the New Caledonian crow is not only able to make and use tools, but can also choose the right tool for a specific task, revealing an ability to plan for future events: something once considered to be unique to humans.41

         Ravens, too, are very intelligent birds and, perhaps more importantly, are perceived as such by human observers, who commonly describe them as wise, cunning, alert and prophetic.42 Yet this is not, as it might at first seem, an example of us imposing human qualities onto the birds: ravens really are highly intelligent. Indeed, one recent scientific study suggests that ravens match great apes in their ability to perform complex tasks.43 Another study proposes that, like apes, ravens are able to delay gratification: deferring a reward in the present in order to gain a greater prize later on.44 Many scientists also believe that ravens demonstrate ‘theory of 30mind’: the ability to understand and take into account the thoughts and mental states of others.45

         As if to confirm that the Ancient Greeks and other early civilisations might have been correct in ascribing unexplained powers of communication to ravens, the linguist Derek Bickerton has suggested that ravens are one of only four animal groups (the others being human beings, ants and bees) to demonstrate ‘displacement’ – defined as the ability to communicate concepts that are not immediately present in space or time.46 Just as honeybees perform their ‘waggle dance’ to indicate the direction and distance from their hive of a new source of nectar, so ravens foraging alone are able to convey the presence and location of a carcass to the rest of their cohort, at their evening roost. Hence, perhaps, the collective name for this species: a ‘conspiracy’ of ravens.

         Both juvenile and adult ravens engage in what looks very like ‘play’: tumbling through the air alone or in pairs, or sliding down banks of snow.47 I have often watched a lone raven as it suddenly turns upside-down in flight, before twisting back again moments later, for no obvious reason other than that it looks like fun.

         So although there are some caveats to comparing ravens too closely with humans, when we witness such behaviour it is hard not to. Certainly, this intelligence, but also their lighter and darker qualities, inform their portrayal in both classic literature and popular culture.

         
            *

         

         Mention the part ravens play in literature and you are likely to elicit the immediate response, ‘Quoth the Raven, “Nevermore”.’ The line comes from one of the best-known of all narrative poems, 31‘The Raven’, written by the nineteenth-century American writer, Edgar Allan Poe.48 Published in January 1845, less than five years before Poe died, it is a masterpiece of Gothic literature, whose popularity, even almost 200 years after it was published, has yet to wane; it features in almost every online list of the top ten poems of all time.49

         With a curiously jaunty, yet strangely ominous, rhythm, ‘The Raven’ tells the story of a man who awakens ‘upon a midnight dreary’ to hear a tapping on his door. The visitor turns out to be a raven which, once it has been let into the room, will utter but a single word: ‘Nevermore’. The largely one-sided dialogue between man and bird continues, with the man getting increasingly angry and disturbed, as he realises that the raven’s constant repetition of the word reminds him of the loss of his lover, Lenore. Gradually he descends into madness, for which he blames the ‘grim, ungainly, ghastly, gaunt and ominous’ bird.

         Just as in many ancient myths about the raven, Poe is primarily using the bird as a dramatic device: mirroring and in some ways hastening the man’s mental breakdown. The same approach is repeated in other appearances of the raven in literature, almost always as some kind of ill-omen.

         At the start of the final act of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, for example, ravens, crows and kites fly over the doomed army of the assassins,

         
            
               … and downward look on us

               As we were sickly prey.32

            

         

         The imagery leaves us in no doubt that the birds are condemning the dreadful act of regicide.50

         Once Shakespeare had found an appropriate symbol, he tended to re-work and re-use it. Thus, in Macbeth, Lady Macbeth pronounces that:

         
            
               The raven himself is hoarse

               That croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan

               Under my battlements.51

            

         

         We can infer from this speech, so early on in the play, that Duncan’s terrible fate is already sealed, long before he is actually murdered – the raven’s call functioning as a sinister chorus to the human action. The raven also appears as a harbinger of doom in Hamlet – ‘the croaking raven doth bellow for revenge’52 – and Othello, in which the eponymous tragic hero laments that a bad memory returns to him ‘as doth the raven o’er the infectious house’.53 This would surely have been recognised by Shakespeare’s audience as a topical reference to how ravens would gather over the homes of plague victims, attracted by the imminent opportunity to feast on a corpse.

         Another famous literary link with ravens is more benign, involving pets rather than plague. Charles Dickens successively kept three pet ravens (all, bizarrely, named Grip) in his London home, where they terrorised the household dogs and the author’s children.54 They also featured in his 1841 novel Barnaby Rudge. One bird even travelled with Dickens across the Atlantic to Philadelphia, where they met Edgar Allan Poe himself – an encounter widely believed to have inspired Poe to compose his most famous poem.55 33

         Poe’s The Raven and references to the bird in other literary works, including Shakespeare, often focus on the raven’s voice. Bernd Heinrich links this back to the story of Odin’s ravens, who speak to him on their return from their daily travels. Yet he also points out a paradox: that although the raven’s voice is the aspect of the bird’s behaviour that has attracted most interest and comment, ‘I’m convinced that there is nothing that we know less about.’56 ‘I feel I can detect a raven’s surprise, happiness, bravado and self-aggrandisement from its voice and body language,’ concludes Heinrich. ‘I cannot identify such a range of emotions in a sparrow or in a hawk.’57

         It might be easy to dismiss this as pure anthropomorphism, were it not for two things. First, Bernd Heinrich has watched and studied ravens for much of his eighty-plus years, and so if he says he can detect those emotions, we should take notice. And second, because he is not alone: anyone who has spent any time with ravens knows that their calls do indeed have a very human quality. This perhaps goes towards explaining the enduring popularity of Poe’s poem, with that hypnotic repetition of the raven’s refrain, ‘Nevermore’.¶¶

         
            *

         

         References to classical literature often appear in popular culture – sometimes overtly, but more usually covertly, with familiar stories rehashed as the basis for the plot of a wholly new book or movie.

         So it was not surprising when, in October 1990, the makers of the 34TV series The Simpsons decided to base part of their Halloween ‘Treehouse of Horror’ episode on Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Raven’. What was more unusual was that, in what was then still widely viewed as a cartoon for children, they chose to include the poem unabridged, in its entirety. Narrated by the gravel-voiced Hollywood actor James Earl Jones and featuring the various members of the Simpson family playing the characters, this is a tour de force of television; a fine example of the unification of classic and popular culture.58 It also manages to be very funny, yet also surprisingly disturbing.

         Many other modern literary works also feature ravens; again, often echoing existing myths and legends. In his bestselling 1937 children’s fantasy novel The Hobbit,59 J. R. R. Tolkien features two wise old ravens, Roäc and Carc. Both names are clearly onomatopoeic, and surely a reference to Huginn and Muninn.

         The filmmaker Walt Disney seems to have had a particular liking for ravens. They appear in the earliest ever full-length animated feature film, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (released in 1937, the same year as The Hobbit was published); in the 1959 film Sleeping Beauty (with the name Diablo, Spanish for ‘devil’); and in its 2014 remake Maleficent and sequel Maleficent: Mistress of Evil (2019), in which the raven is able to transform into human form (another nod to the link between ravens and shamanism). As in those ancient myths, Disney’s ravens have very fluid characters: sometimes funny, sometimes crafty, sometimes sinister – and often all three at once.

         The raven’s complex and ever-changing character was also appreciated by Lewis Carroll (the pseudonym of the Victorian author 35and mathematician Charles Dodgson). In his bestselling 1865 work Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, the Mad Hatter poses a riddle for his audience at the tea party: ‘Why is a raven like a writing desk?’ Generations of readers have attempted to find an answer to the puzzle, with solutions ranging from the practical (both flap – the wings of the raven and the lid of the writing desk) via the conceptual (because they produce very few notes) to the surreal (Aldous Huxley’s ‘Because there is a “b” in both and an “n” in neither’).60

         Most commentators now believe that Carroll was deliberately teasing his audience – the riddle does not actually have an answer. Again, perhaps he chose the raven for the very reason that our view of it is – and always has been – shrouded in ambiguity.

         
            *

         

         How we view the raven today is to a great extent influenced by this parade of ravens down the centuries, from ancient myths and legends, via classical literature, to popular culture. But it is also inevitably shaped by the long history of this charismatic bird living alongside us, as hunting companion, useful scavenger and, at times, mortal foe.

         We have already seen how early humans formed a close, symbiotic relationship with the raven, which would have accompanied them on their hunting trips and guided them towards a potential meal. But when our ancestors switched from being hunters to farmers, ravens soon turned from ally to enemy, as they now threatened people’s livelihoods by consuming their precious grain.61

         During and after the medieval period, across much of Europe, the raven’s role – and how we regard the bird – shifted again. Alongside the red kite, it became a familiar, and largely welcome, 36scavenger in towns and cities; one of the ‘clean-up squad’ that kept the streets free from rotting animal corpses. In England, the raven was even protected by Royal Decree, as one late-fifteenth-century Venetian traveller noted to his surprise. ‘Nor do they dislike what we so much abominate … The raven may croak at his pleasure, for no one cares for the omen; there is even a penalty attached to destroying them, as they say that they will keep the streets of the town free from all filth.’62

         But from the early eighteenth century onwards, as our cities became more hygienic and the need for these birds declined, public opinion began to turn against both kites and ravens. Persecution, rather than protection, became the order of the day. The same happened in the wider countryside, where ravens had long survived by feeding on dead livestock and presumably, like rooks and crows today, gained a reputation for killing weak young animals. At the start of the nineteenth century the raven bred in virtually every county in Britain, but by the end of Queen Victoria’s reign, in 1901, it had disappeared from many parts of the Midlands and East Anglia, though it still had a foothold in England’s southernmost counties.63

         Threatened with constant harassment and persecution, ravens were forced to take refuge in remote, upland sites. In Derek Ratcliffe’s words, the raven became ‘an outcast creature of the lonely places, the sheepwalks, moorlands, mountains and rugged seaboard’. As the nineteenth-century naturalist and hunter Abel Chapman noted, ‘today the Raven epitomises the type of a vanished fauna,’ alongside wolves, bears and wild boars.64 It is no coincidence that Britain’s uplands feature so many raven-based place names, notably 37Ravenscraig, Ravenscar and Ravensdale (respectively meaning raven’s crag, rock and river valley), all of which refer to features in the landscape where ravens would have lived.65

         Yet even in these remote locations, they were still persecuted. From the seventeenth to the nineteenth century, a bounty of four old pennies per bird (roughly equivalent to £4 at today’s values) was offered for each dead raven (the young as well as adults).66 This practice was recalled by the poet William Wordsworth from his childhood: ‘I recollect frequently seeing, when a boy [in the 1770s or 1780s], bunches of unfledged Ravens suspended from the churchyard of Hawkshead, for which a reward of so much a head was given to the adventurous destroyer.’67

         In Silent Fields, Roger Lovegrove’s forensically detailed history of the persecution of ‘vermin’ in Britain, he shows that for the next 200 years and more, ravens continued to be persecuted, poisoned and harassed. Indeed, in parts of Scotland, laws permitting the killing of ravens continued long after the 1954 Protection of Birds Act and were not finally repealed until 1981.68

         Sheep farmers and bounty-hunters were not the raven’s only nemesis. The rise of pheasant shoots during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and the determination of gamekeepers to safeguard their precious birds, was effectively a death sentence for the species. Roger Lovegrove suggests that the raven’s decline in lowland areas was almost entirely down to ‘the almost universal and incessant persecution especially by shepherds and gamekeepers’.69

         Illegal persecution of ravens (and other predators such as hen harriers and golden eagles) continues on many shooting estates today. Despite this, however, ravens are now expanding their 38range: after centuries of persecution, they have finally returned to their former haunts across lowland England. Ravens have even, symbolically, come back to breed on the White Cliffs of Dover.70

         To put this comeback into perspective: when I began birding in the 1970s, to see my first raven I had to travel more than 300km, from my home in London to Snowdonia in North Wales. Thirty years later, when I moved to the Somerset Levels, I barely saw a raven in the first year or two I lived here. Now they are a common sight – and sound – across these marshy flatlands: during the first Covid-19 lockdown, in spring 2020, I came across no fewer than thirty-five of these huge birds in a single field, less than a mile from my home.

         My own anecdotal evidence is backed up by figures from the regular Atlas surveys, carried out since the 1960s, by a legion of amateur birders on behalf of the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO). The map for the very first Atlas of breeding birds, covering the years 1968–72, corresponds almost exactly with upland and coastal areas in the north and west of Britain, with virtually no records from the lowlands to the east and south.71 The Winter Atlas, covering the years 1981–4, shows very little change: both reveal that fewer than half the 10km squares surveyed (44 per cent) were occupied, during either the breeding or the winter season.72

         Fast forward another quarter of a century or so, to the Bird Atlas 2007–11 and the picture could hardly be more different. In the intervening decades, the raven’s breeding range expanded by more than two-thirds, while its winter range almost doubled.73 The map still shows gaps in England’s eastern counties but, as the editors note, ‘The raven is now as much of a bird of pastoral or mixed 39lowland farmland and forestry as it is of the uplands.’74 Today, a decade or so since that most recent national survey, the raven breeds more or less throughout Britain.

         The resurgence of the species has also led to a change in attitudes. In the raven’s case, familiarity has bred not contempt but admiration. We have learned to celebrate the presence of this bird, to marvel at its acrobatic antics as it tumbles high overhead in the summer sky and not just hear, but really feel, that deep, croaking call, coming from somewhere in the firmament.

         And, in an echo of those early myths about ravens, there is one final story that places the bird at the very centre of our civilisation. In this, ravens are not simply important, but seemingly crucial: as the ultimate guardians against the fall of the United Kingdom.

         
            *

         

         The Tower of London is not just part of the history of London, England and the United Kingdom; in many ways it exemplifies that history. Built – or rather begun – by William the Conqueror nearly a thousand years ago, it has dominated the story of the nation ever since. And although it is now dwarfed by the high-rise office buildings that surround it, the Tower remains one of the most impressive buildings not only in Britain, but anywhere in the world.

         I first visited the Tower of London with my mother, back in the late 1960s. Arriving on a sunny September day, more than half a century later, I once again felt that awe and wonder I had first experienced as a child. This is where many English monarchs spent the night before they were crowned, where others were imprisoned, and where two – Henry VI and Edward V – were murdered. It is 40also where three Tudor queens – Anne Boleyn, Catherine Howard and Lady Jane Grey – along with 400 others, including Thomas More and Thomas Cromwell – were executed. Yet, despite this long and grisly history, nowadays the Tower is probably best known for two unique attractions: the Crown Jewels and the ravens.

         Before I arrived, I had checked out the official Tower of London website, where I read how the ravens came to be here in the first place; and more importantly, the oft-quoted belief that, if the ravens are lost, perish, or fly away, the kingdom will fall.

         The origin of this story, according to the website, is reputed to date back more than 350 years, to the reign of King Charles II. The King’s official Astronomer Royal, John Flamsteed, is said to have complained that the loud noises made by the ravens flying around the Tower were interfering with his concentration. This, he claimed, made it harder for him to make important astronomical observations from what would have been, at the time, one of the tallest buildings in London: William the Conqueror’s original White Tower. But when King Charles ordered that the ravens be destroyed, he was supposedly told that if they left the Tower, the monarchy would be doomed. Faced with such a warning, the King changed his mind and decreed that at least six ravens must remain there for ever.

         At the time, the capital had just been through the twin traumas of a deadly outbreak of plague, in 1665, followed by the disastrous Great Fire of London the following year. Miraculously – and, indeed, almost immediately – the nation’s fortunes began to improve. After the devastating schism of the English Civil War and the shocking execution of King Charles I, his son had now 41successfully restored the monarchy. The plague outbreak turned out to be the last, while even the Great Fire, regarded as catastrophic at the time, swept away the remnants of the medieval city and allowed Sir Christopher Wren to rebuild the capital for the modern age. All was well in the world, and if the continued presence of the ravens in the Tower could not quite take all the credit for these successes, these birds could still serve as a symbol of the stability of the nation. A heart-warming tale.

         There’s just one teensy-weensy problem. It is, as I discovered when I talked to Christopher Skaife, Yeoman Warder and, since 2011, the official Ravenmaster at the Tower of London, almost totally untrue.

         When I had met Chris a few years earlier, at a book launch hosted by Hatchards, the celebrated central London bookshop, he had worn his splendid ‘Beefeater’ uniform, in black and scarlet, but on my visit to the Tower it was his day off, so instead he was wearing a rather colourful mauve T-shirt, appropriately sporting the logo of the Baltimore Ravens American Football team.

         While writing his entertaining and informative memoir, The Ravenmaster,75 Chris researched the ‘fall of the kingdom’ story. He discovered that, like so many tales about Britain’s history and heritage, it is largely based on myth. Indeed, there is no evidence that ravens were kept at the Tower at all before 1883, when the story first appeared in a children’s book.76 But the suggestion that ravens have been present at the Tower of London for much longer than this might contain a grain of truth. Before and during Charles II’s reign (1660–85), ravens would have been a common sight in the streets of London, and always on the lookout for flesh to scavenge. One 42story suggests that those wild ravens would have fed on the bodies of those executed at the Tower, including the ill-fated Anne Boleyn, beheaded here in May 1536. Another grisly, and oft-repeated, anecdote claims that ravens pecked Lady Jane Grey’s eyes out of her severed head as it lay beneath the executioner’s block – what Boria Sax calls ‘a final, posthumous indignity’.77

         As Chris told me, the adventurer, poet and statesman Sir Walter Ralegh, who was imprisoned in the Tower from 1603 until his execution in 1618, wrote to his gaoler Lord Cecil to complain about ‘the confounded ravens’, which were pecking at the flowers in his garden. But crucially, Ralegh doesn’t say the ravens of the Tower, but merely those at the Tower, so we cannot definitively infer that these were the forerunners of the captive birds here today. Nevertheless, Chris believes, all the evidence suggests that the idea of the ravens preventing the fall of the kingdom is almost certainly a fairly modern myth. Over the years, this was repeated again and again, until it became the default explanation for the birds’ presence.

         Ultimately, though, Chris doesn’t care whether the story is true or not. For him, it is what it signifies – that vital connection between birds, people and history – that really matters. As he points out, ‘these stories, like the ghosts that walk the corridors at night, are part and parcel of the Tower of London’s character and fabric. They’re real – at least in people’s minds.’

         I casually asked him whether the captive ravens have at least been here continuously since that first definite record in 1883. His answer – and the hesitation that preceded it – surprised me. He went on to explain that during the Blitz two of the Tower’s 43ravens died of fright from the terrible noise, leaving just three survivors. Two of these then turned on the third bird and killed it; an incident, he notes, ‘that has been airbrushed from history’. To make things even worse, the remaining pair then flew away, so for several weeks there were no ravens at the Tower at all: something the authorities somehow managed to hide from the press and public. Fortunately, despite the imminent threat of a Nazi invasion, the kingdom did not fall, and, after replacement birds were brought to the Tower, ravens have lived and thrived here ever since. And, despite all the evidence to the contrary, the belief that the Tower’s ravens safeguard the kingdom still resonates widely with the British public.

         Chris clearly loves his job, and especially his daily interaction with these magnificent and very intelligent birds, which he describes in unashamedly human terms: ‘They all have their individual personalities; I get to see their mood swings, their happiness and sadness – all the emotions that we have as humans. I don’t think there’s any other bird that has had such a close relationship with us, and for so long.’ Yet as he pointed out to me, unlike other creatures such as horses and dogs, which we have ultimately domesticated, ravens have always remained wild and untamed: ‘When I started this job, I thought I could control the ravens; after all, I am called the Ravenmaster. I soon learned that I don’t control them – they control me – they do whatever they want to do.’

         It confirms the conclusion that ravens are not only one of the most intelligent of the world’s birds, but also the species most equal to us humans; indeed, on occasion, superior to us. ‘They’ve 44used us from time immemorial,’ says Chris, ‘and they always will.’||||

         I asked him if there are any drawbacks to the job of Ravenmaster. He paused for a moment.

         
            No matter where I am, they are continually on my mind, every moment of the day. I’m never away from what they’re doing: whether I’m here at the Tower, at home, or on holiday, I can never stop worrying about them, which can be difficult for me and my family. But when I lose that, I’ll know it is time to move on.

         

         Having spent time with Chris, I can’t see him ever losing his deep connection with his, the Tower’s – and indeed the nation’s – ravens. As we parted, he revealed to me that his ultimate dream is to travel the world, observing ravens in their many and varied environments and speaking to people for whom these birds are at the centre of their lives and cultures. I sincerely hope he gets to fulfil his ambition.

         Just before I left the Tower, I got to take a closer look at the ravens themselves. From a few feet away, they are even larger – and more impressive – than I imagined. That glossy blue-black plumage, the huge bill and, more than anything, that 45extraordinary call, confirmed my belief that this is a bird different from, and ultimately more inspiring than, any other species on the planet. 
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            * Puma concolor, also known as the mountain lion or puma.

            † The word goes back to at least the middle of the first millennium bc, to Proto-Germanic, an early branch of the Indo-European family tree of languages, and almost certainly much further than that.

            ‡ In the Old Testament Book of Leviticus, ravens are condemned as ‘an abomination’ that were forbidden to be eaten – presumably because, like vultures, they are known to scavenge for their food and are therefore regarded as ‘unclean’. Leviticus, chapter 11, verses 13–15.

            § Corvus corax, also known as the western or northern raven. ‘Corax’ means ‘croaker’, a reference to the bird’s deep and resonant voice.

            ¶ Typically, adult ravens are 60–70cm long, with a wingspan of 100–150cm and weighing 1.15–1.5kg – the male being, on average, larger and heavier than the female. To put this into perspective, a raven is roughly eight times longer and a whopping 300 times heavier than the world’s smallest passerine, the pygmy bushtit of Java, and at least two-and-a-half times heavier than a carrion or American crow.

            || Other species of raven can be found elsewhere in the Middle East, North America, across much of Africa, and Australia. They are absent from South America and Antarctica.

            ** Odin features prominently in the mythology and folklore of all the Scandinavian and Germanic countries, including Anglo-Saxon England, while a version of his name, Woden, still survives in the name of the middle day of our week: Wednesday.

            †† A name deriving from a Celtic word for raven or crow.

            ‡‡ Martin calls this gift ‘Greensight’: defined as ‘the ability to perceive future, past, or contemporary but distant events in dreams’. While the human characters in Game of Thrones die on a depressingly regular basis, the ravens are a constant presence virtually from page one to the very end of the five volumes published so far (and all eight TV series). Oddly, the sound of the raven in Game of Thrones is a strange, strangled call, far higher in pitch and much less resonant than the normal raven call. I would guess that it is a recording of a crow.

            §§ Incidentally, it has been suggested that the word ‘ravenous’ derives from the greedy feeding habits of ravens: see Rachel Warren Chadd and Marianne Taylor, Birds: Myth, Lore and Legend (London: Bloomsbury, 2016). However, the OED proposes that the word has a completely different origin, though the English spelling (switched from ‘ravinous’ or ‘ravynous’ to ravenous) may have come about through a later (and coincidental) association with the name of the bird.

            ¶¶ Ironically, although ‘The Raven’ turned Edgar Allan Poe into a household name, he made little money from what has become one of the most reproduced and widely quoted poems in history. Its legacy is still evident today in the name of the Baltimore Ravens American Football team, which was chosen in a poll of fans in 1996, partly as a nod to the local baseball team, the Baltimore Orioles, and also because Poe is buried in the city.

            |||| Chris also observed that ravens are creatures of habit: ‘They like their rituals. They like their pecking order. They like to know who’s who and what’s what.’ He likens this need for order to human gangs, whose members won’t cross an invisible line into someone else’s territory. Sometimes, these borders – and the pecking order between individual birds – abruptly change, before settling down into a new equilibrium. Again, just like human society.
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