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Introduction



The snow clouds mean there is no visible sunset tonight. The sky does not burn and bruise; the hot yolk of the sun does not split and run across the horizon in gold, yellow and peach. The cold, white sky does not even blush.


Instead, the light thickens and clots as darkness begins to form. It seeps and smokes from between stands of pines planted an arm’s-length apart. It rises from the shadows of my footsteps on the track, and wells up from the deep, frozen ruts made by 4×4s and forestry machinery that trundle through this plantation.


For more than an hour now I have tramped through the forest that grows a few miles from my home, its familiar ruler-straight rides sparkling with fresh spring snow that still falls in fat, bumblebee flakes. The trees drooping, smoored and smothered.


Now the world is about to transform again. Night is coming. Darkness will soon cover the forest as surely as any snow.


I can’t remember the last time I was out at night. Not just out, camping, running or toddling home from pubs, but really out; walking and watching as the light fades, experiencing darkness creeping up with each passing minute, from mountain to meadow.


It was my ten-year-old son who had inspired this impromptu outing. The other day, as he argued for a later bedtime, he told me solemnly that the average human will spend twenty-six years of life asleep. Although he was still ushered complaining to his room, his words wormed their way into my brain. They made me realise that my experience of night was one of eyes moving sightlessly against lowered lids rather than a view of the changing shades of the nocturnal hours. Although he might not have meant it as such, it was also a rebuke; a reminder that for all of my life’s apparent fullness, it was in fact being only half lived. And so, here I am. Venturing into the darkness.


Even though I’ve been waiting for it, almost willing the night to arrive, the physicality of twilight surprises me. Catches me off guard. The air itself is a tangible mesh. A veil or a threshold to be crossed; from daylight to nightlight. The shifts might be gradual, but they are also dizzying. The light fuzzes like the picture on an old TV set. All feels hazy, flickering and granular.


At first I trip with every other step, until my eyes begin to adjust to the lowering light. My hearing seems sharper too; more eager to pick up any rustle or snow-muffled fidget.


Slowly, slowly, the definition of day blurs. I can no longer see the falling snow, although I can feel it on my face. The trees web together, the colours and contrasts grey into graphite. A detailed landscape rewinds to a simple but exquisite pencil sketch. The horizon becomes smudged as earth fuses with heavens.


By the time I reach the northern edge of the forest it is gone 11 p.m. and it’s as dark as it’s going to get. With the moon new and the cloud smoking-room thick, the only source of light seems to be the snow itself; the smashed-glass sparkle of twilight replaced by a watery luminescence that creates a topsy-turvy world where the land is brighter than the sky. Only under the trees, where the snow did not reach, has light been fully lost.


Out of the forest, the sky is a thick cobweb-grey that clings to heath and field, bunching in lighter, wet swags around wind-sharpened drifts of snow and darkening around ink-blot patches of gorse and bramble. Fallow deer, disturbed by the sound of my slow, snow-crumping footsteps, break into a fat-bottomed, see-sawing run. Others follow, the call to movement simply impossible to resist, until the whole herd pours over the path in front of me. They move as one, a liquid form that jumps, jinks and springs away from open land towards the trees to my right. I watch as they go, their black shapes lit by snowlight and their own flashing scuts. Every muffled hoof-strike reverberating deep in my chest.


I’ve seen deer on the move before, plenty of times, but during the day. There’s something about the night-time world that made the experience feel more intense, my world reduced by darkness to a much more intimate one that we briefly inhabited together.


I’ve never really considered exploring the night-scape before. To me night has always been a dark and gloomy place. A solid, black bookend to day that inspires fear and anxiety. But here among the trees, cloud and snowglow, I can already see that night is not just one long stretch of unforgiving darkness, any more than daytime is constant bright blue sky. Night is full of its own subtle shades of light, capable of illuminating the landscape and inspiring in us a sense of connection and wonder. I feel a tingle of delight at the realisation that almost by accident I’ve ghosted into a different world.
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I wake late to the shouts of my children outside in the snow, enjoying their gift from the night. My legs feel stiff, and the balls of my feet sore from the walk. A cup of tea, lukewarm, sits on the bedside table. The curtains have been opened and the sky is heavy. More snow is on the way. The cat pushes through the half-closed door and jumps onto the bed. A night-seeker and snow-hater. He rubs his cheeks hard against my duvet-swaddled ankles and curls into a purring ball. Paws lifted, chin raised. I fuss him and think about the woods. The snow. The deer. The shades of the night.


Certainly, the way the night was lit up has stayed with me. I wonder how it would have appeared without the clouds; how the soft slide from day to night would have been different; how starlight, glinting hard off snow, would have expanded the night beyond a tree-lined horizon. But the clouds were also part of the magic, obstructing the glow from towns: the streetlights of Bury St Edmunds to the south and of Thetford to the north.


On our relatively small but densely populated island, there are up to 9 million streetlamps (one for every eight people). Their glare, when combined with that of 27 million homes, offices, warehouses and factories, is scattered by atmospheric particles to create a sickly orange skyglow capable of blotting out the nocturnal interplay of natural light – the ever-present glare of electricity chases away darkness and snuffs out the stars.


That is surely one of the reasons I, like so many others, have been guilty of ignoring the night. It’s something that many of us rarely experience at length. For aeons humans have tried to push the night away. As the sun lowers we go inside, lock our doors and draw our curtains. We turn on our lights. Fire, the putrid luminescence of rotting fish, the burning bodies of oily seabirds, fireflies gummed to toes, yellow, fatty candles, gas lights and then electricity – all have been used to conquer and vanquish the hours of darkness, transforming them into a duller kind of day.


But after finally getting a glimpse of natural darkness, I want to explore more. I want to immerse myself in all the different types of light and dark that night has to offer: to feel moonlight on my skin, to see a hard frost of stars across a dark sky, and to understand what effect the ever increasing blaze of artificial light has on our natural rhythms, and those of other species. And I want to experience again how the changing, thickening light has the power to transform our world.





1


Bathed in Moonlight


I stand on the beach with my back to the sea, listening to the flat, rattling intake of breath as the water sucks away shingle. The sun is two-thirds hidden but still not quite set. It forms a thick, burning wedge still clearly visible above the soft, sandy bluff. It is a halo of light below the blush of the lower sky, a giant, blood-red flower that blossoms on the inside of my eyelids every time I blink.


The sky itself looks as though it is splitting, like an oil stored too long. The heavy sediments of the dark settle, while overhead the colours shift and merge like newly applied watercolours running into each other – reds and pinks, yellows and white. Only in the highest reaches of the atmosphere, where the sun’s rays still shine from beyond the earth’s curve, does the sky remain a brittle, icy blue. I watch as a plane flies almost directly up, its vapour trail a thread of gold that sews the colours together; jetting from the new darkness to the old light of day.


I check my watch and turn around. It’s nearly time.


I’ve always loved coming here to the coast of Covehithe, both for its quiet and for its unerring strangeness. Nestled between the genteel promenades of Southwold to the south and the fallen splendour of Lowestoft to the north, it is a place where the mild flatness of East Anglia slowly unravels into the sea; one of the first places in the country to see the sun and one of the first to lose it. At certain times of the month, the same is true of the moon. It’s why I have come here this evening, to experience our most familiar light at night. A glowing changeling, whose light has directed travellers and bewitched all living things – man and moth alike.


I’ve been wondering if the moon still has that power. In a world of artificial lighting and technology most of us no longer need it for navigation. The generations-old understanding of its cycle, how the waxing and waning light signified both the passing of days and the changing of seasons, is being forgotten. The moon is melting into the background, into insignificance.


The sea continues to suck and lick. A tern calls, sharp and bidding. Over the horizon of the North Sea comes the moon. First a glow. Then a pale, pinkish cuticle that swells into a weakling light. It continues to rise, an ever-expanding, ever-brightening island until after only a couple of minutes she tears away from the membrane of water, dripping light onto the earth, shining back at the sunken sun. The birth of the full moon.


She hangs, impossible, a great, cratered kite. Her own seas, the large basaltic plains formed by volcanic activity but once mistaken for water, are all visible, dark against the light-coloured highlands. There, the eyes of the Sea of Showers and the Sea of Serenity, there, the nose of Seething Bay and there, the open-mouthed surprise of the Sea of Clouds and the Sea of Knowledge. The whole face of the moon is pinched pink, a result of particles in the atmosphere scattering the light, but it looks as if she is blushing with the effort of her steep climb. She is, as D.H. Lawrence said, ‘Flushed, grand and naked, as from the chamber’.


I can’t help but be struck by the size of her. Looming and luminous. Although an average distance of 384,400 km away, she seems much, much closer – as if she could be hit and toppled with a well-aimed stone. It is a trick of the eye, an illusion that makes the moon seem larger as it sits just above the horizon, the cause of which is still debated.


It is, I realise, the first time I have ever seen the moon rise, have watched her gather her silvery skirts and jump. Perhaps her ascent has always been masked by houses, by hills and trees. But also, I suspect I haven’t really looked. The moon, as large as it is, seems impossible to ignore, yet I have done just that. My experiences have been limited: a brief glance at a bony crescent while putting out the bins; a glimpse of a first quarter lurking in the car’s rear-view mirror. Sometimes there have been daytime sightings too, pigeon-egg pale. A fragile, dark-eyed stop-out.


Over the last few weeks I’ve been making a conscious effort to pay closer attention, to reconnect with the moon, to appreciate the way it illuminates the night. As long as there has been life on earth, it has been bathed in its light.


Perhaps it is the cycle of the moon, recorded in chipped bone and chiselled rock, that first planted the concept of eternity in the human consciousness. The wan light illuminating a way beyond nothingness, and the hope of some kind of return. It has certainly inspired stories, legends and gods in almost every culture. The moon, we still tell our children, is where a man lives. For the Maya, it was a female goddess, a mother, a grandmother, a rabbit. For the Romans, the moon was Luna, the two-horned queen of the stars; for the Greeks, it was Selene driving a snow-white chariot across the skies. To the Nordic Sami she is Mano, Manno, Aske or Manna. The moon was whittled by the sun to thin bone only to regrow; was an orphan fetching water; an immortal lover; a cracked teal’s egg. The list goes on, stories that not only explain the moon’s movement but pin the moon’s rhythms and her soft light into the fabric of life, across continents and ages.


And then, in 1969, humans planted a flag in her. The goddess was disrobed and punctured by a staff-wielding man.


I can’t help but wonder if Apollo 11, despite all its achievements, is in some way behind our disconnection from the moon. Perhaps part of its myth and magic died under the dusty heels of conquering American moon boots. A leap for mankind that killed a leap of faith. After all, why watch and follow something that is known to be not a shining goddess but dead rock?


Growing up, I was fascinated by the moon landings. I read books, magazines, put up posters and wore NASA T-shirts emblazoned with the moon’s face. I dragged my parents countless times to the Science Museum in London where I would stand by the scale model of the lunar module. A giant tinfoil-wrapped monument. But I wasn’t really there for the moon but for the men who went there. My fascination was with the myth of the explorer: Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin, Michael Collins.


Perhaps science replaced the mystical, spiritual connection that had sustained humans for generations. The imperfect moon was rendered banal and everyday by dust-sample scrapes and lifted rock lumps, transformed almost overnight from a source of wonder and worship to a sign of human power.
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To the west the sun has finally sunk. The dark begins to rise, creeping up the tinny, Anderson-like shelters of a distant pig farm and spilling shadow from blocks of reed that surround Benacre Broad. The twi-lights arrive, roll into one another. First civil twilight, the blue hour, the lower atmosphere still bright and colour filled, then, when the geometric centre of the sun is 6 degrees below the horizon, nautical twilight. In the distance, the lights of Southwold, just visible behind the dark jut of scalloped, crumbling cliffs, click on and flicker orange. The town’s lighthouse sends out a white, winked pulse. The first stars begin to needle their way through as astronomical twilight begins. Dusk, the threshold of true night, is within touching distance.


Along the darkened beach, I can see how the wrack line has been feathered by the tide, the curling claw of waves marked out in patches of bare sand. I begin walking again, picking up strands of bladder-wrack, the pressed-flat coral shapes of hornwrack and fronds of pink seaweed resembling the exposed blood vessels of a lung.


Out to sea, the moon is higher now and has shrunk to a normal size. Its light, no longer scattered by the rosy lens of the atmosphere, is clear and milk bright. It spills over water, sand and shingle, bouncing hard off shell shards and pale stone.


Moonshine is made up mainly of sunlight reflecting from the moon’s surface, its apparent brightness changing with the moon’s orbit, from 0 per cent at new moon through to 100 per cent at full moon. Even at its brightest, though, it is still 200 times dimmer than the darkest day. The rest of the moon’s light also comes from the sun but is twice reflected; bouncing from the earth and then the moon before reaching the backs of our eyes. It is this planetshine, earthshine, that creates the moon’s ashen glow, illuminating parts that are not lit by the sun. During a waxing crescent, when the sliver of the bright sunlit moon is growing, earthshine exposes the moon’s surface beyond the terminator line, the division between the light and dark hemispheres. The old moon is in the new moon’s arms.


While we understand the moon’s movements and light, the story of its origin is still, essentially, a hypothesis put forward by American astronomers William Hartmann and Donald Davis. They proposed that around 4.5 billion years ago, the earth was struck by a body the size of Mars. During the collision the mantle and the core of both planets merged into what would become the new earth, while residual mantle and bits of core spun off into the earth’s orbit, eventually fusing to form the moon.


I like the idea we are made of the same stuff, that there is a duality between earth and moon, but there’s a sadness too, a separation. A planet swarming with animated cells endlessly circled by a lifeless moon. A child dancing with its calcified twin, which reflects back earthlight and sunlight, and has the power to transform the night sky.


During the full moon, not only is its face brighter than at any other time, but its light lasts from sunset to sun-up. In an age when the skies were not bleached by electricity, its continuous glow, described in Cumberland and some other northern counties as ‘throo leet’, was reported to have roused people from their sleep. Even now, friends have told me they’ve woken in the middle of the night to a light shining so brightly through the window they expected to see an emergency vehicle, or maybe dawn, but it was the moon.


The phases of the moon would once have been familiar, even second nature, to our ancestors. While their night-time world was undoubtedly darker than ours and probably more dangerous, they knew for at least half the month the moon would cast more light than any rushlight or guttering tallow.


Even when access to artificial light increased in the Early Modern Age, the darkness of the night sky remained a serious consideration for travellers in both towns and rural regions. It was both a beacon and a protector, referred to in collections of old proverbs, words and phrases from across England as the ‘parish lantern’. Although not everyone appreciated its guiding light. The moon robbed home-raiders, rogues and thieves of the disguise of darkness. For the criminally minded, the footpads, the alley rats, the blades, streetwalkers, rakes and rogues, the name of the moon was spat with venomous fury: ‘The Tatler’.


On nights when the moon is partially obscured by cloud, its brightness is still enough to give outlines, to give form to people and places. The American essayist and night explorer Henry David Thoreau, who said that the ‘kinds of moonlight are infinite’, added that the ‘traveller’s whole employment is to calculate what cloud will obscure the moon and what she will triumph over . . . In the after-midnight hours the traveller’s sole companion is the moon. All his thoughts are centred in her.’


Even the diarist Samuel Pepys, who never seemed especially keen on walking at night, did so under the light of the ‘brave moonshine’. Although he did have three or four armed guards to accompany him.


Tonight, navigating in the moonlight is easy. Effortless. The squinting, peering and owlish bobs of the head, a technique I’ve been forced to adopt to see my way on other darker expeditions, are thankfully not needed here. The moon is, as it has been for generations, a lantern.


On a night like this I can appreciate her lighting the way. But most of the time, we simply no longer need her – or at least we think we don’t. In our brightly lit modern world, she has lost some of her purpose. There is something poetic about it; as we lose touch with the moon, she is actually moving away from us. Each year she inches 3.78 cm further into space. In billions of years’ time, her light will be invisible to us and the earth, abandoned, will spin slow and lifeless.
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The North Sea, even on the brightest of days, is a murky mix of cold colours. Swirling brown. Sludge green. But now its midnight-blue waters are marked by a band of gold that stretches from the horizon to shore. It is as if the sea has been coated with bright dust sloughed from the moon’s back as she pulled herself from the water.


As I walk back north, the light seems to follow me. Syrup soft, an enchanting shimmer, it stops when I do. Speeds with my footsteps. The light is a golden cord that binds the moon to my movement, pulls me to it. I can’t help feeling, alone on this beach, that there is something magical about it. Moonlight is mystery, love and romance. It has a transformative power.


Covehithe is always atmospheric. The erosion that chews into cliffs, bites through path and road, means you are never sure what beach you will be visiting. At the southern stretch, where I am now, Easton Wood is slowly toppling onto the beach. By day the marooned trees, stripped of bark, salt-blasted and wind-polished, can seem skeletal and stark; white bones revealed by an earth that is losing its skin. But in the moonlight they appear softer, their wood pale and otherworldly.


I dabble my toes in the sea, causing the reflected light to ripple into black and slowly re-form. I think how the marine creatures out there will be responding to the moon, its light sparking spring after a long winter. Scientific studies have shown that the reproductive organs of some molluscs and fish shrink with the new moon, before swelling, ready for shell-rattling orgies, at the full moon. It is a time of movement, of sex, of egg-laying and hatching. Each year, during the full moon of November, the sea around the Great Barrier Reef is full of egg and sperm, which spews in great plumes from corals to form mats of pink, orange and yellow.


The moon is not the only factor, but it seems to be the most important. Water temperature and day length also appear to be environmental cues for sexual synchronicity, yet if the moon is obscured by clouds the corals will not spawn. The reproductive frenzy is paused until the next full moon.


Similarly, land creatures are drawn from the shadows by the full moon to hunt and mate. New Scientist reporter Jessica Hamzelou1 explains how night monkeys, or owl monkeys, the only nocturnal primates of the New World, hoot and jabber at the full moon. They fall silent as the angle of the moon changes and the shadow of the terminator line creeps again.
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