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This book is dedicated to my father, Ivor Thomas, who still enjoys watching the birds and who taught me all their names; thank you dad. It is also dedicated to the memory of my mother-in-law, Audrey, who loved watching birds at breakfast time through the dining room window.





PROLOGUE


I talk with the Sun said the Wren


As soon as he starts to shine


I talk with the Sun said the Wren


And the day is mine.
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FOREWORD


The histories and mythologies of the British Isles are bound together with birds. They permeate our stories and songs, appearing as messengers and harbingers, speaking our secrets, and being our secret other selves. Birds guard us as we sleep, wake our ghosts, herald the seasons. Pheasants and their ‘ownership’ took on great political class-based significance after the Napoleonic Wars when ordinary people were starving in the fields and turned to poaching, often with tragic and community-destroying results.


Birds sing to us and we have always replied to them, an endless conversation. To sit quietly and hear them in the woodlands in the Spring is one of life’s great pleasures. To hear ‘the lark in the Summer air’, the soft cooing of doves, to watch gliding water fowl – a world without our birds would be a sad and silent one.


I’ve been lucky enough to grow up listening to Taffy’s stories, and then to have the honour and pleasure of playing for him as I’ve grown older. Those who know him know he is an endless mine of magic, treasure and wonder. Those that don’t upon encountering him soon grow to love him as I and thousands of others do.


A few years ago Taffy and Chrissy asked me if I would play for Taffy’s brilliant retelling of The King of the Birds story. I know a few different versions of the St. Stephen’s Day wren song but wanted to gift them both with their own version, so I put this together from a few different places and wrote them their own tune. Here is a verse, with all my love and gratitude for the years of happiness listening to Taffy weave with words:


Mr Thomas, a worthy old man


He’s come on home and he’s brought us a wren


Brought us a wren love to sing us a tune


So we can be happy on Old Christmas Morn


Hello, hello, hello boys


Hello, hello, hello


I hope you enjoy this beautiful book and that your family will treasure it and our birds for generations to come.


Eliza Carthy MBE


2019





INTRODUCTION


As I peer out of my kitchen window in the Storyteller’s House in England’s Lake District, I delight in observing the rocky outcrop that stretches upwards from the back of my house to the fell side. One day I saw a small yellowish bird, defying gravity by running down this slab of stone. By its colour and behaviour it identified to me as a nuthatch, a bird rich in folklore and legend. Nuthatches have always interested storytellers and folklorists as they are cloaked in superstition. One of the few positive outcomes of global warming is that this tiny treasure can now live as far north as the borders.


Once upon a time a wise old blackbird positioned a nest two-thirds of the way up this rock, like the nuthatch, defying gravity. This site was chosen so that a large cat at ground level standing on tippy-toes couldn’t reach it, and so the neighbour’s inquisitive cat, peering over the top of the rock, couldn’t stretch down to it. Imagine my delight this spring when a pair of blackbirds arrived, mud and twigs in beak, and started to fettle this old habitation. A few days later, when the busy pair were off on a worm hunt or seeking more building material, I risked peeking into the nest. To my delight there was a clutch of five light blue eggs. The brown bird of the pair sat on them patiently for a week or so whilst her mate brought her food. Then, one morning, I observed five tiny beaks peeping over the edge of the nest. My storytelling performances took me away from home for several days. On my return, there was no sign of the baby birds or their parents. With no sign of injured or dead birds in the garden I must presume that the miracle of life had been accomplished. My family of blackbirds successfully fledged. I can only hope a pair will return next spring, indeed for many to come.
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