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INTRODUCTION


There are many ways to divide a year.


Head for either pole and you’ll experience two seasons: Dark and Light. In the tropics it’s a similar story: Wet and Dry. And wherever you are, focusing on the hours of daylight will give you Days Getting Shorter and Days Getting Longer.


Add an intermediary season and you have three, whether it’s Thailand’s Cold, Hot and Rainy, or the West African Wet, Dry and Harmattan – this last named after the dusty trade wind typical of that region between November and March. The Rule of Three would also be familiar to the Ancient Egyptians, who knew Akhet (Inundation), Peret (Emergence) and Shemu (Harvest).


Four is what we’re used to. Spring, summer, autumn, winter – so entrenched in our consciousness as ‘the seasons’ that we forget they really apply only to the temperate parts of our planet. And even then they don’t quite cover it. Just ask Kurt Vonnegut, who reckoned the eastern seaboard of America had six: the usual four, plus ‘locking’ (November and December) and ‘unlocking’ (March and April).


You’ll find variations on that theme everywhere. Little additions to the ‘pattern of four’, taking local conditions into account. The Hindu calendar has six seasons, or ritu, including the monsoon and a two-part winter. The Gulumoerrgin language group in Australia’s Northern Territories divides the year into seven, their loose criteria based partly on the local climate and partly on natural phenomena such as the laying of goose eggs. And the Sami people of Swedish Lapland interleave the regular seasons with bridging periods – spring–winter (gidádálvve), spring–summer (gidágiesse), autumn–summer (tjaktjagiesse), and autumn–winter (tjaktjadálvve).


Perhaps the most extreme example is the Ancient Japanese calendar. Four seasons, each divided into six, with each of those twenty-four subdivisions (sekki) in turn divided further into three, for a total of seventy-two microseasons (kō). Five days each, with the occasional six-dayer to even it up.


The word ‘ancient’ is doing a lot of work. It carries associations of tradition and wisdom, while at the same time being conveniently unspecific. In this case it harks back to the sixth century, when the system of twenty-four solar terms – based on the lunisolar calendar – reached Japan from China, by way of Korea.


The calendar was rewritten and adapted for the Japanese climate in 1684 by Shibukawa Shunkai, the Edo period’s first official astronomer. The microseasons referred to in this book were established in 1874, the year after Japan adopted the Gregorian calendar.


At the heart of each large season are the solstices and equinoxes – shunbun (vernal equinox), geshi (summer solstice), shūbun (autumnal equinox) and tōji (winter solstice). The beginnings of each season are also marked – risshun (beginning of spring), rikka (beginning of summer), risshū (beginning of autumn) and rittō (beginning of winter). In between, the names are dominated by the weather – rainwater, small heat, frost descent, large snow and so on.


It’s in the names of the seventy-two microseasons that we see elements specific to Japan’s island climate. They also reflect the importance of agriculture and the natural cycles of plants and animals in centuries past. The microseasons have haiku-like names – ‘east wind melts the ice’, ‘frogs start singing’, ‘cotton flowers bloom’ – each one a marker of a small bit of progress through the year. They’re rooted in the rhythms of the land, but they also reflect what we intuitively know: the little changes of an ever-evolving cycle require finer definition than the broad sweep of spring, summer, autumn, winter. We all know the difference between the first flush of spring in March – daffodils, cherry blossom, great tits testing their voices – and its maturity in May – swallows, wisteria, butterflies on the wing. Officially, they’re the same season. Reality and our own observations tell a different story. Big rhythms encompass small, and the simple act of acknowledging them leads to a greater connection with the natural world, which, as we all know, is a Good Thing.


How, then, do these seventy-two microseasons relate to the passing of the year in twenty-first-century suburban London, where I live? Well, in many ways they don’t. While Great Britain and Japan are both island networks, there the similarities end. Different geology, different climates, different fauna and flora. And while we in Britain like to think we’re fond of nature, our relationship with it lacks the formality and ritualisation captured in such uniquely Japanese concepts as momijigari – making special journeys in autumn to see the turning of the leaves – or hanami – the viewing of cherry or plum blossoms in spring. And despite the recent popularity of shinrin-yoku, or ‘forest bathing’, the average down-to-earth Brit would most likely prefer to call it ‘going for a walk in the woods’.


But the beauty of this way of dividing the year is that it can be applied almost anywhere. For Japan’s lotus blossom, praying mantis and bear, we have bramble, woodlouse and urban fox. And while the precise rhythms of the year will vary according to geography – and have recently been affected by the vagaries of climate change – the microseasons act as an incentive to look more consistently at the slow evolution of the natural world around us.


I am not naturally organised – although I do recognise that enviable quality when I see it – so the neatness of this system is alluring. It acknowledges the broader seasons, admits the narrowing down to more specific periods, and then nails each little moment to its own tiny mast. Big, medium, small. And there’s something enticing about the convenience of putting each little bundle of five days into its own box: ‘dragonflies lay eggs on water’, ‘starling hullabaloo’, or ‘maple reaches peak of glory’.


But nature is messier than that. It defies our attempts to impose order on it – just talk to any taxonomist struggling with the continual reassessment of what constitutes a species, or to a gardener doing battle with mare’s tail or bindweed. It sprawls, encroaches, spills all over itself, its many tendrils inextricably intertwined. So, much as I’d like each season to have its own distinctive character, conveniently clicking from one to the next at midnight every five days, reality has other ideas. Nature doesn’t roll up its sleeves on 20 June and say, ‘Right, naff off, spring – it’s summertime.’ It rolls and waves, ebbs and flows, the distinctions often too blurred for us to notice. So I became curious about the idea of these miniature compartmentalisations, and whether this detailed dissection of the seasons was in fact valid and useful. Would it be helpful to look at nature through this lens?


Yes, it turns out.


For one thing, paying attention to the natural world for at least one day out of every five ensured I didn’t inadvertently lose my connection with it. And limiting my observations to a small area I already knew – our garden, the streets around our house, the local cemetery where I take my regular exercise, the nearby common and its associated small wood – made me look again and more closely at the familiar, the everyday, the easily overlooked.


I also humbly submit that it’s a worthwhile thing for anyone to do, wherever they live. It’s likely that if you’ve bought this book you’re already engaged with the natural world to some extent, but as a population we have become estranged from the rhythms of nature – so much so that expressions such as ‘grain in ear’ will at best be recognised as a nostalgic reference to the past, at worst misunderstood completely as some sort of bizarre instruction.


This disconnection from nature, it hardly needs overstating, has played a large part in getting us to Where We Are Now.* All the more reason, then, to find new ways of paying attention, and to give the natural world the respect it so desperately needs. The first step is to acknowledge that it’s all around us, wherever we are, and – crucially – that we are part of it. We’re all in the same boat together – perhaps it would be a good idea to get to know our fellow passengers that bit better. You might not know the name of that yellow flower or the butterfly that’s just flitted through the garden or the bird that keeps on diving out of sight, but no matter. It’s the noticing that counts.





 


* Do I need to elaborate on the many ways in which we have failed our planet, and the catastrophic situation we find ourselves in? The question is rhetorical.
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CLEAR LIGHT SHINES THROUGH MIST


4–8 February


Beginning of spring (Risshun, [image: Illustration])
East wind melts the ice
(Harukaze kōri o toku, [image: Illustration])


When does spring start, really? With the first chiffchaff, its two-note song pinging down from the canopy? Daffodils, their taut blooms unfolding in a blaze of yellow? A woodpecker drumming, rhubarb emerging, crocuses, wild garlic, lesser celandine?


Or is it something in the air, an indefinable quality, a vibrancy you feel the moment you set foot outside? There’s warmth, yes, but it’s not just about temperature. Not to get fanciful, but you could almost swear the air itself is quivering with the springness of spring. And when you step out it’s on your cheek, tickling the nape, lifting the spirits, the growth of everything surging through the ether.


Whatever it is, we’re not there yet. Not by a long way. The sun is bright, the snowdrops quiver, blackthorn blossom sprays its light amid the gloom, but these are merely harbingers. Spring is round the corner, but the corner is long.


Each of the big seasons of the traditional Japanese calendar starts at the midpoint between equinox and solstice. It’s as good a place to start as any, but even though it says ‘beginning of spring’ and ‘east wind melts the ice’, this year’s reality begs to differ. There is no ice to melt. Not in West Norwood. Not in 2020. But there is chill. In the air, on the pavements, dusting the leaves of dormant plants. These early-February days hold memories of past winters, the thermometer hovering just above zero, the sun low and bright. A time of walks and anticipation.


False spring.


Some years, winter delivers a bitter rebuke, just in case you were getting smug – a late snowstorm, bud-nipping frosts. This year it is rain. Much, much rain.


I survey the garden and its neighbours from the safety of my office. Standard strips lined up side by side, and backing on to more of the same. There are trees to break up the monotony. A large cedar of Lebanon two doors down, its angular shape sadly truncated by surgery; behind it a tall, looming cypress, its denuded tip a favourite perching point for a variety of birds; to the left, more lone trees, thrusting rudely up above the suburban sprawl.


Look beyond and there is a gentle rise, streets populated with lines of houses, a repeating tessellation of London brick. On a good day, with the sun slanting on them from a certain angle, I can see in them – I admit it takes a small leap of the imagination – the contours of a Tuscan hillside town, a configuration of straight lines and angles and light and shade and warmth that does pleasing things to the brain.


As I say, a leap of imagination. But where would we be without it?


The garden is showing signs of emerging from winter. The hazel on the left has offered a welcome patch of brightness among the general drab for a couple of weeks, but now the catkins have passed the luminous-yellow phase and have an air of self-pity. Their work will soon be done, pollen scattered on the breeze, leaves emerging, the business of slow and steady growth under way.


Beneath them, a scattering of pale pink cyclamen, their propensity for self-seeding resulting in a mild spot of lawn encroachment. Next to them, a patch of snowdrops, in their prime, their milky blooms hanging slightly open, like fairground grabbers.


The garden is soft underfoot, unwelcoming. To venture into it too often would make it a quagmire. Instead, I take to the streets. Left out of the door, down the hill past the bus garage, up again – shutting out the rumble of traffic, weaving through oncoming pedestrians and ignoring the temptations of the excellent Italian deli. The manic tinkle of a goldfinch from the trees by the bridge accompanies me past the station, fading as I go down the hill, past the bare horse chestnut standing sentinel at the church gates, across the road and into the cemetery.


The path splits near the entrance. You can take the big loop, or you can get distracted by the crossing paths.


I get distracted. It’s easy enough, today. There’s a clarity to the early-morning light. Low sun angles through the mist, lending the scene an other-worldly feeling, as if sent to lift you from the doldrums.


This place, one of the ‘Magnificent Seven’ (large, private cemeteries established across London in the 1830s), was built by people with a respect – awe, even – for death. Monuments abound, and family vaults. There is statuary galore – stone angels draped over slabs in poses of anguish, or holding one finger up in the air, like a cricket umpire delivering their final adjudication. There are well-established trees: willows, planes, oaks, sycamores, a dying ash, others whose names I don’t yet know. There are areas left untended, tangled undergrowth and fallen trees combining to give the cemetery a welcome feel of wildness. There is a crematorium at the top of the hill, its post-war architecture lending a faintly municipal air to that part of the site. Today, there is a magnificent, rude energy in the air. These sunny late-winter days seem to bring it out. The birds of early spring – dunnocks, great tits, goldcrests, wrens – are shouting, their libidos awakening like a teenager’s.


They’re accompanied by splashes of bright colour among the drab and soggy, standing out with remarkable freshness, enhanced by the cold winter light. Euphorbia’s two-tone greens; the bright red of rowan berries – all the more dramatic against the ice-blue sky; a dogwood, its long, slender branches hooping upwards, zinging yellow as if illuminated from within.


I don’t know what makes me look up. There’s no warning gronk. A disturbance in the ether, perhaps. It’s only there for a few seconds, its familiar quasi-goose-like silhouette jarring in this place. A cormorant, flying busily somewhere, gone behind the treeline almost before I’ve had a chance to register it. I find joy in the familiar, but surprises can be good too. I will remember it: that time I saw the cormorant over the cemetery.
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DUNNOCK SONG DEFIES TRAFFIC NOISE


9–13 February


Beginning of spring (Risshun, [image: Illustration])
Bush warblers start singing in the mountains
(Kōō kenkan su, [image: Illustration])


The weather changes overnight. A switch flick, conveniently marking the new season. Everything is different. The barometer plunges; the wind picks up. Rain – wild, unfettered, destructive – batters the country into submission. A quashing of hope, a reminder of our abject weakness in the face of nature’s doodah.


Storm Ciara is in town.


There is a grim fascination to storms. I watch Ciara’s progress on an app, the pretty green swirls intensifying to orange where the wind is strongest. It’s easy and safe to monitor it on a screen but the reality is devastating. She leaves behind her widespread flooding and millions of pounds of damage. Living halfway up a hill in a big city, we’re protected from the depredations, can see it out in comfort and warmth without worrying about the aftermath. Hunkered down in my office, I nonetheless eye the rattling fence panels with mild concern.


The next day, a small squadron of goldfinches appears briefly on the silver birches flanking the gravelled parking area in front of the house, drawn by the seed heads. They’ve been regular and welcome visitors recently. Not the twenty-strong flock that illuminated our winter dusks two years ago, but a loyal band of four, their chattering energy a constant boon. Bounce in, plunder, bounce out: irrepressible, uplifting.


I venture out. The wind comes in gusts, as if still itching for a fight. The sky is half and half: lucid blue overlaid with fast-moving fluffies.


My walk past the bus garage is interrupted by a loud scrabbling song. A dunnock, brazenly advertising its availability for early-season shagging. A defiant ‘Business as Usual’ sign to the world.


They’re early singers, dunnocks. They don’t quite match robins and wrens, which sing through the winter, but if you hear an indeterminate jumble of birdsong in January – some would call it a mindless jangling – it’s likely to be a dunnock, and by early February it’s a constant. The bush warbler, a semi-migratory bird that moves from mountains to city when spring arrives, has been a staple seasonal marker in Japanese culture for over a thousand years. The dunnock finds its place in our culture not in poetry but in the wealth of folk names – more than fifty of them, including ‘shuffle-wing’, ‘hedge Betty’ and ‘winter nightingale’. ‘Dunnock song defies traffic noise’ might be less poetic than ‘bush warblers start singing in the mountains’, but it’s accurate and feels appropriate.


I stop for a moment. This is not a place for natural lingering. An intersection of roads, the air constantly assaulted by traffic noise. But there is some relief from the unremitting cacophony. A community planting scheme has brought a transformation. The low walls and borders skirting the bus garage have been planted up, a large banner displays a Carol Ann Duffy poem about bees, the red-brick walls bear the words of Alfred, Lord Tennyson behind sprightly fruit trees and low shrubbery. It makes a difference, and this dunnock seems to want to make it its home. It perches on a low shrub, belting out its song above the din of the blessed, cursed, infernal internal combustion engine. It waits for a bus to pass, then flits across the road and over the brick wall behind me, scant respecter of the Green Cross Code.


I continue. Corner shop, cafe, pub, church. Roar of motorbike. Scatter of pigeon.


In the cemetery, Ciara’s detritus is everywhere: branches scattered higgledy-piggledy across paths, benches upended, pools of water gathering in hollows. Runnels stream down the sides of the path, diverted by gatherings of twigs, mud and leaves. A scattering of earthworms, washed onto the path by the storm, stranded, but working their way gamely back to safety. I stop to pick one up and rehouse it on the verge. It shows its gratitude by shrinking to a fraction of its former length and making little exploratory wrigglings on the mud. When I return twenty minutes later, it’s gone, burrowed down into the earth to work its aerating magic.


The aftermath has a certain peace to it, despite the gusting winds. There is a pause, a recalibration, as if the world just needs a cup of tea and a bit of a sit-down before getting back to it. The sun, low in the sky, combines with the backdrop of grey clouds to do magical things to the light, kisses the treetops with a glimmer of burnished gold.


But now the wind is up again, and fast clouds roll in. A brief, drenching squall. I attempt the ‘it’s only weather’ attitude towards showers. It half works, but chill and damp undermine optimism. I slow my pace, and my eye is caught by another piece of luminosity. Moss on a gravestone, usually dull green, caught a glancing blow by the sun. Up close, it turns into a magic garden, yellowy fronds frizzing upwards on the slenderest of stalks, bronzed tips slightly curled. Further on, a desiccated umbellifer leaf hangs loose, twirling in the reduced breeze, its veining a grid map of delicacy bound together with sturdy, elegant arteries. Small details, rewarding close examination.


Two trees have succumbed to the wind. They weren’t large – eight metres or so – and their slender trunks perhaps belie a fundamental weakness. Standing alone, away from the protection of their colleagues, their root systems weakened by the relentless rain of January, they were no match for the indiscriminate violence of the storm. They are a forlorn sight, measuring their length on the ground, lying across graves, the randomness of physics no respecter of personal feelings. Trapped underneath one tree is a clump of vivid colours: yellow, red, pink. Fabric flowers, impervious to seasons, their grinning artificial brightness incongruous against the spillikin tangle of the dead tree’s branches.


In an ideal world these trees would be left where they fall, would provide a home for countless little bugs and fungi, would decay naturally over months and years. But they will be removed, tidied up, their root holes filled, and we’ll carry on as if they were never there.
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RAIN SOMETIMES TURNS TO HAIL


14–18 February


Beginning of spring (Risshun, [image: Illustration])
Fish emerge from the ice
(Uo kōri o izuru, [image: Illustration])


This is not a season to be trusted. You pull back the curtains to clear skies, but check the forecast and there’s treachery afoot: rain, wind, squally nonsense set to ruin your afternoon.


According to the Japanese calendar, fish emerge from the ice, then duck back down again sharpish if they’ve got any sense.


What I’d like is a proper cold spell. Frost and ice and maybe snow. But instead we get unsettling wind and spirit-sapping rain. February, the shortest and longest month.


For some reason I stop on my way out. There’s no flash of colour to catch my eye, nor a particular movement, but some instinct makes me look at the wisteria to the right of the front door, its branches twining up from the knobbly base. Despite their slenderness they give the impression of age, a wizened aspect in stark contrast with the fresh whitewash of the wall behind them.


In a couple of months they will throw out frothing cascades of lilac-coloured blooms, the epitome of suburban horticultural splendour, framing the windows in a way satisfying to the eye, if a mite hackneyed to some tastes.


But I love wisteria. Partly because it’s one of the ones I know. But it’s also that delicate colour, and the impression of light and air the blooms give when in full spate. A champagne plant.


At this stage it’s no more than the merest hint of growth, the tiniest, most tentative toe in the freezing swimming pool. From the rough branch comes a hard, dry twig, and from the twig the darkly curled beginnings of a leaf, and cradled in that growth is a morsel of palest yellow, so embryonic it looks ready to duck back in at any moment.


It’s the last day of the sekki (‘beginning of spring’). However tiny it may be, the wisteria bud has appeared just in time.


We have peregrines.


These words, unimaginable for a Londoner forty years ago, put a spring in the step. The post-war slump in their population, driven by increased pesticide use, has largely been redressed, and now they’re a common sight in city centres. Every outing to West Norwood ville brings the possibility of an encounter. Reason enough to venture outside in unpleasant conditions.


A peregrine’s natural nesting habitat is a cliff face. And London abounds with them. Charing Cross Hospital, Tate Modern, and now our local church. The male* flies up into the belfry as I pass. Its partner steps aside to let it in, maybe passing comment as she does so on her spouse’s failure to bring breakfast.


Over the road, through the gates, traffic noise receding as I make my way into the cemetery. A goldcrest welcomes me with a short burst of its thin, piping song from a yew tree to my right. To the left, a robin’s shivering ribbon of song adds cheer. From somewhere, a wren, loud and sharp. And up ahead, a patch of grass becomes birds, a flurry of wings alerting me to their presence as they fly up with a chorus of tseeps. Always busy, always on the move.


Redwings. Ten, fifteen – no, twenty at least.


They’re a reassuring presence through the winter, arriving from Scandinavia sometime in October in search of milder weather and a steady food supply. The mysteries of birds are many and unfathomable, but migration is surely chief among them. When I think of it – whether it’s the winter journeys undertaken to escape the harsh north, or the long haul from Africa in search of an abundance of insects – my mind fills with questions. How do they know when to leave? How do they know where to go? How does a tidgy thing like a redwing, twenty centimetres from stem to stern, fly all the way from northern Scandinavia to West Norwood without keeling over and dying?


Not all of them do. But if death is a possibility over the roiling seas, it’s a certainty in the frozen north, so over they come. They’ll gravitate towards their favoured foods: red berries such as hawthorn in the first instance, then earthworms and other wriggling grubbers for the second half of winter. A cold patch in early spring – like the Beast from the East of 2018 – might send them to gardens in search of handouts, and the alert and sympathetic gardener will oblige by throwing out an apple or two.


They’re our smallest thrush, with a keen look enhanced by a creamy stripe above the eye. The red of the name – a soft red, the same as the bricks of the old library over the way – always seems to me to be under the wing rather than on it. But ‘red armpit’* would be less appealing.


I stop, let them settle. Do not disturb. They’re flighty, keeping me at a distance. Fifteen metres or so, no more. Then, without prompting, they’re up and away, over my head, to another part of the cemetery, and as I crane my neck round and up to watch them pass, suddenly it’s not the birds I notice. By stealth, the last vestiges of blue sky have been engulfed by thick, dark clouds. Clouds of menace. Clouds of trouble. Clouds wanted in twenty-six states. And a relatively rare phenomenon – a drop in temperature so swift you actually feel it as it happens. From ‘pleasantly mild for the time of year’ to ‘someone’s just bundled me into an industrial freezer’ in ten seconds flat.


It starts as rain – heavy, fat, splashing drops blattering down like clumsy fingers on a piano keyboard. And now hail, the closest thing we’ve had to a wintry shower in months. They’re not big stones, no more than grains really. But I’m in the middle of them, which isn’t the position you’d choose when it comes to hailstones. They’re not big enough to hurt, and they’re gone in a couple of minutes, but file them under ‘inconvenient’.


‘There’s no such thing as bad weather,’ Alfred Wainwright once said. ‘Only unsuitable clothing.’ He was right, I suppose. Although possibly also a trifle smug.





 


* Smaller than the female, as is often the way with falcons and hawks.


* Or even, strictly speaking, ‘red wingpit’.
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WOODPECKERS START DRUMMING


19–23 February


Rainwater (Usui, [image: Illustration])
Rain moistens the soil
(Tsuchi no shō uruoi okoru, [image: Illustration])


The man – slim, dark, somehow forlorn – cuts a resigned figure as he ploughs his way gamely through the sodden grass in the cemetery. In his left hand he holds a piece of paper. In his right, daffodils, yellow buds peeping out from their wrapping. He stops, consults the piece of paper, looks vaguely around, finds his bearings, sets off again.


The brightness of daffodils is an antidote to the weather. There has been rain – moistening the soil in accordance with the name of the season – but if these days have a defining feature, it’s the wind.


It keeps me awake one night, rattling the windows, howling around the eaves. I’m all in favour of a light breeze ruffling my collar on a warm spring day, but this is something else. Turbulent, untamed, unsettling.


The complete absence of the sun for the first four days only intensifies the need for cheer. The clouds vary from highish to very low, but not once do they part to give us a glimpse of blue sky. The weather feels stuck, swirling around in a frustrated vortex of its own making. What it needs is a nudge, and eventually it gets it, the fifth day of the season dawning brighter, warmer. But not, it turns out, drier.


The drizzle footles in half-heartedly mid-morning, not even having the grace to be proper rain. Dingy, dismal, soul-sapping. For once, though, my keen weather eye coincides with an accurate forecast and I’m out early, entering the cemetery as the gates open, my arrival coinciding with Daffodil Guy’s.


His offering is mirrored by clumps of daffodils on the ground. The prevailing atmosphere might make humans hunch into their raincoats, but the daffodils haven’t got the message. They’re relentlessly upbeat, jauntiness in flower form.


It’s easy to be sniffy about daffodils, with their ubiquity and obviousness, but today their yellow trumpets are the fillip I need. Besides, it’s not their fault they’re popular. They never hurt anyone.*


My preference has always been for the more delicate members of the narcissus family, those bonsai-like offerings that add cheer to a small terrace pot. And if I see one of the two-tone varieties, I think of the wild daffodil, supplanted to such an extent by the cultivated form that if we were to encounter one, we’d be unlikely either to recognise or appreciate it.


But I’d be lying if I said I was immune to the allure of a tightly furled bunch of daffs wrapped in florist’s paper. An offering of friendship, or a token of self-care. Something to brighten the kitchen on a drear February day. A couple of quid well spent.


I leave them and walk up the hill. The snowdrops on the left, so perfect just a few days ago, are on the wane, their petals splayed like the legs of a drunk on the sofa at 2 a.m. Some plants age gracefully, their retreat undergone without fanfare. But these have given up on appearances, the recent battering stripping away their delicacy and neatness.


A sound. Faint and distant, almost an illusion. I stop and tilt my head,* hoping it will come again. After a few seconds it does. Duuurrrrr. Instant uplift.


Great spotted woodpeckers are common enough, and increasingly regular visitors to garden feeders, but even a distant aural encounter with one counts as an event. Perhaps it’s their colouring, the pied and barred plumage offset by vivid red on the nape† and vent; perhaps it’s their extraordinary ability to move round a tree trunk with no apparent effort, side-slipping without visible propulsion; perhaps it’s simply because they’re bigger than the feeder regulars, so when they appear it feels like an exotic visitation. Whatever the reason, whenever I hear their short, sharp chik my head snaps up and I start scanning the trunks of nearby trees. And their drumming in the dying stages of winter is a marker of transition to the next stage. Today it’s even more welcome than usual.


The gentle charms of the woodpecker’s drumming are overshadowed by the dramatic sight that confronts me as I turn the corner.


It’s the splash of white against the dark grass that draws my attention. And then I see the still figure hunched over it, wary, alert, alive to the possibility of disturbance.


I keep my distance.


Bloodthirsty creature that I am, I wish I had seen the kill. A peregrine stooping on its prey is famously one of the most dramatic sights in nature, and I’m a strong believer in the importance of embracing all aspects of the natural world without queasiness or revulsion.


No matter how clean the initial strike, the aftermath is messy. Feathers strew the grass. A few of them swirl up in a gust of wind as the peregrine goes about its business.


The identification of dead birds from a distant glimpse of their disfigured corpses isn’t my forte, but I lay myself a quiet wager that the bird in the peregrine’s clutches is a black-headed gull. The white feathers point towards gull rather than pigeon, and while a peregrine might easily have the capacity to take out a herring gull, the smaller black-headed seems a more likely target.


Gulls are increasingly regular in towns. I saw one the day before, flying low the wrong way down a one-way street, in defiance of convention and traffic regulations. If this is the same bird, it’s had a swift and brutal comeuppance for its flagrant disregard for the law.


The peregrine takes things slowly. Constant vigilance is its watchword. It plucks at its prey, then looks up to check the coast is clear. It has a good meal, and is keen not to give it up. But before long two carrion crows enter the scene. Jaunty walk, itching for a rumble. The peregrine grabs what’s left of the gull and flies off, trailing feathers in its wake. An unspecified organ dangles by a thread of what I assume is intestine.


The man is still there as I complete the loop. Standing alone by the grave, his slender frame silhouetted against the plain brick wall behind.





 


* Unless they mistakenly bought them thinking they were shallots and sliced and fried them to include in a casserole, but in those cases I have to say my sympathy remains entirely with the daffodils.


* This, I am told, is the best way to locate the source of a mystery sound. The idea is that you’re trying to replicate the hearing system of an owl, which has one ear higher than the other.


† In the male, at least. The female’s head is black.
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CROCUSES EMERGE FROM DAMP SOIL


24–29 February


Rainwater (Usui, [image: Illustration])
Mist starts to linger
(Kasumi hajimete tanabiku, [image: Illustration])


We will have mist. Perhaps not the mist of Japanese art, cloaking the mountains and forests with mystical softness; nor even the mist of haiku, rooting the reader in a specific part of the year, enabling the poet to invoke vivid scenes with maximum economy.


But there will be mornings when its soft evanescence descends, making everything 10 per cent more attractive before gradually lifting to ease you into the day.


These are not those mornings.


There is wind. Whippy, bone-chilling.


There is cold. Heating-and-duvet cold.


There is rain. Not a benevolent hair-frizzing mizzle, but sharp spikes on the skin.


All in all, a disincentive for activity. My instinct is to hunker down, an instinct not shared by two feral pigeons, which swoop in mid-morning and walk around the garden, apparently impervious to the elements. Their strutting action – head going back and forth in counterpoint to the body – is a technique to help them build a more complete view of the world, a compensation for the immobility of their eyes in their skulls, but it somehow gives them a comical air, an impression only reinforced by the staring madness in the eyes themselves.


It’s easy enough to dismiss these birds as ‘rats with wings’, but if we hate them for their ubiquity, adaptive success and propensity to make life unpleasant for species that want to share their space, then maybe that’s just because they’re stealing our shtick.


I like to spring to their defence, pointing out the attractiveness of the green and purple iridescence on their necks, or their aerial ability. Watch, without prejudice, a feral pigeon fly – fast, manoeuvrable, wings held in a sharp ‘V’ as they come into land with unerring accuracy – and maybe, just maybe, you’ll watch through different eyes.


Slice it whichever way you like, the garden remains uninviting, the soil damp and squidgy. But there is hope in it. Crocuses, beloved as early harbingers of spring, stand out, a little pool of brightness in a sea of drab. That combination of rich purple and zinging orange is an antidote to gloom.


I’m also buoyed by the gradual increase of light. The slow playing-out of the year’s rhythms, gradual lengthenings and shortenings, is mostly imperceptible, but sometimes the hours of daylight seem to take an abrupt leap, and spring is suddenly a touchable prospect. Sunrise is now before seven; sunset after half past five. It feels like a watershed of sorts. And with the passing of this arbitrary marker comes a renewed sense of anticipation.


The blackbird plays its part. Early mornings and I are not natural friends, but from time to time I snap awake at 4.48 a.m., fully alert and ready for the day. And in spring, there’s the blackbird waiting for me, somewhere over the road. If I have the energy I get up and sit outside, at the back of the house, swaddled in jumpers and clasping a cup of coffee, listening to the world waking up.


I do not have the energy. Not on this occasion. But when the time comes I take myself out and roam the streets, and the blackbird’s still there. Its clear, mellow song cuts through the traffic, offering a counterpoint to the relentless background thrum of the city.


This urban environment, dominated by man-made materials, can seem bereft of nature. Concrete, tarmac, stone, brick, metal, glass, plastic. No space for greenery. Yet everywhere it seizes opportunities where it can find them, even in the busiest places. Opposite the station, above a cafe, down that little alley. Plants poking up in the gaps between paving slabs, a straggly flower sticking out from a ledge at the top of the pub building. Remove all human activity and you would quickly see to what extent our mere presence suppresses the natural world. This thought is both dispiriting and heartening. Dispiriting because it’s a damning indictment of human beings in general, but heartening because it’s also testament to nature’s resilience.


The skies clear. The wind is cold enough to warrant three layers, but at least there is sun.


A three-way wren-song battle plays out around me, punctuated by the chips of a great spotted woodpecker. Robins sing loud. Three goldfinches bounce over. Blue tits and great tits provide a constant backdrop of twitters and shrieks. A wood pigeon flies out with a clatter of wings – recognisable from that sound alone. A jay flies off to the left, its white rump, splayed wings and slight pot belly catching the eye. A parakeet gives a small, half-hearted squawk as I pass. Carrion crows patrol the paths, always on the lookout for scraps. A fox scampers out in front of me and I nearly lose my balance.


Adventure everywhere.


The clear skies can’t last. Already the wind is doing its work, bringing in more unsettled weather, the sky darkening ominously behind me.


I beat the rain home by a few seconds. It blatters the terrace in a way that makes me glad I’m not a flagstone. A short shower, but heavy, passing through quickly.


Then, out of the flux, a miracle.


The sky, like Gaul, is divided into three parts. Behind and to the right, clear blue; ahead and to the left, receding dark clouds illuminated by low sunlight. And bridging the gap, in accordance with the laws of physics, a rainbow.


My fascination for rainbows is almost primitive. I can sympathise with early cultures around the world that built legends around their miraculous appearance in the sky. In Japanese mythology a rainbow was seen as the Floating Bridge of Heaven, on which the creators of the world, Izanagi and Izanami, descended to create order from chaos – an interpretation that has its attractions. No matter how clearly I hold the science in my head, with its reflections and refractions and dispersal of light through water droplets and visible light spectrums and all of that, they still seem like evidence of a benevolent god, a god who knows what we like and is minded, just occasionally, to indulge us when we need it most.


This one is a cracker, vibrant against the dark clouds behind, and allowing me to forget for a moment the bland urban landscape below it. While I know the bands are in fact a continuous spectrum, my brain tells me they’re clearly defined. The colours are intense, sharpened by the last remnants of fine mist in the air. It’s the kind of rainbow that instantly has you looking for its ghostly reflected twin just above.


And so it comes to pass. The second, outer rainbow is less intense, as they always are, and not quite complete. Childlike, I will its two ends to meet in the middle. If only wishing made it so.


But with the nearly double rainbow comes that special light, of low sun slanting across a city against a backdrop of dark clouds, illuminating the landscape in previously unconsidered ways, and with that illumination comes a lightening of the spirit, a quelling of turbulence, and a warm glow to counteract the chill.
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BLACKTHORN SHEDS BLOSSOM


1–5 March


Rainwater (Usui, [image: Illustration])
Grass sprouts, trees bud
(Sōmoku mebae izuru, [image: Illustration])


The sunshine was an aberration. Back comes the damp with a vengeance.


On the first day it takes the form of a mist-like mizzle, the kind of saturation that almost doesn’t qualify as rain. ‘Soft’, some would call it. But there’s nothing soft about the accompanying chill. It’s not measurable by thermometer alone – just a feeling.


The garden birds seem unaffected. The lone dunnock forever busy around the base of the lavender; the coal tit smash-andgrabbing from the feeder – spry, alert, whizz, gone; the invisible wren, offering the merest snatch of song.


And then on day three the weather takes the gloves off and lays about it with the abandon of a saloon bar fighter with a chair leg. Grass sprouts, trees bud, then rain bastards them into submission.


I’m open to the pleasures of rain. Often I embrace it. But its extent, variety and sheer relentlessness in recent weeks has worn me down, and this is the final straw. It turns out that what we thought was rain wasn’t rain at all. It was merely the preparation for rain. This is rain designed to bring on impromptu Gene Kelly impersonations; rain to give you a true and first-hand understanding of the word ‘drench’; rain to make you shout, ‘Oh, fuck off.’


We are now in the realms of content usually reserved for subscribers.


And it all kicks off during my daily walk. Of course it does. After a few minutes it ceases to be a walk, turning instead into an upright swim. Bedraggled, I troop disconsolately home, where I squeeze myself out and settle in for an evening’s gentle steaming.


This saturation makes the next morning’s blue skies all the more welcome. The few clouds aren’t about to deliver watery misery – they’re high and fluffy, chivvied across the sky by a stiff breeze that makes walking faster not a choice but an imperative. At times the wind feels as if it might settle into some warmth, but then a gust puts me right and I hunch deeper into my coat. After yesterday’s downpour the ground on the common is boggier than I fancy, parts of it churned up by the footfall like a recreation-ground goalmouth, so I give it a miss in favour of the semi-formal gardens of the Rookery, where the paths are reassuringly firm, and the shelter of the walls and hedges gives respite from the elements.


A few days ago, the blackthorn blossom was so full of life it felt permanent. Now the tree has shed almost all of it, like an impatient Jenga player saying, ‘Ah, sod it’, and sending the blocks tumbling down in a heap. The discarded leaves surround the tree, a snowy smattering on the floor, pretty in the sunlight.


Out of the familiar soundscape comes a distinctive pock. I look up, more in hope than expectation, and almost by accident see the dumpy shape of a nuthatch fly over, its silhouette enhanced by what I presume is a nut in its beak. Awakened, my ears pick out a series of sounds. Chip of woodpecker, squeal of blackbird, wail of child, chuckle of father.


The light has a vividness lacking in recent days. It catches the plumage of a blue tit, makes the colours sing. The bird is perched on a nearby bush, apparently having a good swear at the world, and I’m close enough to catch the belligerent glint in its eye. It fixes me with a glare, tells me to fuck off, and then it’s away, bouncing out of my sight.


I relish the blue tit. It’s a common species, ubiquitous almost, but still fascinating, and this specimen, vivid of appearance and character, is somehow memorable.


But, unlike what I see next, it’s not unusual.


I nearly don’t see it at all. And, having seen it, I nearly dismiss it.


It’s sitting at the top of the cedar of Lebanon. This is a magnificent behemoth of a tree, all height and darkness and dramatically fingered branches reaching all around.


At its top, peeking out from behind a cone, an unusual bird. Unusual for my patch, at least.


I’ve never been a great one for rarities. Certainly not to the level of driving across the country at the mention of a dusky thrush, or whatever the latest arrival to our shores is, swept across the Atlantic only to make landfall and find itself staring into a hundred implacable telescope and telephoto lenses.
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