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            For Suzanne: after whom, one day,

I hope to name a new species of warbler.
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         2 Redstart – Phoenicurus phoenicurus

         3 Puffin – Fratercula arctica

         4 Dartford Warbler – Sylvia undata

         5 Leach’s Petrel – Oceanodroma leuchorhoa

         6 Robin – Erithacus rubecula
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         
            And out of the ground the Lord God formed every beast of the field, and every fowl of the air; and brought them unto Adam to see what he would call them: and whatsoever Adam called every living creature, that was the name thereof. And Adam gave names to all cattle, and to the fowl of the air …

            Genesis, 2:19-20

         

         Swallow and starling, puffin and peregrine, blue tit and blackcap. We use these names so often that few of us ever pause to wonder about their origins. What do they mean? Where did they come from? And – Old Testament mythology aside – who originally created them?

         Sometimes it’s easy to assume that we know what a bird’s name means, and often that assumption is quite correct. Treecreepers creep around trees, whitethroats have a white throat, and cuckoos do indeed call out their name.

         The origin of other names can seem obvious, but may not be quite as straightforward as first appears. Even the simplest of English bird names, ‘blackbird’, turns out to be more complicated than you might imagine. There is also a whole range of folk names, from ‘scribble lark’ to ‘sea swallow’ and ‘flop wing’ to ‘furze wren’, each of which has its own tale to tell about our language, history and culture.i

         Ornithologists have often been rather dismissive of ‘folk names’, as though they are somehow inferior to the official, authorised ones. Yet, as the French scholar Michel Desfayes points out in his monumental two-volume work on the origins of European bird names, it is purely a matter of chance that, while some folk names remained localised, others were adopted as the name we still use today.1

         
            *

         

         Another pressing question is, when were birds given their names? Broadly speaking, it is reasonable to assume that most common and familiar birds were named a long time ago, by ordinary people – hence the term ‘folk’ names – while scarce and unfamiliar birds were named much more recently, by professional ornithologists.

         Another general rule is that most early names were based on some obvious feature of the bird itself: its sound, colour or pattern, shape or size, habits or behaviour. Some of our longest-standing names reflect this, such as cuckoo and chiffchaff, blackcap and whitethroat, woodpecker and great tit.

         Once the professionals got involved, from the seventeenth century onwards, names began to be based on more arcane aspects of birds’ lives, such as where they live or the locality where they were found. These include habitat-based names such as reed, sedge and willow warblers, along with place-based names such as Dartford warbler and Manx shearwater. Many compound names, such as black-tailed and bar-tailed godwits, and pink-footed and white-fronted goose, also arose during this period, to help tell similar species apart.

         The final category of bird names – most of which also originated fairly recently, during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries – is in many ways the most beguiling. These are the species called after people, such as Montagu’s harrier, Bewick’s swan, Cetti’s warbler and Leach’s petrel.

         The stories behind these birds, and the people after whom they were named, are told in Chapters 4 and 5. They include the country parson Gilbert White, author of The Natural History of Selborne; James Clark Ross, a young midshipman who shot his eponymous gull on a failed expedition to reach the fabled North-West Passage; and the disgraced military officer George Montagu who, following a midlife crisis, fled to Devon with his mistress, where he pursued the study of birds for the rest of his days.

         
            *

         

         According to the opening book of the Old Testament, once Adam had been created, almost the very first thing he did was to give names to the birds. As one commentator has shrewdly pointed out, this means that – more dubious claimants aside – taxonomists can justifiably claim to be the world’s oldest profession.2

         Since then, names have always fascinated us, yet they can also frustrate us. In Romeo and Juliet, Shakespeare’s lovelorn heroine laments,

         
            
               What’s in a name? That which we call a rose

               By any other name would smell as sweet.

            

         

         Superficially at least, the Bard makes a valid point. As philosophers have long argued, the name we give to a person, place or object often has little or no connection with its sense and meaning: if we called a rose something completely different, it would still be the same flower.

         But is that always the case? After all, names are not always random or meaningless labels, unconnected with the object to which they are attached. More than any other words, names carry with them the baggage of their etymological history: a history that, once we begin to investigate more deeply, reveals unexpected origins, and often yields a profound association between the name and the object that bears it. That’s certainly true of onomatopoeic names, which derive from the sound the bird makes, and also of many names based on a bird’s colour, pattern, habits and habitat.

         At other times, though, a bird’s name can cause confusion and misunderstanding. Some lead us down a blind alley, as in hedge sparrow – long used for the dunnock – which is not a sparrow at all, but an accentor. Other misleading names include stone curlew, a bird only distantly related to the true curlews; and bearded tit, which is neither bearded (it sports magnificent ‘moustaches’), nor a tit.

         In an ideal world, the names we give to birds would all make perfect sense. But in the real – and far more fascinating – world, they do not. This is for one simple reason: they were not handed down to mankind since time immemorial, as depicted in the Book of Genesis. Instead, they were coined by a whole range of different people, over many thousands of years, from the prehistoric era to the present day.

         For this pressing urge to name the things we see around us dates back to our earliest ancestors. Initially, at the dawn of human civilisation, it would have been for purely practical reasons. Our hunter-gatherer ancestors would have soon realised that they needed to give names to the various wild creatures they came across, so they could easily distinguish between those that might be good to eat, and those that might kill and eat them.

         As the evolutionary biologist Carol Kaesuk Yoon has pointed out, the ability to name things – and then recall what they were named at a later date – would have been essential for survival: ‘Anyone living in the wild who could not reliably order, name, communicate about, and remember which organisms were which – who could not do good caveman taxonomyii – would most likely have led a considerably tougher and possibly shorter existence.’

         From roughly ten thousand years ago, the coming of agriculture brought a new dimension to the naming of living things. Those first farmers needed to know when a particular wild flower would come into bloom, or at what time of year a migratory bird would depart and return. Understanding the timing of these events allowed them to chart the changing of the seasons, and know when to plant and harvest their precious crops.

         As a result of these primordial needs, human beings evolved to notice the plants and animals around them, perceive their similarities and differences, and give them names based on those characteristics. Indeed, had our ancestors not learned to read the natural world, and shape that world around their needs, it is unlikely that human society and culture would have made such rapid and spectacular progress. 

         So although in the modern world we no longer need to learn names to know which creatures are good to eat – and which might in turn eat us – there can be no doubt that we live with the legacy of that early impulse. Having evolved as a hunter-gatherer, we continue to use many of those skills and techniques, even today. For what is birding, if not a sublimated form of hunting?

         
            *

         

         Names – and in particular the names of the other living things around us – help us make sense of the world. But do they do more than that? Do they also affect the way we perceive the very objects to which we give those names? And if, as we can probably agree, they do, then is this a positive or negative thing?

         A strong case can be made for the idea that when we know the names of living creatures, it helps us appreciate the diversity of the natural world, and treat other species better. The Indian entrepreneur Aishwarya Shiva Pareek goes a step further, making an explicit connection between naming and being human: ‘This is the main objective of human life … to give unique identity to unknown things in our native languages and to categorize them… Without us these things are nameless…’3

         But this anthropocentric world-view has its dangers. It raises the valid concern that by naming living creatures, and bringing them under our own sphere of control, we may somehow diminish them. As the author Joanne Harris perceptively notes, ‘A named thing is a tamed thing.’4 When we give a wild creature a name, are we not perhaps extending mankind’s sovereignty over other species, in an act that goes right back to Adam’s naming of ‘every fowl of the air’ in the first book of the Bible?

         So on the one hand, it is clear that names enable us to better know, understand and appreciate the natural world. Yet on the other hand, they can create an artificial barrier between the rest of nature and humankind. ‘Names are masks’, argues the American novelist Matthew Woodring Stover, ‘they get in the way’:5 naming can reinforce the growing gulf between humanity and other living things.

         The author John Fowles had no doubt on which side of the argument he belonged: ‘Even the simplest knowledge of the names and habits of flowers or trees … removes us a step from total reality towards anthropocentrism; that is, it acts mentally as an equivalent of the camera viewfinder. Already it destroys or curtails certain possibilities of seeing, apprehending and experiencing.’6

         Fowles’s belief that by naming other species we create a distance between them and us, as when we look at the world through the lens of a camera, is a potentially seductive idea.iii Indeed, this creative tension – whether names bring us closer to the natural world or distance us from it – reverberates through this book. But although I can sympathise with Fowles’s point, I must come down firmly on the side of the namers.

         I believe that by giving linguistic labels to the multifarious wonders of life around us – by watching, seeing, focusing on and separating one organism from another, closely related species – we are then better able to understand and appreciate the natural world in all its glorious variety and confusion. 

         
            *

         

         Sometimes, of course, the origin of a bird’s name is simply lost. We can only guess at the meaning of the names we call many of our commonest and most familiar birds: swan, goose, sparrow and starling. As the man who spent more time studying the origins of bird names than virtually anyone, the late Professor W. B. Lockwood, pointed out, ‘There is good reason to believe that in a number of cases answers may for ever elude us.’7

         What we do know is that the process of naming birds was, like so many other aspects of our language, strongly influenced by major events in our own history. This began with the initial shift from a nomadic, hunter-gathering existence to the beginnings of settled agriculture on the fertile river plains of present-day Iraq, more than ten thousand years ago. It continued via the emergence of the ancestral language of so many modern tongues, Proto-Indo-European, on the steppes of central Eurasia, about three thousand years before the birth of Christ. And it developed and changed as a result of the successive invasions and conquests of our own islands, and our later expansion and empire-building, both of which helped define the nature of the English language spoken not just by 65 million Britons, but also as a lingua franca around the rest of the world.

         The story of how birds got their names takes us on a journey through the major events in our language, history and culture. We shall discover how a small band of Anglo-Saxon invaders began the process of giving English names to birds; how the Norman Conquest led to a linguistic and cultural divide between lords and servants, still reflected in many modern bird names; and how writers like Chaucer and Shakespeare made their own important contributions to our knowledge and understanding of what our birds were called.

         Yet, as we’ll also find, despite radical changes in our language a surprising number of names dating back well before 1066 are still in use today, including yellowhammer, redstart and wheatear, all of whose real meanings are very different from their apparent ones. The persistence of these ancient names (all at least a thousand years old, and probably far older) reflects the extraordinary tenacity of names of any kind – whether of birds, people or places – to persist in the language long after other words from that time have been lost.

         Some of our bird names are even older than the Anglo-Saxon era. These include gull (from Cornish), auk (Old Norse), ptarmigan and capercaillie (Scottish Gaelic), rook, crow and raven (West Germanic) and goose. The last is possibly the oldest of all the names we still use today, and may go all the way back to the language spoken on the steppes of eastern Europe and western Asia more than five thousand years ago.

         As already noted, though, not all bird names are quite so ancient. From the seventeenth century onwards, as more and more species were discovered, a cohort of professional ornithologists – men such as William Turner and John Ray, Thomas Pennant and William MacGillivray – devised new names and attempted to codify and standardise those already in use. Some new names were created from scratch, while others were based on ones already long in existence, with many folk names ultimately gaining formal status as the ‘official name’ for the species.iv

         Meanwhile, the Ages of Exploration and Empire saw a vast increase in the number of species discovered around the world, many of which were given their new name by intrepid Britons as they explored the far reaches of the globe. From the yellow-bellied sapsucker of North America to the locust finch of Africa, and the many-coloured rush-tyrant of Patagonia to the short-billed leaftosser of the Amazonian rainforest, the world’s ten thousand and more different species of bird now sport a mind-boggling variety of common names.

         Back home in Britain, by the start of the twentieth century the vast majority of birds had been given the names we use today. Even so, there have been a number of changes during living memory, such as the switch from ‘redbreast’ to robin, and ‘hedge sparrow’ to dunnock.

         But throughout this period, the wishes of tidy-minded scientists have often been trumped by what Lockwood calls ‘ordinary users of the language … [who] do not necessarily feel bound by the prescriptions of the ornithologists, indeed … will generally not even be aware of them.’8 So however much the bird books insist on the official name dunnock, many people still choose to call the little bird foraging unobtrusively around the base of their shrubbery a hedge sparrow. 

         So what of the future? As we shall see in the final chapter of this book, a radical change in the way scientists classify species is already leading to an explosion in new names, even as the birds themselves are threatened with extinction. Yet despite the pressures of globalisation, and the resulting homogenisation of the English language, most bird names are still proving remarkably resistant to change.

         So next time you hear the croaking call of the raven, remember that the name we use for this huge and fearsome corvid is not all that different from what our prehistoric ancestors might have called it, as they stared up into a cold, grey sky and watched these huge black birds passing overhead. For me, that revelation is, in equal measure, both astonishing and comforting.

         
            *

         

         How did I come to write this book? It began with the influence of my late mother, Kay Moss, who in spite of her rather limited formal education passed on to me her deep and abiding love of the English language, and also encouraged me in my lifelong passion for birds. Together, these have made me endlessly curious about the origin of bird names.

         I can still recall sitting in my grammar-school playground some time during the mid-1970s with my friend Daniel,v testing each other on the scientific names of British birds. In those days I certainly knew my Anthus pratensis from my Prunella modularis, and my Crex crex from my Coccothraustes coccothraustes, even if I struggle to remember some of them now.vi 

         In the early 1980s, when I was studying English at Cambridge, I made a special study of the bird poetry of John Clare (see Chapter 4). Later on, as I pursued a career as a writer and TV producer, I began to take a closer interest in the cultural side of our relationship with birds. This culminated in the BBC 4 television series and accompanying book Birds Britannia.9 Subtitled ‘How the British Fell in Love with Birds’, this examined the profound and longstanding connection between the British and our birdlife, expressed through both popular and high culture.

         While making that series I interviewed my friend and fellow birder David Lindo (aka ‘The Urban Birder’). Like me, David acquired his fascination with birds at a very early age, and in a similar suburban setting (he in Wembley, me in Shepperton), during the late 1960s and early 1970s.

         Like most young birders in those days, David knew no one else who shared his interest, and so resorted to making up his own names for the species he saw. Sparrows were ‘baby birds’, starlings ‘mummy birds’ and blackbirds ‘daddy birds’. We may smile, but that early desire to name and categorise shows that we have an instinct to give names to the living things we see around us, even in early childhood.

         When it comes to naming birds there is also – and I may be touching on a controversial subject here – some difference between the sexes. Broadly speaking, most male birders have an urge to put a name to every bird they see or hear, often interrupting ordinary day-to-day conversations to do so (in what the TV presenter and keen birder Mike Dilger calls ‘birding Tourette’s’). This can result in a perhaps unhealthy obsession with keeping lists: of birds seen in your garden, on your local patch, in your home city or county, in the UK and ultimately around the world.vii 

         Women, on the other hand, often take a more holistic (and perhaps less stressful) approach – preferring to take a deeper interest in what the bird is doing, and why, rather than always needing to label it. Of course, not all men are obsessive listers and not all women are fascinated by bird behaviour, but there is more than a grain of truth in this distinction.

         I hope that Mrs Moreau’s Warbler will appeal to both groups equally. Anyone interested in detail can find out how many of our birds got their names; while those who prefer the big-picture view can better understand the sweep of history and how it shaped the names we call our birds today.

         And if you still prefer to give your own names to the birds, then may I refer you to the performance-poet A. F. Harrold,10 whose splendid verse ‘Among The Ornithologists’ mixes wonder, imagination and confusion in equal measure to produce a cornucopia of evocative names. These beguile and inspire us – as all good bird names should:

         
            
               Like the Fool at Court I can see the truth, speak a true name:

               This one I’ll call the Fifth Day of Christmas Bird for its eye’s gold ring,

               Here’s the Nervous Bugger who’s always a step ahead, twittering,

               I’ll call this one the Golden Glimpse as I miss it sitting still again,

            

            
               But here’s the Puffed-Up Lover Bird, strutting grey and wooing.

               A stately Snaked-neck Bird makes its slow way along the stream.

               A Single Drop of Blood in the Darkest Night Bird paddles out of a dream

               And under the river bank, and as I wonder what it’s doing

            

            
               I see the Surprising Single Snowfall In The Night Bird, twig in beak,

               build an unruly, unshapely, unhandsome home of a nest

               and think it’s doing fine. And look! A Blue Sphere With A Yellow Vest

               cocks a momentary eye at me, but then declines to speak.

            

            
               For all I know it’s just named me inside its tiny brain

               Or left me unlabelled, unpinned down, free to be anything I claim.viii

            

         

         Most of all, this book is a tribute to the pioneering and far-sighted men and women who named our birds. Many of these people are anonymous: our distant ancestors, whose curiosity about the natural world led them to try to create order by giving names to the creatures they saw. Others are long dead, but not forgotten: their names live on in the plethora of eponymous bird names, mostly coined during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but some – such as Mrs Moreau’s warbler – devised more recently.

         It is these heroes and heroines who are the centre of this book; they, and the myriad variety of more than ten thousand different kinds of birds, in every corner of the globe, which bear the names they bestowed on them.

         
             

         

         Stephen Moss

         Mark, Somerset

         May 2017
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            i Referring to yellowhammer, common tern, lapwing and Dartford warbler respectively.

            ii Carol Kaesuk Yoon, Naming Nature (New York and London, 2009). ‘Good caveman taxonomy’ applied to plants, too. Knowing which plant was good to eat, and which might be poisonous, would also have been vital. Later, this working knowledge of plant names, and their various therapeutic uses, would develop into the earliest form of medicine.

            iii In his Introduction to a short work, Animal. Vegetable. Mineral. (London, 2016), the nature writer Tim Dee has expanded on this theme: ‘Go to your window in the morning, open your curtains and think how not one blackbird you might see knows that it is a blackbird; not one tree cares that it is an oak, an ash, or a lime. Not one; and yet the blackbird lives as a blackbird not as a blackcap; the ash is an ash and not an alder. We are right to tell the difference because difference tells.’

            iv It’s important to note that, as Lockwood points out, only when an ornithologist has specifically coined a name can we date its creation precisely. In other cases, even though we may be able to discover the first recorded mention of the name in print (for example, by looking it up in the Oxford English Dictionary), we have no idea how far back the usage of the name may go.

            v Now Professor Daniel Osorio of Sussex University, one of the world experts on the way birds and other organisms perceive colour, and still a dear friend.

            vi Meadow pipit, dunnock, corncrake and hawfinch respectively.

            vii In case you’re wondering, I keep all of those lists, which currently (spring 2017) stand at 84, 97, 214, 374 and 2,627 species respectively.

            

            viii I guess that the birds are, respectively, blackbird, pied wagtail, goldcrest, wood pigeon, mute swan, moorhen, coot and blue tit – but you may prefer your own versions!

         

      

   


   
      

         
            PROLOGUE

            Mrs Moreau’s Warbler

         

         
            Winifred’s warbler (Scepomycter winifredae), also known as Mrs Moreau’s warbler, is a species of bird in the Cisticolidae family … endemic to montane forest in the Uluguru Mountains in Tanzania. It is threatened by habitat loss.

            WIKIPEDIA ENTRY: ‘Mrs Moreau’s Warbler’

         

         When I think back to the year 1970, lists of names often come to mind. John, Paul, George and Ringo, whose band, the Beatles, broke up in April of that year. Lovell, Haise and Swigert, who in that same month, against all the odds, guided their stricken spacecraft Apollo 13 back to Earth. Jairzinho, Tostão, Rivellino and the incomparable Pelé, Brazil’s formidable forward line, who thrashed Italy 4-1 to win the World Cup, thus forever defining football as ‘the beautiful game’.

         All these people – and their incredible achievements – made a lasting impression on me. But there was one other name that would shape my life even more profoundly: that belonging to the wife of a now long-forgotten ornithologist.

         I was ten years old, and had been obsessed with birds for as long as I could remember. To encourage my interest, for four shillings a week (the pre-decimal equivalent of 20p), my mother subscribed to a weekly ‘partwork’ of magazines, with the beguiling title Birds of the World.

         Every Saturday morning, I would wait eagerly for the paperboy to drop the latest issue through our letterbox, and then spend the rest of the day absorbed in its contents – the full-colour photographs, the text packed with fascinating facts about the world’s birds and their extraordinary lifestyles.

         Even in nine large-format volumes, Birds of the World could only cover a fraction of the 8,600 or so different kinds of bird known to exist at that time. But in a concession to completeness, its editor John Gooders had decided to include a full list of every single species. So it was that, some time in late 1970, on page 2,110 of Volume VII, part 3, I came across the name of the bird that gave this book its title: Mrs Moreau’s warbler.

         Something about the strangeness of the name struck me, even then. I already knew – or could guess – that birds could be called after their colour or their size, their habits or their habitat, the sound they made, or the place where they came from. Some, I also realised, were named after people: even at this early stage in my ornithological education I had heard of Leach’s petrel, Montagu’s harrier and Bewick’s swan.

         But ‘Mrs Moreau’s warbler’? How on earth had this species acquired such an unusual name? A clue lay in the words in italics beneath: Scepomycter winifredae. Even at this early age, I was able to deduce that the bird had been named after a woman called Winifred Moreau.

         Nowadays, of course, I can simply Google the name and click on the brief but informative Wikipedia entry. But no such easy shortcuts to knowledge were available back in the dark ages of my childhood. And my mum was calling me downstairs for tea. So I put down the magazine and, for the moment at least, forgot all about Mrs Moreau’s warbler.

         Yet as the years went by, and my interest in bird names grew, my thoughts kept returning to this obscure little bird, the woman after whom it was named, and her husband, one of the greatest ornithologists of the twentieth century.

         
            *

         

         Reginald Ernest Moreau – known to his friends and colleagues simply as ‘Reg’ – was born in 1897. The Moreausi were a typically respectable, middle-class family, living an unremarkable existence in the Surrey town of Kingston-upon-Thames.

         Then one day, when Reg was about ten years old, their quiet, comfortable lives were shattered. Returning home from work, his stockbroker father was struck by the open door of a passing train. Although Mr Moreau senior survived the accident, he became a manic-depressive and was never able to work again. As a result of their straitened circumstances, the family moved out of town to a more modest property in rural Surrey. There, during long bicycle trips around the local countryside, Reg developed his lifelong interest in birds.

         In 1914, the year the First World War broke out, the seventeen-year-old Reg left school and took an exam to enter the Civil Service. He just managed to scrape through, in ninety-ninth place out of a hundred, and ended up in the Army Audit Office in Aldershot. Then, however, he fell ill with rheumatoid arthritis. The family doctor prescribed a complete change, and Reg applied for a posting abroad, to Egypt’s capital Cairo.

         He took to colonial life immediately, as his son David recalled many years later:

         
            Once in Egypt, he began to behave like the Indiana Jones character that he had clearly always wanted to be. Adopting a bush hat, khaki shirts and shorts … he began making long journeys by ancient car, rail and on foot into the surrounding desert. He took to flies, protesting camels, leather water bottles and Bedouin as if Kingston-on-Thames [sic] had never existed.1

         

         Reg Moreau spent much of the next thirty years or so living and working in Africa. He became an expert in the study of bird migration: the epic, twice-yearly journeys made by hundreds of millions of birds, as they travel between the northern latitudes of Eurasia and the vast continent of Africa.

         In his final years, by then living in the quiet Oxfordshire village of Berrick Salome, he brought together his lifetime’s work into a book, The Palearctic-African Bird Migration Systems. This was published in 1972, but sadly Reg did not live to see it in print, having died, aged seventy-three, on 30 May 1970.

         Despite the less-than-snappy title, the book was a masterpiece, distilling decades of hard-won knowledge and experience into clear, precise prose. Even now, almost fifty years after it was published, it is full of insights into the incredible journeys made by migrating birds.

         As Reg Moreau lay on his deathbed, in the spring of 1970, he had time to write a short page of acknowledgements, which began with heartfelt thanks to his wife Winifred: ‘This book would never have been written but for the devotion of my darling diminutive wife, known to generations of ornithologists as Winnie.’

         A touching tribute, certainly. Yet Winnie Moreau contributed far more to their relationship than simple devotion. She was also a leading ornithologist in her own right, and an equal partner with Reg in their field trips and discussions; so much so that perhaps, in a less chauvinistic era, she might have been given a joint credit for the book.

         Winnie and Reg first met on a fine spring day in the early 1920s, in a chance encounter that would radically shape the course of their lives. At the time, she was picking wild flowers and he was watching migrant birds. But this meeting did not take place on some windswept English headland, but under clear blue skies near the port city of Alexandria, where Winnie – a vicar’s daughter from Cumberland – was working as a nanny.

         More than forty years later, in 1966, Reg recalled that first meeting:

         
            Here one March afternoon, where the steppe was still bright with flowers and was twinkling with short-toed larks and wheatears, I came across a small person picking scarlet ranunculuses… She was knowledgeable in birds. Improbably we met twice more, for an hour or two, before she returned to England. We were married in Cumberland in June 1924.

         

         After the wedding, they returned to Egypt. Four years later, they moved to Amani, a hill station in the scenically beautiful and biologically fascinating Usambara Mountains of north-east Tanganyika (now Tanzania), where Reg had taken up a new post in the accounts department of a biological research station.

         But while auditing may have been his profession, his main passion – shared by his wife – was ornithology. Fired up by their new and exotic surroundings, Reg and Winnie embarked on a long-term study of the birds around their new home. As well as the long-distance migrants that would form the subject of his book, they also focused on the sedentary ‘Eastern Arc endemics’: a unique group of very localised species, found nowhere else in the world but here.

         In 1938, a year before the outbreak of the Second World War, Reg and Winnie embarked on an expedition to the Uluguru mountain range, several days’ journey south of the Usambaras. There, high in the montane forest, they discovered an obscure and endangered songbird which, in a perhaps surprising act of marital devotion, he named Scepomycter winifredae – Mrs Moreau’s warbler.

         I say surprising, because in the few rather grainy, black-and-white photographs of him that survive, the short, stout, bald and bespectacled Reg bears more than a passing resemblance to Captain Mainwaring from Dad’s Army. But beneath that stern-looking exterior he was a sociable and fun-loving man. And he clearly had a romantic streak, as the naming of this obscure little bird after his wife proves.

         When Reg Moreau died in 1970 his obituaries were uniformly warm and positive. He was remembered as ‘a squat, square figure [with] … a rugged face, a heavy square jaw, thick glasses, and just a fringe of curly hair which he brushed upwards’. His rather unusual dress sense was also mentioned: ‘[He was] adorned frequently in the summer with a transparent green eyeshade, and more often than not, if the weather was warm, with huge knees and strong shoes protruding from a pair of shorts.’

         But most of all, Reg Moreau was regarded a key influence on both professional and amateur ornithologists. As my friend and mentor James Ferguson-Lees recalled just before his death, he was always keen to share his vast knowledge and experience, yet also prepared to listen to other people’s thoughts and opinions. ‘Reg was a remarkable man – a great enthusiast about birds and bird migration – like a God to us youngsters!’ii

         Winnie, though, remained tantalisingly vague, the dutiful wife hovering in the background. Although six years older than Reg, she survived for another eleven years, dying in 1981, in her ninetieth year.

         Now, almost forty years later, she is finally being recognised as an equal partner in Reg’s life and work, not simply his willing and devoted assistant.2 The American academic Nancy J. Jacobs has discovered that in his writings on new birds discovered in the Usambaras, Reg always used the first person plural, to highlight that these had been jointly found and named by him and Winnie.iii As Reg himself wrote: ‘The frequent use of the pronoun “we” … is a natural result of our close collaboration.’3

         Amidst their busy lives, Reg and Winnie also found time to raise two children: a daughter, Prinia – named after a family of African songbirds – and a son, David, who later made a career for himself as an author of rather racy novels, mostly set in expatriate circles in Tanzania.iv 

         David Moreau – who narrowly escaped being christened ‘Buphagus’ after the scientific name for the oxpeckers – depicted his parents as a loving but rather unpredictable couple. He claimed that Reg once warned Prinia to ‘cover your ears. There’s going to be a loud bang’, just before he shot and wounded a leopard hiding beneath her bed.

         Reg delighted in reciting saucy limericks to his dinner guests, while Winnie frequently cared for abandoned baby birds, tucking them into a sock, which she then placed inside her bra. Indeed, she once did so while entertaining the visiting provincial governor. Such recollections suggest that Reg and Winnie Moreau’s long and happy marriage and family life were enlivened by a great sense of fun.v

         The only photograph I can find of Reg and Winnie together comes from late in his life, long after they had returned to England. They stand side-by-side in front of a brick fireplace: he wearing a jacket, tie and jumper, she looking rather smarter, in a neat two-piece outfit. Both are smiling, as well they might, given their many achievements: not least the discovery of the warbler that bears Winifred’s name.

         
            *

         

         In January 2017, almost half a century after I first read about Mrs Moreau’s warbler, I finally travelled to the Uluguru Mountains in eastern Tanzania, on a quest to see this bird for myself. For the story of that journey – and whether or not I succeeded – you will have to wait until the end of this book…

         
            Notes

            1 David Moreau, More Wrestling than Dancing (London, 1990).

            2 Nancy J. Jacobs, ‘The Intimate Politics of Ornithology in Colonial Africa’, Journal of the Society for Comparative Study of Society and History, 2006.

            3 W. L. Sclater and Reginald Moreau, Taxonomic and Field Notes on Some Birds of North-Eastern Tanganyikan Territory, Ibis 2: 487–522 (1932).

         

         
            i The rather exotic family name came from a French ancestor who had moved to London to sell books.

            ii James Ferguson-Lees was one of the most influential birdwatchers and ornithologists of the second half of the twentieth century. He was a successful author, editor, conservationist and dedicated field birder, who influenced his own and subsequent generations. It was a privilege and a pleasure to get to know him in his later years, until his death, just after his eighty-eighth birthday, in January 2017.

            iii The only other female ornithologist to rival Winifred Moreau is Maria Koepcke. Born Maria von Mikulicz-Radecki in Leipzig, Germany, in 1924, she and her husband Hans pioneered ornithology in Peru, before her untimely death in an air crash on Christmas Eve, 1971. She has two species of bird named after her: Koepcke’s hermit (a type of hummingbird) and Koepcke’s screech-owl.

            iv I later discovered that Reg himself had also written a collection of short stories under the barely concealed pseudonym ‘E. R. Morrough’ – because, working for the Civil Service, he was not permitted to publish under his own name.

            v More Wrestling than Dancing, the memoir by Reg’s son David, contains many more wonderful anecdotes and descriptions of family life with the Moreaus.
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            SOUND AND ECHOES

            The Origins of Bird Names

         

         
            Names turned over by time, like the plough turning the soil. Bringing up the new while the old were buried in the mud.

            Joe Abercrombie, The Heroes
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         1: The Cuckoo’s Calling

         The sound, as it percolates into my consciousness with the full force of an early-morning espresso, is quite unmistakable. Two notes float across the fresh spring landscape, hanging momentarily in the warm, still air, before fading away. Way out of sight, in the far distance, a second bird echoes with another round of notes, followed by a third, this time almost beyond the horizon.

         ‘Cuck-ooo, Cuck-ooo, Cuck-ooo…’

         The spring call of the male cuckoo.i The very name encapsulates its sound, and is so familiar that, even if you have never caught a glimpse of the bird itself, you are instantly aware of its identity. Despite the cuckoo’s recent decline, it remains the classic harbinger of spring; even today, a letter to The Times newspaper traditionally marks the first sighting of the bird each year.

         In the West Yorkshire village of Marsden, local people still celebrate the cuckoo’s annual return towards the end of April with the ‘Cuckoo Day Festival’. There is a craft fair, a village procession and that staple ritual of English village life: a maypole around which Morris dancers, complete with white handkerchiefs, perform their terpsichorean displays.

         Along with other ‘cuckoo fairs’ that used to take place up and down the country, the Marsden festival was once a key event in the rural calendar. It marked the shift from winter into spring, with all the hope the new season brings. Traditionally, villagers also took part in the ritual of ‘penning the cuckoo’: building a wall in order to capture the returning bird, and so supposedly prolong the summer. In rural Shropshire, as soon as the first cuckoo was heard each year, farm labourers would down tools and drink beer for the rest of the day. 

         So why, of all our spring migrants, was the cuckoo’s return so widely marked and celebrated? After all, it is not a showy bird: even where cuckoos are common, in the far north of Scotland, they are still more often heard than seen. The reason for the cuckoo’s fame is, of course, its distinctive and inimitable sound. As the Victorian clergyman-naturalist, the Revd C. A. Johns, pointed out, the cuckoo’s call is closer to the human voice than that of any other bird. This, surely, explains why it has been so important to rural communities, for whom it was the unmistakable signal that winter was finally over, and spring was here to stay.

         The cuckoo’s sound appears in the very first entry of the Oxford Book of English Verse. It is the subject of a poem created by an anonymous scribe some time during the mid-thirteenth century, and widely regarded as the earliest verse written in something clearly recognisable as English:

         
            
               Sumer is icumen in,

               Lhude sing cuccu!ii

            

         

         Surprisingly, perhaps, this is the very first recorded use of the word ‘cuckoo’ in written English. That’s because its origins lie across the Channel: it came into our language from the Old French word cucu, which derives from the Latin cuculus, still used in the cuckoo’s scientific name. Both of these are, of course, also onomatopoeic.

         Before this time, people would have used a very different name: ‘yek’, which came from the Old English ‘geac’. This is similar to the names for the cuckoo in today’s Scandinavian languages (such as the Swedish gök), indicating its ancient Germanic lineage.

         The old name remained remarkably resistant to the more obvious charms of the new one. Cuckoo did not gain the upper hand until quite late on, as can be seen in the writings of Randle Holme, who in 1688 stated: ‘The Cuckow is in some parts of England called a Gouke.’ Incredibly, in some parts of northern England and Scotland the word has survived right up to the present day: the wildlife sound recordist Geoff Sample remembers growing up in Northumberland during the 1960s and hearing people being called ‘a daft old gowk’.iii

         
            *

         

         The cuckoo – or rather the geac – first appears in written Old English in the earliest dictionary of our language, the Corpus Glossary, which dates back to AD 725. It can also be found in a contemporary poetic tribute to the monk Guthlac of Crowland (later canonised as Saint Guthlac), who lived from 673 to 714.

         For much of his life, Guthlac lived as a hermit on a small island in the Lincolnshire Fens. When he first arrived in this watery wonderland at the start of spring, it’s hardly surprising that one of the first birds he encountered was the cuckoo: 

         
            
               Bright was the glorious plain and his new home;

               sweet the birds’ song; earth blossomed forth;

               Cuckoos heralded the year.1

            

         

         This early reference to the species – which in the original is referred to by its Anglo-Saxon name ‘geac’ – is unusual: according to the great ornithologist and broadcaster James Fisher the cuckoo is one of just sixteen species of bird recorded in Anglo-Saxon literature.iv

         Yet it’s only by pure chance that these particular names lived on to the present day, while others did not. As Fisher points out, the entire surviving corpus of Old English writings totals less than a quarter of a million words. So doubtless many other birds were named in written works that sadly perished from fires, flood or simple neglect.

         But we do have one vitally important manuscript from this period. Dating from the final decades of the first millennium – somewhere between AD 960 and 990 – the Exeter Book is the largest collection of extant Old English writings, and one of the oldest surviving books of poetry in the world.v

         
            *

         

         On a fine spring afternoon, I was briefly tempted to join the sun-seekers lounging on the grass on Exeter’s Cathedral Green. But instead I headed indoors, to the red sandstone library and archive, tucked out of sight around the corner of the cathedral. As I entered, a charm of goldfinches flew overhead, delivering their light, tinkling songs – a good omen, I hoped.

         I had come, along with a handful of other curious visitors, on the one day each month when the Exeter Book is on display to the public. We were shown round by Stuart, one of those people whose deep historical knowledge is matched by an engaging ability to deliver fascinating facts.

         As Stuart pointed out, this stout volume has had its ups and downs in the millennium or more since it first arrived here. It was, at some stage, used as a chopping board for cutting manuscripts (and still shows the stains from glue pots on some of its pages), and probably lay on a dusty bookshelf for most of its long lifetime. Indeed, the Exeter Book was only truly appreciated when, some time during the seventeenth or eighteenth centuries, these ancient manuscripts began to be valued once again.

         The reason the book was overlooked was simple: hardly anyone could read or understand its contents. That was because less than a couple of centuries after it had been produced, the English language had changed out of all recognition.

         Soon after the Norman Conquest, Anglo-Saxon began to be neglected as a written language. Even a few decades after they were transcribed, therefore, the poems contained in the Exeter Book would have been incomprehensible to any but the most determined scholar. So in many ways it is incredible that it has survived at all.

         Stuart beckoned us forward, so we could examine the volume more closely. To my surprise, the first impression was not of poetry, but of densely written, evenly spaced prose. As he explained, that is because sheepskin parchment was so expensive that the scribe could not afford to waste space by writing in short lines, so he filled each page all the way up to the margins. The yellowish sheets are etched with words written in dark-brown ink, made from a mixture of oak galls, gum to make it sticky, and either vinegar or urine as a preservative. This unpromising recipe worked: after more than a millennium the book still looks clean and fresh, and the script has hardly faded at all.

         The Exeter Book contains roughly forty poems – and almost a hundred verse riddles – composed many centuries earlier, and handed down through the generations by word-of-mouth. Amongst the riddles is a verse devoted to a very familiar bird:

         
            
               In former days my mother and father

               forsook me for dead, for the fullness of life

               was not yet within me. But a kinswomen

               graciously fitted me out in soft garments,

               as kind to me as to her own children,

               tended and took me under her wing;

               until under shelter, unlike her kin,

               I matured as a mighty bird (as was my fate).

               My guardian then fed me until I could fly

               and wander more widely on my

               excursions; she had the less of her own

               sons and daughters by what she did thus.2

            

         

         This is, of course, the cuckoo. Whoever wrote this riddle was clearly aware of this bird’s unusual habit of laying its eggs in the nests of other species, and fooling them into raising its young, at the expense of their own offspring.

         Fascinating though this and the other riddles are, they were not what I had come to see. I wanted to read (or, given my lack of fluency in Anglo-Saxon, gaze at) a much longer work: the 124-line autobiographical verse known as The Seafarer.

         Written by an anonymous mariner, some time towards the end of the seventh century, this haunting and evocative poem wonderfully captures the hardship of life on the high seas. More importantly, for anyone searching for the origins of English bird names, The Seafarer is an ornithological goldmine:

         
            
               There I heard nothing but the roar of the sea,

               of the ice-cold wave, and sometimes the song of the wild swan;

               I had for my amusement the cry of the gannet

               and the sound of the whale instead of the laughter of men,

               the sea-mew singing instead of the drinking of mead.

               Storms beat on the rocky cliffs, where the tern, ice on its wings, gave answer;

               Very often the dewy-winged eagle screamed…3

            

         

         In an earlier translation, James Fisher chose different identities for some of the wild creatures in the poem, suggesting that the ‘whale’ could have been a flock of whimbrels (a smaller cousin of the curlew), and that the ‘sea-mew’ (a kind of gull) was the kittiwake. His translation runs as follows:

         
            
               There heard I naught but seething sea,

               Ice-cold wave, awhile a song of swan.

               There came to charm me gannet’s pother

               And whimbrels’ trills for the laughter of men,

               Kittiwake singing instead of mead.

               Storms there the stacks thrashed, there answered them the tern

               With icy feathers; full oft the erne wailed round

               Spray-feathered…4

            

         

         Fisher speculated that The Seafarer would have been written around the year AD 685, at Bass Rock, a vast and noisy seabird colony just off the east coast of Scotland. He suggested that the (whooper) swans would have been heading north, back to their breeding grounds in Iceland; while the whimbrels would have just arrived back from Africa, en route to Shetland or Scandinavia. As Fisher pointed out, this could only have occurred during a brief window at the height of spring migration – in his view, the week from 20 to 27 April.

         The language in which The Seafarer was written is not easy for the modern reader to comprehend, but even in the original West Saxon (a dialect of Old English) we can recognise some species, including ‘ganot’ (the gannet, our largest seabird), and ‘stearn’ (the tern, one of our smallest).

         Both ‘earn’ (erne, or white-tailed eagle) and ‘mæw’ (mew, a kind of gull) are of very ancient origin, almost certainly predating Old English. They were ultimately supplanted by ‘eagle’, from Norman French, and ‘gull’ – which, perhaps uniquely amongst modern English bird names, comes from one of the south Celtic languages, probably Cornish.vi Yet they have endured as folk names right up to the present day.vii

         Variations on the word ‘mew’ – including ‘maw’, ‘maa’ and ‘ma’ – are still heard to describe common or herring gulls in the Lowland Scots dialect. The word also survives in the North American name for the common gull (‘mew gull’), and in a more ancient form in the name fulmar, from the Old Norse, which means ‘foul gull’, because of the bird’s habit of spitting smelly, sticky oil on any intruders that come too near its nest.

         
            *

         

         The continued existence of ancient names such as gowk, mew and erne, along with many other names from the same period, is not merely a quaint historical footnote in our story. Instead, it goes to the very heart of the way we use language.

         We live in an age of globalisation; as a result, our language is being pulled in two different and conflicting directions. One trend sees English becoming simpler, as different dialects merge and disappear under the onslaught of the mass media and the Internet. Yet at the same time, it is becoming more rich and varied, through its longstanding habit of borrowing words from other tongues. In the linguist David Crystal’s memorable phrase, English is still ‘a vacuum-cleaner of a language, sucking in words from any other language that its speakers come into contact with…’5 

         Yet one key area of language – the names we use for birds – goes against both these trends, by staying more or less the same. Some, indeed perhaps the majority, of the names we use every day have remained virtually unchanged over centuries, and in some cases for millennia. This is all the more surprising, given the extraordinary shifts that have occurred in the English language during the past 1,500 years.

         
            *

         

         If we try to read poems such as The Seafarer and Beowulf in their original Old English, they appear utterly impenetrable. Even the Middle English used by Chaucer and the Gawain poet can at first be hard to understand, though on a closer look (or better still, when read out loud) it does become more or less comprehensible.

         For most of us, the first easily recognisable works, written in what we now call Early Modern English, appeared during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. The poetry of Edmund Spenser and John Donne, the poems and plays of William Shakespeare, and the majestic King James Bible, are often regarded as the zenith of our literary achievement, and are also the earliest still readable examples of the global language now spoken by millions of people around the world.

         Given these dramatic changes, it is little short of astonishing that so many bird names with Anglo-Saxon origins have lasted to the present day – albeit often in a rather different form from the original. This is one of the most intriguing aspects of the story of our bird names, and one to which I shall return many times, for it tells us much about the crucial importance of the natural world in our society, history and culture.

         But before I do, we need to go even further back in time. For although many of the names we use for birds today have changed, or been lost and forgotten along the way, a handful go back well before the beginnings of English: to the very dawn of human civilisation, roughly 3,000 years before the birth of Christ.

         Their origins lie very far from here: with a small group of early farmers living thousands of miles to the east of Britain, on the vast open grasslands of central Eurasia – the place we now know as the Russian steppes.

         2: Trade Routes and Translations

         Try to imagine, if you can, the day-to-day existence of those first farmers on the steppes of central Eurasia, so distant from us in space and time. In the words of the seventeenth-century philosopher Thomas Hobbes, we can surely guess that their lives would have been ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short’.

         We can picture them spending long, hard days cultivating the steppe grasslands, planting and harvesting their meagre crops, and caring for their precious livestock. They would also have needed to cope with the vagaries of weather and climate, which could so easily mean the difference between success and failure and, ultimately, survival and death.

         For these early farmers, life had changed little for several millennia, ever since their own ancestors had first renounced the nomadic, hunter-gatherer lifestyle in favour of agriculture, which required a permanent, settled home. Life in one place may have been easier, in some ways, yet it would still have been very tough and unrelenting.

         But then, roughly 5,000 years ago, the world began to change. Two developments – one cultural, the other technological – dramatically improved the lives of these ancient people.

         The first was the domestication of the horse, arguably the most important wild creature ever to be subjugated for human use. The second, which followed soon afterwards, was the invention of the spoked wheel. For the first time in human history, this simple breakthrough allowed people to build fast, light and manoeuvrable vehicles. These could in turn be pulled over longer and longer distances by the newly tamed horse. The eventual dominance of vehicular transport over our lives had begun.

         The newly developed wagons and carts, pulled by horses, made life much easier, allowing heavy items such as firewood and crops to be carried on short journeys from woods and fields to villages and homes. But more importantly for our story, they also opened up the possibility of moving goods and people over far longer distances.

         Thanks to these long-forgotten people, the greatest change in human history was set in motion: the beginning of trade between different groups, communities and, ultimately, nations. At first, they would have simply bartered their produce with their immediate neighbours, perhaps exchanging a bushel of wheat for a couple of chickens. But over time, the bleak, hostile and treeless steppe where they lived turned into a thriving trade corridor, which would eventually stretch for thousands of miles, to and from Europe in the west and Asia in the east.

         Opening up this transcontinental route had another, even more profound, effect on later civilisations. As these ancient steppe-dwellers gradually migrated westwards and eastwards, their language – originally spoken by only a handful of people in this remote and landlocked location – began to spread across a vast swathe of Europe and Asia. In the process, it changed and developed into a huge range of new tongues, including Latin, Welsh, French, German, Hindi, Swedish, Spanish, Greek and English.

         At first sight, these languages do not appear to have all that much in common. They do of course share some common terms, borrowed from one another relatively recently: English in particular has proved adept at appropriating words as varied as chutney and bungalow (from Hindi), schadenfreude and kitsch (from German) and coracle and corgi (from Welsh). But we are far more aware of the differences in vocabulary, word and sentence structure between one language and another, than any similarities.

         Yet as linguists first discovered back in the eighteenth century, many of these differences are in fact superficial, and even apparently dissimilar languages may be related. And just as the similarities in facial appearance between two people are often because they share a common ancestor, languages too have a ‘family tree’.

         So, while it may come as a surprise to anyone who has struggled with a phrasebook while attempting to make themselves understood abroad, all these languages, and many more, are ultimately descended from a single tongue. Known by linguists as ‘Proto-Indo-European’ or PIE, this was first spoken on those windswept central Eurasian grasslands, roughly three thousand years before the birth of Christ. Extraordinary though it may seem, the languages that descend from it are still spoken by roughly half the world’s population – almost four billion people. And as David Anthony points out in his book, The Horse, the Wheel and Language,6 this means that the languages we speak today are almost entirely the result of those two developments that give his book its intriguing title.

         We have no written records of the actual words those people used to speak to one another as they went about their day-to-day lives. Yet by comparing words still used in one modern language with their equivalents in another, linguists have been able to painstakingly reconstruct some of their lost vocabulary.

         Amongst those words, there are a tiny number that, amazingly, have lasted – albeit in different forms in various modern languages – all the way down to the present day. These include the name of a species of bird that would have been very familiar indeed to our distant ancestors: the goose – or, as linguists now believe it would have been originally called, ghans.

         
            *

         

         Long before the domestication of the horse, the invention of the wheel, or even the earliest agriculture, prehistoric peoples right across Europe and Asia would have been aware of the twice-yearly migration of geese.

         Looking up each autumn, they would have seen straggling, V-shaped skeins of birds arriving from the north, silhouettes etched against the grey skies as the land echoed with their distinctive, honking calls. They also would have noted the date when the flocks headed back north towards their breeding grounds in spring.viii

         During the winter months, when vast flocks of geese fed on grasslands and wetlands, they would no doubt have used whatever primitive weapons they had – rocks, stones and perhaps flint spears – to try to kill the plump, tasty birds, so they could supplement their meagre diet.

         It would only have been a matter of time before it occurred to more intelligent individuals that, rather than spending time and effort trying to hunt and kill geese, there might be an easier way to ensure a regular, reliable and year-round supply of eggs, flesh and feathers. So it was that, almost 5,000 years ago, the greylag goose became only the third (or possibly fourth) species of bird – after the chicken, duck and perhaps the pigeon – to be domesticated.

         The central importance of geese to our ancestors’ lives meant that these birds would have been given a vernacular name far earlier than more obscure, less useful species. That is no surprise. But what is truly extraordinary is that this name has lasted – in different forms in different languages – all the way down to the present – especially given the ways languages have evolved, and vocabulary has changed, over thousands of years.

         Take a look at the modern name for goose in both German and Dutch: gans. At first sight this does not appear very similar to the word we use in English; but think of the name we give to a male goose, ‘gander’, and the connection becomes clearer. Likewise, the Spanish name, ánsar, may not appear to have much in common with ‘goose’. But it is remarkably similar to the scientific name of the greylag goose, Anser anser and, via gans, to goose. So even if bird names in different languages may not appear to be related, a closer look reveals that they often are.

         The point of this exercise in linguistic archaeology is this: because these European languages began to diverge from one another roughly 5,000 years ago, we can show that the precursor of these related words for goose in use today must have already been in existence at that time. And that means it must go all the way back to the Proto-Indo-European spoken by those early traders, on the Central Asian steppes.

         Thus, of all our bird names, ‘goose’ can justifiably claim to be the oldest.

         
            *

         

         Other names we still use today go almost as far back in time; again, we can demonstrate this by looking at another crucial period: the Early Iron Age. Lasting from roughly 1000 to 500 BC, this period saw the first widespread use of iron and steel, smelted from iron ore, to make tools and weapons.

         This major technological breakthrough coincided with – and also triggered – a series of important social and cultural changes. These included more advanced agriculture, the first major religious written texts (including the early books of the Old Testament) and, most importantly for our story, the development of the earliest written languages, through the invention of abstract alphabetic characters.

         The first alphabets arose in the Middle East, later spreading westwards into Europe, where the Greeks developed the form that would become the ancestor of all European alphabets. In north-west Europe, another ancestral tongue had not yet been written down, but was spoken across a wide geographical area. Proto-Germanic, as it was later called, eventually split into two forms. One branch, to the north, evolved into the various Scandinavian languages such as Danish, Swedish and Norwegian, while the other developed into modern German and Dutch and – following successive invasions into Britain from continental Europe – English.

         Although English has since diverged markedly from these continental tongues, we can still identify many words that share a common origin, and therefore must date back to this distant time. Prominent amongst these are some of our best-known bird names, including swallow and swan.

         
            *

         

         The swallow and the swan are two birds that, like the goose, would have been very familiar to our ancestors right across northern Europe.

         Like the cuckoo, the swallow is one of the classic signs of the coming of spring. A long-distance migrant, it spends about half the year raising a family in our rural barns and outbuildings, before returning south to Africa each autumn to spend the winter there, hunting for insects amongst the vast gatherings of game animals on the grassy savannah.

         ‘Swan’ could refer to one of three closely related species: the resident mute swan, with its black-and-orange bill, or the black-and-yellow-billed Bewick’s and whooper swans. These are both winter visitors to Britain and north-west Europe, and like the geese they fly south and west in autumn and head back north and east in spring.

         The English word swan is linguistically almost identical to the German schwan and the Dutch zwaan, the differences simply being the result of the standard shifts in pronunciation and spelling between the three languages. Likewise, swallow is Schwalbe in German and zwaluw in Dutch. That these birds have virtually the same name in all three modern European tongues is clear evidence that they share a common origin in the language known as West Germanic, which was spoken around the time of Christ’s birth.

         But that’s not the whole story. For the names of both species can also be found in Old Norse, as svanr and svala.ix Because, like West Germanic, Old Norse is also derived from Proto-Germanic, we know these names must go back even further, to at least 500 BC.x

         Simply knowing that these names have a common origin in the ancestral language of northern Europe still leaves one crucial thing unexplained: how did they end up being used here in Britain? As with so many aspects of our culture, they did so via a series of dramatic events: a series of invasions that brought people – and their languages – from mainland Europe to our island home.

         

         3: Invasions and Conquests

         The first great historical invasion of our isles is, as every schoolchild knows, the conquest of the Ancient Britons – led by Queen Boadicea (also known as Boudicca) – by the Roman Empire. Yet despite ruling much of Britain for close to half a millennium, following Julius Caesar’s arrival in 55 BC, the Romans never quite managed to fully subsume this outlying land and its recalcitrant people into their mighty empire. This was never more apparent than in the stubborn resistance amongst ordinary folk to speaking the language of their conquerors.

         Although Latin was widely spoken amongst the Romans, and continued to be used as the language of scholarship long after they left, the Ancient Britons managed to keep hold of their own languages for the whole of the Roman occupation. This was very different from the situation in Gaul (modern-day France), where Latin rapidly replaced the indigenous language, driving it to outlying lands such as Brittany. This explains why the modern French language is so closely related to Latin.

         Ironically, it was only when the Romans finally departed – more than four centuries after their initial invasion – that the various native tongues finally began to decline. The cause was the arrival of a new group of invaders, this time from the near continent.

         They were a motley bunch: variously known as the Angles, Saxons and Jutes, and hailing from Denmark, southern Sweden, the Low Countries and north-west Germany. They succeeded by taking advantage of the social chaos left by the decline of the Roman Empire, and the continued warring between the various groups of Britons left behind.

         Having crossed the North Sea to land on the east coast, they eventually extended their influence throughout much of the area we now call England. Here, the existing Romano-British population intermingled and interbred with the newcomers. In the outlying parts of the British Isles – present-day Ireland, Wales and Scotland, the Isle of Man and Cornwall – which the invaders did not manage to reach, those peoples, often erroneously lumped together as Celts,xi retained their separate identity. They also continued to speak their own languages, the precursors of modern Irish and Scottish Gaelic, and Welsh.

         But the conquest of these isles by those invaders from the east was not as brutal, or as sudden, as we might imagine. It took place over several hundred years, from the middle of the fifth century to the end of the seventh. So most historians, rather than seeing this as a single, momentous event, now regard it as a more gradual, measured process: not so much an invasion as a migration.

         Of all the many lasting influences these newcomers had on their new home, by far the most important and enduring was their language. Known as Anglo-Saxon or Old English, this ancient tongue marked the birth of what is now spoken as a first or second language by more than two billion people, all over the world.

         
            *

         

         This eventful period in our history also saw the first appearance of a significant number of English bird names, many of which – including rook and raven, sparrow and wheatear, gannet and crow – we still use today. And even though some species have since been given a more modern name, other old names still managed to cling on until relatively recently. These include ‘erne’, meaning sea eagle, and ‘ruddock’, for robin. 

         It is important to remember that all these names would have been part of an almost exclusively spoken language, rather than a written one. Centuries before the invention of the printing press, written works were rare indeed, and the vast majority of the population was functionally illiterate. As a result, the oral tradition thrived, with stories and poems – such as Beowulf – passed down the ages from one generation to another with remarkable fidelity. So it is not surprising that the names given to birds also arose in a purely oral setting, being coined by ordinary people to describe the creatures they saw every day as they toiled in the fields and forests.

         Many of these early names are onomatopoeic: they imitate or echo the sounds made by the birds themselves. There are two good reasons for this: one cultural and one practical.

         From a cultural point of view, there is growing evidence that we possess a ‘music instinct’: the ability to make sense of what we hear in the world around us, and the urge to imitate it ourselves.xii What could be more natural than a human being, having heard a bird sing, trying to mimic it? Surely one reason why so many ancient bird names are based on sound could be that our distant ancestors learned to sing by listening to birds. If so, that would make song the earliest art form – well before the emergence of cave paintings. 

         Another reason is more pragmatic. In an age long before the invention of optical aids such as binoculars and telescopes, which allow us to see feather-by-feather detail, visual features were far less important in identifying birds. By far the easiest way to tell one species apart from another, similar-looking one would have been by listening to the sound it made. If our ancestors then wanted to remember what a bird was called – perhaps because it was particularly good to eat or, like the cuckoo, marked the changing of the seasons – then the logical next step would be to turn this sound into the bird’s name.

         But this process wasn’t as straightforward as simply repeating the sound; first this had to be transliterated into human speech. And as we shall now discover, this is not quite as simple as it might appear.

         4: The Nature of Birdsong

         At this stage in our story, we need to make a brief digression. Let’s start with the reason birds make sounds in the first place.

         The primary way birds communicate with one another can be divided into songs and calls. The purpose of song is to defend a territory and attract a mate, while the various calls perform specific functions such as warning against predators, begging for food, or simply keeping in touch with other birds in the same flock.

         Sound is not the only way birds communicate, of course. Many species use their brightly coloured plumage and visual displays to do so. These include the extraordinary courtship dances of the  multi-coloured birds of paradise, the strutting parade of the male peacock and, closer to home, the display of the black grouse – these are just three of the best known examples among many in the bird world.

         But communicating by sound has three major advantages over vision. First, it is more consistent, working in poor light or even total darkness, or when the bird is hidden in a woodland, hedgerow or dense reed bed. Sound also carries further than vision: the bittern’s low, booming call can be heard several kilometres away. And sound has another major advantage: when a bird is calling or singing it does not always need to show itself, meaning that it can hide from predators, whereas during a visual performance it makes itself vulnerable to attack.

         During the breeding season, male birds – and in the northern hemisphere these are usually the only ones that sing – need to defend a territory against their rivals. At the same time, they must attract and keep a female, otherwise all their efforts will have been in vain. That is why on a fine spring day, from long before dawn until after dusk, a songbird will sing his heart out, at a time when he could be doing all kinds of other essential tasks, such as building a nest or finding food.

         Few other kinds of behaviour in nature are quite so persistent; and none perform two such critically important functions. The performance-poet A. F. Harrold summed up this dual purpose with admirable clarity and brevity in his verse, ‘Dawn Chorus’:

         
            
               From hedgerow, telephone wire,

               aerial and tree

               sings out a double-edged request

               fuck off or fuck me.7

            

         

         But it’s not just why birds sing that is important; we also need to understand how they do so. The way they form sounds is fundamentally different to the way we do, because of their very different anatomy.

         Human beings make sounds by using our lungs to pump air through our larynx and vocal cords, which fine-tune pitch and tone. We then use our lips and tongue to articulate these sounds to make specific words and phrases.

         When a bird sings or calls, it uses an organ called a syrinx.xiii This is the avian equivalent of our larynx, but with one crucial difference. The human larynx is situated at the top of the trachea (or windpipe), but a bird’s syrinx is much lower down, at the junction of the two bronchi, the passages that carry air in and out of the lungs. This means that the bird can mix two sources of sound, simultaneously producing two different songs at the same time – in what the ornithologist C. H. Greenewalt dubbed the ‘two-voice’ phenomenon.xiv

         That is perhaps why we feel so inadequate when we hear a master songster like the nightingale or song thrush. We admire birds partly because we find them so difficult to imitate – with the possible exception of a handful of species that make far simpler sounds, such as the cuckoo. And when we try to represent their sounds in our own language, for example to form the names of birds, we struggle to do so, with different people hearing each sound – and then trying to vocalise it – in their own individual manner. 

         There is also variation in the way people speak any language over time, as we have seen, and so the way we use bird sounds to form names has also varied considerably. Today, when we hear a wood pigeon make its monotonous yet strangely soothing sound, we represent it with the word ‘coo’. But according to the linguist W. B. Lockwood our ancestors heard exactly the same sound quite differently, representing it as ‘doove’, from which we get the modern name ‘dove’.xv Although it may not be immediately obvious, this is just one example of how the call of a bird can end up as its name, through the power of onomatopoeia.xvi

         
            *

         

         There are many others. Take the crow family. Globally there are about 120 different species of crow, only eight of which live in Britain. Four of these are mainly black – the carrion crow, jackdaw, rook and raven – while the other four are more striking and varied in appearance: the chough, with its bright red bill and feet, the grey-and-black hooded crow, the black-and-white magpie and the multi-coloured jay.

         At first sight – or perhaps I should say first hearing – the only onomatopoeic name appears to be jackdaw, whose name mimics the ‘chack, chack’ sound the birds make as flocks fly overhead to roost at dusk on a cold winter’s day, looking like scraps of black bin-bags caught by the wind.xvii Yet the other three mainly black species, the raven, rook and carrion crow, are also named after their distinctive sounds. 

         Each name reflects a version of their harsh cries: just try saying them out loud in the tone of the bird and that becomes far clearer. Given the familiarity of these species, which thrived alongside the early settlers as they ploughed the earth to grow crops, and their superficially similar, mainly black plumage, it is not surprising that they were called after their sound rather than their appearance.

         The names raven, rook and crow can all be found in Old English,xviii which in turn, as we have seen, derived from earlier Germanic languages, the ancestors of modern-day German, Dutch and Scandinavian tongues as well as English. So we might reasonably expect the names we use today for these members of the crow family to be found in other northern European tongues – and we’d be absolutely right. A quick glance at the Scandinavian and Dutch languages soon confirms the links between these birds’ names, and their common origin in the sounds made by each species. Rook is råka in Swedish, råge in Danish and roek in Dutch, while the crow is kråka, krage and kraai, and the raven is korp, ravn and raaf. And we know that because they are so similar in all these languages, they must be very ancient indeed – going back for thousands of years. 

         Imagine those early hunters, clad in animal skins and carrying primitive spears, glancing up as a raven passed overhead. They would have heard that deep, penetrating cry: a sound so resonant you can feel it passing into the core of your body. Is it too fanciful to assume that one man, inspired by this extraordinary sound, was tempted to imitate the calling bird, and was then copied in turn by his companions? From there it is but a short step to the bird’s call becoming its name, and then persisting – with minor changes – to this very day..

         
            *

         

         But what of the chough, another member of the crow family? Unlike the other ‘black’ crows, choughs are easy to distinguish, with their glossy blue-black plumage, comically red legs and a long, crimson, de-curved bill, which they poke into the short turf on clifftops to find their invertebrate food.

         Take a walk along a Welsh coastal headland, and you may hear the chough’s cries being swept away by the fierce wind: a strong, resonant ‘chow, chow’ sound. How ‘chow’ became ‘chough’ is due to one of the English language’s most troublesome suffixes. In the English language the suffix ‘ough’ can be pronounced in at least ten, and arguably twelve, different ways: as in the words cough, rough, plough, through, though, thought, thorough, hough (an alternative spelling of ‘hock’), slough (pronounced ‘slew’ in American English, and meaning a marshy lake), lough (a word used in Ireland, also for a lake, or loch),xix hiccough and Middlesbrough.

         Given this profusion of different ways of pronouncing those four letters, which so confuses the poor learner of English (whether a native child or foreign adult), it is reasonable to surmise that the name of the chough was originally pronounced ‘chow’ (to rhyme with plough). Some time later, it must have changed to ‘chuff’ (to rhyme with rough), the pronunciation we still use today.xx

         5: The Sound Approach

         Neither the cuckoo nor those various kinds of crow could be said to have a tuneful voice. Indeed, paradoxically, it is the very simplicity of their sounds that explains why they were originally adopted as the bird’s name. Birds with complex, varied songs, such as the blackbird, robin and nightingale, are rarely given onomatopoeic names; those that have simple, repetitive and above all memorable songs, like the cuckoo and chiffchaff, are.

         But for many other groups and species of bird, the link between the sound and the name is not so clear. Who would have thought, for instance, that the names rail, crake, kite, smew, bittern and knot all have an onomatopoeic origin? In each case the link between name and sound has become corrupted and changed over time, so that the original connection is not always evident.
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