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            Welcome Note

         

         My grandparents on my dad’s side used to tie carrier bags and strips of plastic to the gutter of their house to repel house martins. The birds made a mess of the pavement under their nests, and I don’t think their constant chirping and twittering were appreciated either. This was a council house so technically it didn’t belong to them, but my grandparents were house-proud in the way of most working people along the row, and bird droppings around the doorstep would have been just as shameful as threadbare washing on the line or dirty curtains. I was ten or eleven when I first saw the bags and streamers fluttering in the wind and don’t suppose I thought too much about it; half a century later, I can’t help but read the memory as an ironic metaphor. Those birds, weighing less than half a golf ball, would have flown from their overwintering grounds in Africa, arriving back in the UK exhausted from the journey and needing to construct a home. Evidently, the eaves of a jerry-built end-terrace on the side of a northern moor are just as appealing as a picture-book country cottage for a nest site. Unfortunately, at this property on Mount Road, Marsden, they were not welcome and were met with the equivalent of a ‘No Vacancies’ sign, no matter that a house martin’s mud dome clinging to the underside of an overhanging roof is supposed to bring good luck. Over the xfollowing decades, this kind of inhospitality has increased in direct proportion to soaring human populations, and the consequence of homelessness for most living things is extinction. House martins are now a red-listed bird.

         As a minimum, animals need to eat and they need to breed, and to achieve those things they need the shelter of somewhere to live. To dwell. The particular and occasionally peculiar nature of their dwellings is reflected in the names we have given them: squirrels live in ‘dreys’, badgers in ‘setts’, rabbits in ‘warrens’ and so on. Language testifies to the differing habits of creatures. But human dominance on Planet Earth has proved disastrous for the habitation needs of most non-human populations, even provoking some commentators – with a certain amount of justification – to use the word ‘genocide’. It’s a tragic situation. Tragic for the plight of animals, of course, but also a pitiful reflection on our own attitudes and activities. Through research and observation, we continue to find that creatures are far more intelligent than has ever been known or believed; increasingly they are recognised as conscious, sentient beings with capabilities and behaviours that are endlessly complex and fascinating. As such, they encourage the expansion of the human mind by example and through the search for understanding. If I describe a planet without other living creatures as ‘unthinkable’, it is not only because of our interdependence within a highly sophisticated and diverse ecosystem. It is also because I envisage a world where our xicapacity for wonder, curiosity, invention and empathy would be limited to our own perceptions and experience, a kind of narcissistic echo chamber, one-dimensional in all its dealings. Other living things enhance what it is to be human – why are we so interested in life on other planets when we show such disregard for life on our own?

         These were the kinds of ideas that had been occupying my mind when I was first invited to write a series of poems for the Lost Gardens of Heligan, Europe’s largest garden restoration project. After several visits, I started looking beyond the immediate and apparent for something hidden or ‘other’, a world within its world. The Gardens date back to the mid-eighteenth century and occupy a two-hundred-acre site north-west of the Cornish seaside town of Mevagissey. Developed by several generations of the Tremayne family, they include formal gardens, kitchen gardens, flower gardens, lawns, a melon yard, ‘pleasure grounds’, meadows and fields, copses, glasshouses, a rare-breeds farm, plantings of exotic and non-native species – notably huge rhododendrons and camellias – and a densely wooded ravine known as ‘the Jungle’. During the twentieth century, after many of its workers had failed to return from the Great War, the Gardens became ‘lost’, or at least completely overtaken by unchecked growth. In the 1990s, Tim Smit and several associates began the long, arduous process of uncovering and restoring the Gardens to something like their original form. They now are a landmark tourist xiiattraction with over 350,000 visitors a year, and a centre of excellence and research in the disciplines of cultivation and horticulture. Protected and carefully managed, the Gardens also provide a haven – both intentionally and inadvertently – for wildlife. Only a small proportion is apparent to the casual observer: the birds that nest or feed there, the more conspicuous insects, fish in the ponds etc. The greater number of species exist beyond earshot and out of sight. This includes some of the scarcer or shyer creatures such as owls or bats, along with thousands of invertebrate and amphibian species, plus some of Britain’s largest native wild animals such as badgers, deer, foxes and a recently introduced family of beavers. Many of these creatures are part of an ecosystem that comes to life outside of daylight hours, when the Gardens are closed to the public and offer a fertile, abundant habitat for animals operating under the cover of darkness.

         In time, these poems will be manifested physically within the Gardens at site-specific locations and in different guises as installations, noticeboards, treasure trails, recorded readings and sculptures etc. But here they are presented in a book as text, as black shapes against a white background, trying to work their magic and cast their spells. Which seems appropriate given that Heligan itself is a mysterious place, the ‘Lost’-ness of its name implying secrets and discovery, something found yet not fully revealed, outside regular space and time. If Dwell is about ‘the garden’ as a sanctuary or xiiirefuge, about the locations we must provide and safeguard if we are serious about co-existing with lives other than our own, its simultaneous meaning is as an encouragement to slow down and spend time with ideas. ‘Don’t dwell on it,’ people say, but I’m saying, ‘Please do.’ And the poems themselves are dwellings, too – constructions built from language and contemplation, places to enter.

         Come in, you are welcome.

         
             

         

         simon armitage, 2025
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