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‘A beautifully written and tender book of what it can mean to fall in love with a place, its wildlife and its people. Lifelines is a treasury, brimful of captivating stories: we meet lake fishermen turned guardians of pelicans, the tracks of a brown bear in the snow of a garden and a naturist camping on an island of snakes . . . It is a gentle yet urgent reminder that we still have agency, that we can still join with others to do everything within our means to protect the places in which we live.’


Sally Huband, author of Sea Bean


‘Absolutely fantastic. Lifelines is a balm for the soul: simultaneously hyper local and international; attentive to the lives of others, animal and human; Hoffman’s writing has never been better, more powerful, more beautiful than here.’


Stephen Rutt, author of The Eternal Season


‘Utterly engaging and enchanting, Julian Hoffman’s Lifelines is a heartwarming tale of finding home. In a wild corner of Europe, Hoffman finds a space to live with the other creatures that know the wonder of that world. His writing enables us to join him in this landscape of natural delights.’


Dr James Canton, author of Grounded


‘Awakens every sense: Lifelines will tilt you towards the wonder of nature. Written with wisdom, love and a protective quality that soars, this is a beautiful and important gem.’


Hannah Bourne-Taylor, author of Nature Needs You


‘Absolutely beautiful. So moving and full of insights into our flawed relationship to the Earth – and yet it is not without hope for our damaged planet. Reading it is like talking to a friend and feeling that connection that can emerge when we open ourselves up to the complexity of being a human on a ball of rock flying through the cosmos.’


Joanna Pocock, author of Surrender


‘With descriptions as rich as the biogeography of Prespa and with a powerful sense of place, Lifelines is much more than a delight, it is a book that will draw you in, again and again. Julian Hoffman’s prose is poetic, joyful and filled with love for the natural world and his chosen home. I too, yearned to be there and meet true wilderness in the form of a bear!’


Annie Worsley, author of Windswept


‘Lifelines describes a homecoming to a place that, as the story opens, has yet to become home. It is both an inner journey and a journey of discovery, rich in event and beautifully crafted. Crucially linked to this is Hoffman’s deep connection with the “more-than-human world”: the creatures that live alongside him and the landscape they share. At a time when the planet is at risk, Hoffman’s passionate sense of place is both a celebration and an alarm call.’


David Harsent, author of Skin


‘A tender, powerful story of love for a place and a way of being, and a bracing call to the barricades – for enemies are closing in. An urgent, important and compelling read.’


Charles Foster, author of Cry of the Wild


‘Lifelines elegantly and sensitively describes the pathways that all living creatures travel to get to where they belong – the “lifelines” taking them “home”. In rich and moving prose Julian describes these odysseys, infilling with past and present events and circumstances, from the Greek Civil War to the spectre of climate change, and how they impact the journeys. He shows where the pathways cross and entwine, posing challenges and opportunities for humans to co-exist with the wild world. Pulling the whole story together is the best explanation of biodiversity I have ever come across. I thoroughly recommend it to anyone interested in our place in the wider community of life on earth.’


Lee Durrell, MBE
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For Nina Mesner,
whose beautiful light lives on











Will there be a world
to lament?
Celebrate?


SU HWANG, ‘WITNESS MARKS’, FROM BODEGA


There is another world, but it is in this one.


PAUL ÉLUARD
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WRENS I


It’s one of those sharp winter days that make the nights tremble with light. When no clouds conceal the vastness to come, so that the gathering dark is shot through with a cold so deep and clarifying that our galaxy seems sleeved in silver ice. When stars shine with the intensity of fireworks.


I open the front door to haul in enough firewood from the porch to last until morning. Outside, in the lowering of late afternoon, a pair of ravens row through the deepening blue to their roost. As I bend to the wood, something moves to my right and disappears. A swift brown blur and whirling of wings. I carry the split beech inside and drop it into the wood basket beside the fire. Although I’m unsure about the species, garden birds do occasionally descend to the front steps, foraging for spilled seed whenever deep snow makes it easier for me to remove the feeders from their place in a tree and reload them on the swept stone. I can only assume another seam has been exposed.


Opening the door for more wood, I expect the birds to have scattered. Instead, three wrens swirl like moths about my head, as though circling a sudden flame. I retreat indoors and let the wood fall with a thud, listening in silence to see if the world outside resettles.


This time I open the back door and follow the stone wall until I’m flush with the front of the house. The day is dying away. Sunlight crowns the mountains, turning the snowfields around their summits to a dazzle of shining light. The highest spires glitter and glow as if they’ve been dipped in gold. Around the house, though, the shadows are lengthening.


In the dimming light, I watch the front door and adjacent woodpile. Everything is silent and still. Compressed. Just as I’m about to give up and return to the warmth of the fire, a sharp clacking bursts from the stack of dry beech. In the dark slots between logs, I can just make out the brown cloak of a wren, its stubby tail tilted upwards.


Wrens are among the most solitary and territorial of European songbirds. They’re a creature devoted to dark corners; and the Greek name for them, tripofraxtis, or the hedge-hole dweller, speaks to such seclusion. But as I watch the shadowed bird, another wren sweeps over my head and twirls around the corner. Then a third sinks through a sky of shifting shades, deep blue feathering to violet and orange at its edges. From the tangled streambanks of ground elder and nettles beside the house vaults another wren, flashing low over the garden grasses. All of them calling in the same insistent register, their voices like ice cubes clattering in a glass.


Even the highest mountains are sliding out of the light when from the woodpile the first wren blurs towards the house. There it fastens itself to the wall, swivelling its head to assess the degree of danger it faces from being this openly exposed. A second wren hits the house, nearly inseparable from stone in the waning light. From the neighbouring meadow, another hurtles past me. They’re convening like tributaries at the sea, funnelling in from the overgrown hazel coppices and bramble thickets where they’ve foraged throughout the day. One slants over my shoulder towards the woodpile. Another arcs like an arrow above the roof, dissolving into darkness as it descends.


I shift my feet to keep warm and feel the grasses already stiffening with frost. It’ll be a night of river ice and glazed fields ahead of us. From its spot on the stone wall, the first of the wrens flares sideways to the wooden trim of the front door. It then quickly finds the frame of the inset window. Seen from inside the house, it would appear as though pinned beneath glass in a collector’s case. And then the bird is gone, fanning upwards like a wind-lifted leaf to vanish inside a cup no larger than my hand. A small bowl of hardened mud that has hung empty above our front door for years.


A rush of late motion marks the end of day. A black twist of jackdaws cackles overhead and our neighbour whistles home his goats, their passage a river of bells through the meadow. Then the next wren makes its move, tracing the same flight as the first, crossing from stone to door to window. And there it pauses, as though settling between waves before riding upwards on a crest. Disappearing like the other. I can barely see now as darkness closes up the sky. But I can still hear the wrens, their flurry of wings sketching a map of movement made readable by ear, as one after another they whisk up into the safe shelter of a long-abandoned swallow’s nest.









Beginnings: An Introduction


On a small hill beside the lake, the March sun was warm on my skin. It was the vernal equinox and almost a week into the closure of the country. Shops, restaurants and cafés shuttered and still. Schoolchildren sent home and the streets eerily empty. Borders sealed amid the unfolding pandemic. A world of scrolling light on our screens, the lit figures unreal and rising.


It was the first day of spring. A beginning, but also an end.


I’d climbed through lengthening grasses to reach the top of the hill. Underfoot, the small white blades of star of Bethlehem split the damp earth. The changes felt sudden and unexpected, as though each circling of the year were still a surprise. Wild plum trees exploded into snow on the flanks of the hill and a drowsy billow of bees honoured the blossom. From the blue water below lifted the liquid laughter of little grebes. Somewhere to the west, an early cuckoo called its name.


From the top of the hill, I could see the evocative ruins of the basilica built over a thousand years earlier by Tsar Samuel of Bulgaria when he made the island of Agios Achilleios the capital of his once expansive kingdom. Beyond the basilica, large birds were gliding over the water towards an archipelago of small white islands beside the tawny sweep of an immense reedbed. Even within a vast basin of water, where encircling mountains reached high into the blue sky, these white islets dominated the scene. Most of the movement around the lake that day originated there. Pale brown and largely unnoticed for several months of the year, their bleaching meant that pelicans were with us again.


No matter how long I end up living beside the Prespa lakes in northern Greece, the presence of pelicans will never fail to move me. Not only does their grace in the air encourage a mysteriously durable form of awe, impervious to the kind of dulling that the repetition of experiences can often occasion, but they lend the landscape a palpable antiquity. Their flights convey something of another age, as though towing an invisible line behind them that reaches all the way back to the dinosaurs. There’s that slow oaring of the air on wings that have barely changed in structural essence since the bird’s earliest ancestors. Or the wondrous doubling of forms when skimming so low over the lake that you could barely slide a knife between the bird and its reflection. Taking advantage of an aerodynamic phenomenon known as ground effect, in which air flowing between the surface of the water and the surface of a bird’s wings creates an invisible cushion that keeps the pelican suspended mere inches above the lake, the great evolutionary aim to conserve energy whenever possible produces a simultaneously potent visual poetry. And in summer, when heat haze rises off the water in rippling waves of light, it’s hard not to imagine those pelicans being held in place solely by a spell.


Every spring I climb the hill to see these returning birds. But on that equinox day in 2020, the visit felt undeniably different. By then, Covid-19 was raging throughout southern Europe. Acutely attuned to the crippling financial crisis and stark economic contraction that Greece had endured since 2009, there was an early consensus – both politically and among citizens – that the state’s fragile public-health system would swiftly collapse if case numbers rose rapidly. All week we’d heard that the closure of shops and schools wasn’t sufficient to quell the increase in transmission rates and that the implementation of a strict lockdown was imminent, placing severe restrictions on personal movement. In light of that prospect, I came to see the pelicans on their nests that day knowing it might be my only chance to observe the colonies for a considerable period of time.


I heard a pelican hidden by the overhang of the hill. Uncloaking into view, it glided through the sharp, silvery light. Up close in my binoculars, the image of an earlier era only intensified. Dalmatian pelicans have eyes of such tremulous glacial depths – the bluish-grey sclera like an ice sheet being cored by the black iris – that they appear to hold entire worlds inside them. And, in a way, they do. Like the great white pelican, the Dalmatian pelican’s brethren species that nests alongside it on this lake but arrives later in spring, these birds traverse broad valleys of oak and mountains thickened with beech trees and pines to reach here. They sail over remote upland villages and lonely, winding roads. They spiral high above the milky wash of deltas running quick with meltwater into the sea. They trace a geography of longing with those audible wings, because within each of these journeys is concealed a code. Something untranslatable by us. A string of genetic memory and meaning that brings them home each and every year to these islets on a Balkan lake, guiding them back across that expansive aerial map to the same place of shelter we share. And that spring, in a world so radically altered and uncertain, those journeys home and the constancy of connection they detailed resonated more deeply than ever.
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The pandemic – as catastrophic events have a tendency to do, tearing us away from our regular, concealing rhythms – showed us just how much illusion we live with, revealing countless cracks across the surface of the world. Cracks that have long existed, of course, fissuring through any truly cohesive and equitable vision of society, but which were exposed in a sharper and more penetrating light by the unrelenting focus and fallout of the crisis. That while 40 million Americans filed for unemployment during the first five months of the pandemic alone, billionaires in the United States saw their total wealth grow by a further $637 billion. Or that thousands of empty aircraft were kept airborne in order to retain lucrative landing slots in the future, burning fuel on ‘ghost flights’ in the midst of a climate emergency, shedding carbon emissions while carrying few, if any, passengers. And these stark disparities and dissonances were no different when it came to shelter, one of the wider themes of this book.


Early on in the pandemic, citizens of San Francisco and the Bay area in California were asked to shelter in place – to seek safety by staying put in their places of residence. Over the following months, people right across the globe were told, at varying times and to differing degrees of intensity and enforcement, to remain at home in order to aid others. Here in Greece, the slogan and message were clear: Menoume spiti, or We’re staying home. This, then, was shelter as refuge and sanctuary. Shelter as safe haven. But while sheltering in place was possible for those with safe homes to be in, for others, like the 36 per cent of 750 Greek women who replied to an online survey to say they’d suffered domestic abuse at some point during the forty-two days of the country’s first lockdown, home meant anything but shelter. Or for the tens of thousands of day-wage migrant workers in India forced to walk long roads home when Prime Minister Narendra Modi shut down the public transport system in March 2020 in response to the pandemic. Shorn of desperately needed earnings and safe spaces to stay, these labourers – some with children at their side – embarked on gruelling journeys to reach places of refuge that were frequently in other states, walking the edge of motorways or the curving bed of rail lines, hitching lifts if they were lucky, or crossing fields, marshes, forests and plains on foot if not, to reach a shelter of their own. Some of them never made it.


Critically, shelter isn’t solely a human concern. As the origins of the pandemic continue to be investigated, there’s a very real possibility that it stemmed, like Zika, Sars, Nipah, AIDS and Ebola before it, from the destruction of wild places that enabled a zoonotic disease to spill over from ever-shrinking wild domains into humans. Such devastating viral flows cast a harrowing light on the ceaseless ravaging of natural habitats and homes around the world and the disruptive encroachment on the vital shelters of others. Acts that not only undermine the ability of these places to exist as dwelling grounds for forms of life other than our own but unquestionably corrode our common shelter in a planetary sense as well. If shelter is meant to be something safe and secure – a refuge or sanctuary – then we are destabilising the very thing that enables human societies and the more-than-human world to live well.


This book, however, isn’t about the pandemic. The stories it relates of homes lost, found and reimagined – alongside the conflicts and possibilities bound up in the greater issue of human existence with the wild world – were already in place and unfolding long before the appearance of Covid-19. But neither does the book avoid the pandemic, because this crisis dramatically altered our understanding of what shelter means, making possible, I hope, a larger conversation about how we might live in a shared world at this particular point in time. Nor, in all honesty, can this book ignore the pandemic, because the world we once knew is no longer here. Acknowledging that fundamental shift is a necessary step towards a potential realignment of relationships. Until that happens, we’ll watch whole other worlds we once knew become memory too, because this isn’t the first, nor will it be the last, to go. Worlds we once thought stable, permanent or, to borrow that understandable but misplaced pandemic word, normal, are being eclipsed and made relic by the twin emergencies of climate change and the Sixth Extinction of wild species. Instead, this book is a reflection on our place in a shared but shifting world at a time when our path into the future could take us any number of ways. When the choice, for the moment, is still ours to make.


It was the wrens that brought the idea of exploring lifelines at the personal, cultural and ecological level into focus for me. Their second winter with us ended just as the pandemic was beginning. That ability of theirs to divine the arrival of potentially killing cold, and react in a way that was completely out of sync with their isolationist tendencies, made me realise how reimagining shelter on this shared planet is key to forging a common path into the future. On each of the nights they flickered upwards into the old swallow’s nest, we were separated by only the stone walls of the house. In one corner of our bedroom, where the floorboards pleat with the wooden beam beneath which they roosted, we were little more than an arm’s reach away. The distinction between our needs on those nights, when the valley was crystallising with frost or snow fell so deeply that it dampened even rivers to a rustle, seemed just as thin. And when as many as fourteen wrens crowded into that old earthen bowl, I realised how close I felt to those birds. Not just physically, or even through the extraordinary wonder their presence generated when we watched their arrival at dusk, but through a sense of kinship and connection. It felt as though our lifelines had been intimately aligned.
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A fortnight after the warmth of the spring equinox the lake basin filled with late snow. All day the world through our windows had whitened, blurring the promise of blossom to almost nothing. By then, our strict lockdown was in place. The hill on which I’d stood above the thriving clamour of the pelican colonies wasn’t far from me at all, but – as anticipated – it existed beyond the limits of allowable movement. Throughout the day, as garden branches sagged and snapped with the gathering weight, I found myself thinking about the pelicans on their nests. Many of them tended eggs; others already huddled close to young. As snow deepened across the mountains and lakes, there was nothing for them to do but endure. To make shelter in a storm, protecting what they’d only just made or were beginning to raise. And that evening, after an absence of several weeks, wrens returned to the nest above our door.


The greater watershed of the Prespa lakes has been my home for well over two decades now. Shared by three countries – Greece, Albania and North Macedonia – this place exerts a powerful hold over me. In part because of its remarkable biodiversity and wild beauty, sheltering not only those pelicans and wrens but also brown bears in the beech woods, otters along the rivers and shores and golden eagles in the mountain sky; and in part because the region’s complex human histories, cultures, ecologies, animosities and compromises, shared by nations with at times acrimonious ties and divergent political visions, are written vividly into the place itself. And, like all places, it holds stories of what we get right and stories of where we went wrong. But this crossroads region has also been my way into thinking about home on an intimately personal level as well. When I moved to Prespa with my wife, Julia, we had little idea of whether it was even possible to find shelter here. Or, as strangers, whether there was any way for us to put down roots in a place that we knew only from reading a book about the area. But the extraordinary and unexpected welcome we were shown on arrival, and the generous ways in which we were made to feel part of a small rural community, illuminated for me how deeper relationships to the wider world around us might be built and sustained. This, in essence, is a book of homecoming. And by telling our story of coming to live in Prespa, I hope to tell a larger story about living in a shared world.


That story is told in three distinct sections in Lifelines. The first – ‘Grounding’ – braids our journey from London to a mountain village high above the Prespa lakes in Greece with the broader stories of people and place that converge in this transboundary region. At the heart of the book’s middle section – ‘Shifting’ – are stories of imbalance between human cultures and the natural world. While still anchored by the Prespa lakes, we move outwards to other wild shelters – the relic woodlands of southeast Australia, a tributary of the Brahmaputra river in northeast India and an active volcano on the island of Bali – to explore some of the most pressing issues and threats of our age. Finally, the closing section of the book – ‘The Shared World’ – shifts the focus of Lifelines towards renewal, resilience and radical hope. Chronicling close encounters around the Prespa lakes with species as varied as fireflies, brown bears and Dalmatian pelicans, together with the human communities of these borderlands, it argues that the lifelines of the world hold together the greater home of us all.


On the morning after the storm, we woke to a changed place. The snow glared like summer off a lake and the sky shone a brilliant, bewildering blue. From the porch steps I glanced up at the old swallow’s nest, once more amazed that such a small thing could be refuge for so many. Reaching for my shovel, I started clearing a path through the garden, imagining the pelicans on their nests being indistinguishable from the snow of their islands. And it was then, as sunlight began dismantling the storm, peeling back winter to a resurgent spring, that I started this story of shelter shared.


An end, but also a beginning.









I


GROUNDING
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1


Sheltering


The sky was a harbour all of a sudden. Wherever you looked, wings furrowed wakes in the air. Having sailed north over the Sahara and the Mediterranean to reach here, swallows and house martins swirled through pools of clouded blue. They’d arrived in days of dancing light, when the oak leaves were so thin that they glowed like stained glass. When you could see spring laddering higher into the mountains by the hour, the rising line that had kept two seasons separate finally erased when the winter peaks were swept by greenery.


It was a time of shelter. Nests, burrows, dens – the clearing out and the building anew. Throughout the valley, those late snows of April had seeped away and signalled a shift towards dwelling. Alongside the returning swallows and house martins, who spent their first days back in the basin inspecting last year’s nests under the eaves of village houses, field crickets spaded thumb-sized chambers in the soil with their back legs, smoothing flat the outer lip as a stage to sing from to prospective mates. Golden orioles wove bowls of wool, feathers and grass in the willows, while hoopoes examined trees for a perfectly shaped cavity. Even those with little time left spent what remained in search of refuge. From the woodpiles and shed tiles that had housed them all winter, peacock butterflies emerged to track down nettles in their last flights, gluing a new generation of eggs to the undersides of leaves. A quest for a future shelter that seemed all the more moving because it was steeped in such clear and limitless light.
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We had an idea of what it was like to arrive here in need of shelter. In the summer of 2000, when we found ourselves at a crossroads in our lives, Julia and I left London to traverse the same mountains that those swallows and house martins had just flown over on their journeys north, unsure of what we would discover on the other side. All that we knew about this place on the borders of three countries had been gleaned from a book that had been glowingly reviewed in the RSPB’s magazine in 1999. Although we’d never heard of Prespa until then, the reviewer’s description of stone villages in the mountains, brown bears in the beech woods and two expansive lakes in the basin, on which nested pelicans, great white egrets, squacco herons and little bitterns, made it sound like an ideal destination for a holiday. Imagining a week of long upland walks, birdwatching around the shared waters and evenings of local food in village tavernas, we’d ordered the book as soon as we’d both finished reading the review.


At the time, having finally acknowledged just how unhappy we’d become in London, we were looking for ways to change our lives. Our days in the city, as they are for so many, increasingly felt as if they consisted of little more than being worn down by work and long commutes; me as a painter and decorator and Julia as an organiser of corporate events after a long spell in the theatre industry. Come evening, we lacked the energy and desire to engage with any of the things we’d once felt so passionately drawn to in the city, going out to its cinemas, restaurants, museums and music venues less and less frequently. We were changing in ways that left us out of sync with that urban world and increasingly knew, at some deep but still evolving level, that it was time to move on. We’d even begun talking more openly about leaving England altogether to experience living in an entirely different country and culture. To see if we could find some inner space again in a landscape less familiar to us. But we kept circling around the same, seemingly unresolvable, question: where would we go?


A fortnight after ordering the book we returned from work to find a parcel at our flat. As soon as we’d started dinner and opened a bottle of wine, we slipped Prespa: A Story of Man and Nature from its packaging and sat down with it in the living room. Although we hadn’t given any real thought to the timing of a holiday, we wanted to see what this place was all about after the excitement of reading the review. Holding the book between us so that we could each see its images, we began reading passages aloud about mountains, pelicans and lakes. Slowing down to savour vivid descriptions of people and place. The author of the book, the Greek biologist and conservationist Giorgos Catsadorakis, wrote openly and honestly about the human and ecological complexities of Prespa, its rich and sometimes troubled history, its natural wealth and fragile future. He captivated us right from the start, pulling us inside this small part of the world so completely that by the time we’d finished a second bottle of wine and reached the end of the book we’d decided to ditch the plan for a holiday in Prespa and to leave London to try to make a home for ourselves there instead. We were heavily hungover the next morning, but nothing could mar the distinctive lightness we felt at the road of possibilities suddenly opening into view ahead of us. We now had an intention, if not quite a plan, to change our lives.


In the summer of our leaving London, we laboured with overloaded rucksacks – one on the back, another on the front – their side pockets bulging and the straps loosened like belts after a Christmas meal. Inside was all we thought we’d need in the new lives we were about to begin: a selection of summer and winter clothes; books, journals and conservation textbooks; a pocket-sized CD player, portable speakers and a few CDs; walking boots; a first-aid kit; two pairs of binoculars and a basic set of utensils. There was also a heavy laptop that I’d insisted would be a waste of space given everything that we had to carry – a line of reasoning that Julia, sensing how rapidly the still-emerging online world was changing, thankfully just ignored.


Those packs were with us the whole way, from the June day when, experiencing a tearily intense blend of exhaustion and exhilaration, we finished closing up our flat on a North London council estate in the early hours of the morning. With no sleep at all, we had repainted the final rooms and scoured clean every last surface for the incoming tenants while snacking on takeaway pizza and draining a bottle of cheap fizz. The packs were with us as we journeyed down the Adriatic coast by boat, the rocky, pine-studded islands of Croatia appearing as if mirages against the deep well of blue, and on a hot, oily ferry crossing from Bari in Italy to the port of Igoumenitsa in Greece, the crew kicking us awake on the floor of the ship’s bar still sticky with spilled drinks, where we and a few others had slept as best we could above the incessant grumbling of the engines. They were with us when we boarded a bus rolling north into the steepling green mountains of the Pindus range in western Greece, the sun fevered and fierce through the windows, the conductor approaching us with a smile down the aisle, slinging a few sentences our way that made all the Greek we thought we’d learned at night school in the weeks before leaving suddenly feel as though we’d been enrolled in the wrong class. The packs were with us on the afternoon a taxi corkscrewed us ever higher into the mountains towards the northwest corner of Greece, winding down the other side in a series of spellbinding switchbacks, oak forests greening the slopes as two stunning blue lakes opened like eyes in the vaulted light of the Balkans. And they were with us when the driver dropped us in the quiet square of Agios Germanos, the village we’d decided on because of a particularly stunning photo of it set against the mountains and lakes of the basin that we’d seen when reading the book about Prespa back in London.


It was mid-afternoon, a sky of hot light and silence. We’d arrived, but didn’t really know where. We soon found the guest house I’d discovered in the Rough Guide to Greece, one of the few lodgings around at the time. The owner, Vassilis, showed us to our room and suggested we rest after our journey. In an hour, he said, opening the door to a simple, white-tiled and white-walled space, he’d bring us tea and we could complete the paperwork for our stay.


Sure enough, an hour later we heard a rapping at the door. The three of us settled on wicker chairs on the veranda. The guest house looked down over the valley, where a winding line of trees marked the course of a river that spilled into the lake. The water shimmered with summer silver, the sun riding the high blue sky as the imposing peaks of Albania dimpled into the distance.


Vassilis poured mountain tea, the herby scent of an alpine meadow rising from the liquid. As he handed us our cups, I noticed how tall, graceful poplars studded the valley and rustled in the hot air, so that their leaves flashed silver and green, as though spun from a dream. ‘So,’ Vassilis began, placing a glass bowl of sweet, stewed plums between us with a set of spoons, ‘how long are you thinking of staying?’


Much that seems minor in the moment can become magnified over time, so that any particular experience takes on the accrued depth and contours that only hindsight and history can give it. It’s like walking yourself backwards through all the choices you’ve ever made, carrying on further and further into the past and finally realising that personal decisions only ever played a partial role in configuring a course through life. The rest was determined by circumstance and serendipity; by the combined decisions of family and ancestors that brought you to that particular point in time; by remote events you had no control over but that helped sculpt the context of your options; and by an unfathomable number of people whose paths run parallel to yours. All coalescing into something we tend to call self-agency but which is in fact the sum of compound and interconnected actions, responses, desires and deliberations. Our lifelines aren’t ours alone.


This was certainly true for us when we arrived; those first hours in Prespa on that summer’s day well over two decades ago set the tone for our future here. We could simply have told Vassilis we weren’t sure how long we planned to stay and remained noncommittal about our intentions until we had a better feel for the place, or chosen a random number of days for the sake of convenience. But having gone to all the trouble of closing up our lives in one part of the world to try to begin new ones in another, it didn’t seem to be in the spirit of things to be secretive and aloof. And so I said the words on that veranda above the lakes.


‘We’ve decided to move here, Vassilis.’


Even now, all these years later, I’m still not sure what I’d expected, but Vassilis’s response wasn’t it. There was no pause or hesitation from him; no frowning or furrowing of brows. He simply set his cup down on the table and said, ‘Then you should finish your tea so that we can start finding you somewhere to live.’


That evening, in the glorious shine of an alpine summer, we rattled up rocky tracks in an old, beige Toyota pick-up, winding ever higher into the pleated granite folds, us in the back and Vassilis’s small and beloved dog Boubou up front in the passenger seat, skirting the stone ruins of shepherds’ huts into a world where wildflowers still stood their ground in the cooler climate of the highlands. We stopped at remote outbuildings on steep, thyme-cushioned slopes to speak to cattle-herders Vassilis thought might have a room for us to rent in the village below. Others we flagged down as they descended the pitted mountain tracks for dinner at home. They all listened with what appeared to be a mixture of friendly curiosity and courteous uncertainty, their eyes shifting between us and the man who had taken us under his wing. Not that we could decipher the true meaning of the conversations until Vassilis had translated them for us back in the truck. Though sometimes he didn’t need to, as the shaking of heads was understandable enough.


We stayed at Vassilis’s guest house for six weeks that summer. They were long, light-flooded days of discovery. We would climb in the encircling mountains and slowly acquaint ourselves with the paths traced across them over time. We’d sit on the veranda and watch short-toed eagles comb the rocky slopes through our binoculars, or stare at the shifting blues and greens of the sunlit lakes. We’d return from the woods with tubs of wild raspberries gleaned from the smashed canes after bears had clawed up their fill, giving whatever we hadn’t eaten to Vassilis’s mother. Chrysoula would then tip them into a pan heaped high with sugar to simmer down for winter, when that raking summer light was just a memory to be savoured on a spoon. And all the while Vassilis kept looking for shelter for us, knocking on our door in the evenings to share any news, or calling up to the veranda when a new idea occurred to him. When it did, we’d immediately hop into his truck and roll slowly along back lanes where cats and chickens convened in the neighbourly shade or go off to other villages in the basin, entering the homes of strangers to enquire about a place to rent. For all kinds of reasons these other ideas never quite panned out – there was no running water or we’d have to share a room with the retired owners when they returned from the city on weekends – but Vassilis was determined. He’d made it his mission to find us a home.


On an afternoon at the end of August we returned from a walk in the hills, their grasses now as pale as straw from a punishing summer and the birds we’d begun to learn already leaving for seasons to the south of us, to see a note pinned to our door. I’ve found you somewhere to rent, it said. Set to one side of the village square and with a small garden out front, the stone house he showed us that evening would become our home for the next fourteen years. The longest I’ve ever lived in one place in my life.
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While we now rent a house at the very edge of the village, where meadows rise into mountains and those wrens roost in an old swallow’s nest above the door, the house by the square was our way into another world. Not only did it give us somewhere to be, but it gave us a reason for staying. And like all good shelters, it grounded us in the specificity of a place and community. Raised from granite hauled from the local mountains and riverbeds, the knapped stone shone a mineral gleam of pale russets and varied greys when struck by sunlight. As with other traditional houses of the village – many of which in the past had sheltered farm animals on the ground floor while people lived above – each of its commanding walls was nearly two feet thick, to exclude the worst of the winter cold and keep the rooms cool at the height of a burning summer. And like layers of cream in a cake, two thin bands of wood had been inserted into the lower half to ensure the building remained elastic during earthquakes, absorbing the shaking seismic pressure and letting the house move naturally with the turbulence. Built around 1920, the period when so many of the village’s remaining buildings date from, the house was a compound reflection of local climate, geology and terrain; shelter as an essential, but also intimate, interpretation of place.


On our first night there, we cracked open cans of beer and sat in the garden beneath an umbrella of astonishing stars. All summer we’d marvelled at them. With little light pollution cast upwards from the small settlements and the mountains acting as an intensifying frame of focus, they offered a particularly resonant sense of depth to the visible universe. As we sat there in the dry tangle of grasses with the evening sounds of the summer square close by, that night sky of starlight and moon glow lent clarity to our decision, even if we had no concrete idea of what we would do next, or how we would even begin to earn a living here. But shelter was a significant start. Later that night, we went inside and piled the belongings we’d carried with us in one corner of a room. It didn’t look much, nor did it feel as though it equalled the weight of the rucksacks on our shoulders that summer, but it was a small beginning to the making of a home.


Although we knew little about Prespa beyond what we’d read in the book that brought us here, the village soon began yielding its particulars. As with so many southern European settlements, its square is the animating heart of the small community. Not only is it a physical focal point, which all roads and lanes ultimately gravitate towards, but it’s also a place of trade and practical exchange, of fellowship and social cohesion, of celebration, politics and conversation, and, not uncommonly, of disagreement and feuds. Its varied seasonal uses reflect the working patterns of the settlement, reliant on the soils, woods and waters surrounding it. This was even more the case when we arrived, as the square has since been transformed to make it more attractive to tourists and residents alike, gaining a distinctive aesthetic appeal but losing something of its open and unadorned honesty in the process.


During our first autumn, as we dug the garden in preparation for growing as much of our own food as we could the following spring, the square clanged with the bells of donkeys and mules being led up into the mountain beech forests to carry out wood for winter fires. A week or two later, a middle-aged Roma couple set up their mobile workspace at the foot of our drive. There they kindled a fire and fanned the small glow until the flames took hold. Then they set to work, receiving copper pots, bowls and basins eased out of kitchen cupboards and lifted from nails in village sheds to be walked towards the square. While the woman continually fed the fire with dry wood, her husband spun each vessel at speed on a rotating metal clamp above the flames, scouring the interior with a stiff wire brush and a few drops of liquid cleanser. Once clean, he heated a lozenge of tin until it bubbled in a pan over the fire, tipping the molten metal into the copper vessels and relining them to a silver shine. By Christmas Eve, a tower of cut logs and evergreen branches was lit in the square. We all gathered close, passing around bowls of bean soup and topping up cups of red wine siphoned straight from barrels in winter sheds. And then the dances would begin. Reflecting the knitted histories of the village, the music was a blend of Balkan brass band and Greek clarinet, the raucous and the melancholy. As the circle of dancers opened and closed with each new arrival, enlarging around the smoking pyre as orange sparks flew upwards through the cold and snow, it sealed inside it some essential element of collective connection.


It wasn’t only humans who were connected to the village square, however. Across from our house stood the village post office. We were separated from it by a narrow stream that rippled through a deep channel seeded with willows. Through the leaves we could watch the congregations of spring. From their arrival in the middle of March until the end of August, when they lined up on electricity lines like dominoes readying to fall into their southward flights, house martins and swallows – red-rumped as well as barn – wove a score of extraordinary beauty through the air above the square and the post office, where dozens of mud nests bulged from the underside of the building’s eaves. And in those summering months, for the five days a week that the post office was open, the world of humans and the world of hirundines visibly melded into what this whole world really is – a planet that’s shaped by a spectrum of presences and shared beyond measure. Farmers shouldered sacks of produce inside to be shipped onwards to shops as swallows swung upwards past the steps, carrying beakfuls of mud to shape their suspended dwellings. Older folks cashed their pensions and sat chatting with the postmen as young house martins begged from their nests. And during sudden rainstorms, birds in their dozens would flatten themselves against the walls of the building while customers inside peered out of the windows until the weather had passed. Seeing these birds in such close and easy relationship with human spaces was a reminder of just how woven our lives are with some wild species. Their definitive attachment to our architecture, particularly in rural areas where sourcing mud is a relatively simple task, not only makes their gracefulness accessible to a wide range of people but is also remarkably confiding and trusting, too. Much wildlife exists at the edge of human perception unless actively sought, but these birds, pouring in on the winds of spring, fill the empty centre.


We rely on these rituals of return to steady our place in a shifting world. To shore up foundations gone wobbly in winter, when the wet gales and short dark days can tumble us into a funk. With the arrival of these birds the last of the winter light broadens out into another pattern of the turning earth. They bring life from elsewhere, having only weeks earlier swept through the salted air above the Cape of Good Hope or felt the cold over the slopes of Kilimanjaro. They join up far places in the way that a constellation of named stars transforms before our eyes into one of the recognisable shapes of the sky. And it feels like a kickstart to the heart when they appear.
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Sometimes, though, birds don’t arrive.


On 6 April 2020, when we were deep into the most restrictive period of our first pandemic lockdown in Greece, lives other than human experienced an awful limiting and suspension of movement, too. Unseasonable cold weather mantled the southern Balkans, ushered in by persistent northerlies that raked the Mediterranean just as migrating birds peaked in their crossings. There they met an immovable force. The extraordinary ability of birds to fly and move vast distances in sync with the seasons and supplies of food, the thing that makes them so compelling to the human imagination, also leaves these wild lives particularly exposed and vulnerable to weather. I’ll always remember taking a bus from the city of Malmö in Sweden on a day of leaden skies and punishing rain to watch the spectacle of autumn migration from the headland of Falsterbo, the last spur of Swedish land before the beginnings of the Baltic Sea, and passing a field containing hundreds of crouched buzzards on the dark, runnelled mud, their drenched feathers pasted flat and forlornly to their bones. Without waiting out the torrential rain, their crossing of the cold sea – where no thermals are generated to help them ride the skies – could be perilous; wait too long, however, and they might be too weak to span the distance. For years I’ve wondered how long those buzzards stayed hunched in that sour field.


On that April day in the first year of the pandemic, though, the hirundines streaking northwards were already in the air and en route to their summer grounds when the winds set in. It must have felt as if they’d hit a wall. Unable to continue, countless birds were brought down out of the sky that day and night. Beaten, exhausted and hungry, they had few options but to go to ground. When they fell, the lucky ones hit a hard surface; the rest were lost at sea. On the following morning, people across southern Greece woke to a bewildering scene. Thousands and thousands of swallows carpeted the sodden roads and verges, some of them already crushed beneath the wheels of cars. House martins clung in their hundreds to the edges of roofs, desperately hanging there like colonies of bats. Swifts sheltered beneath all manner of outdoor objects – doormats, patio rugs, furniture cushions – having crawled there on what passes for their legs and crept under to keep warm together. Some birds regained the air only to discover that the flying insects they depend on for food were grounded too. All they’d consumed across the southern deltas and savannahs of Africa to prepare for their gruelling flights had run out just when they needed it most. Nothing could have foretold them of their fortunes ahead.


We take them for granted up there: their songs, their splendour, their grace. That admirable ability to stay afloat and angle upwards, or to sheer clear through the air without resistance, as though made of wind or light or water. They belong to that vast sheltering sky we can only dream of without the aid of technology, but it’s a sky that can also break them like sticks. And in an age when Earth’s atmosphere is being cooked by fossil-fuel emissions, triggering winds and storms not only more common but also increasingly violent and unpredictable, our feathered kin are rendered that much more vulnerable. Their plight reminds me of how many other lives wink out in the same desperate way. A world traced with the footfalls of fellow humans fleeing war zones, poverty, persecution and violence. Largely unrecorded for posterity, their crossings are no less fraught than those of migratory birds; and, like those swallows, swifts and house martins streaming north on the promise of an unfolding green spring, they sometimes meet with terrible and haunting endings.
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On the first of March, in those strange days in the earliest stage of the pandemic, when we watched a virus spread along the aerial arteries we’ve created by mimicking the flight of birds, Julia twined two lengths of wool – one red, the other white – around my left wrist. This is the custom of Martis, named after the month of March in which the first swallows typically arrive in Greece after their migration from Africa. While the tradition is thought to have an obscure ancient lineage connected to the Eleusinian Mysteries, and is celebrated in various parts of the Balkans in a wide spectrum of ways, symbolising anything from the safeguarding of houses to the protection of children’s faces from the warming sun, the most significant aspect of the ritual for me, in these parts at least, is that the bracelet is worn until the first swallow of the season is sighted, at which point it’s cut free and placed in shrubbery or a tree to provide nesting material for the newly arrived birds. Although I rarely witness a swallow taking up the offer of the bracelet to line its nest, the fundamental heart of this iteration of the custom is that it involves people in the lives of fellow species, making a compact that marks each yearly return. Similarly, in other parts of Greece, children still sing an ancient song called ‘Swallowing’ on the first of the month, going carolling from house to house with a wreath or basket of early wildflowers while carrying a dummy swallow fashioned from wood on a stick. Traditionally, they would receive fresh eggs, coins or, in an apt blending of traditions, the white and red bracelets of Martis at each household. While it has long been understood that swallows suppress disease-carrying mosquitoes and garden pests from the surroundings of a house, meaning their desire to live alongside us has largely been encouraged across multiple cultures, these customs, like all rituals that effectively celebrate the vernal return, appear founded on deep respect for the birds themselves, the paths of our lives converging in a season of communal renewal.


But even this ritualised embrace can be fragile. While far from common, I sometimes see the remains of a destroyed nest. A tracery of dried mud where the entire shelter should be: an echo of what was. Although nests naturally fall as they age, to see entire rows of these imprints on a building typically means the solid cups have been bashed down with a stick or scrubbed off with the stiff bristles of a broom, scouring away all the ingenious labours of a house martin or swallow that has painstakingly beaked from puddle or pool hundreds if not thousands of mud pellets to be shaped and pressed into as much certainty as a small bird can ever hope for. It’s usually at the beginning of the breeding season that they’re dismantled, just as birds are completing their arduous journeys. Such removals are meant to discourage further nesting attempts in a particular place, but occasionally it’s later in the season that they’re felled, so that eggs or fledglings tumble with the crumbling mud. I’ve witnessed ghost-nests on hotels, tavernas and municipal buildings; I’ve seen them on apartments, houses and bus stations. It’s almost impossible to erase entirely the evidence of past tenancy.


Such eradications aren’t specific to any region or country. A simple online search for ways to prevent swallows from nesting reveals the widespread presence of the practice. But there’s a single line, from a page called ‘How to get rid of swallows’ on an animal-control website in the United States, that has stayed with me since I first carried out that simple search:


Another reason to prevent swallows is their love for home.


A barn swallow of the Americas, a sub-species of the European swallow that in flight flashes redder underparts and a paler blue finish above, could have journeyed from as far as southern Argentina to arrive at a clapboard house in Wisconsin or an adobe mud home in New Mexico to raise a brood in the same nest it cared for its young in the year before. Its attachment to place is extraordinarily precise, staying faithful to a dwelling that can be used by a pair and their descendants for ten to fifteen years, though the longest recorded use of a European swallow’s nest is an astonishing forty-eight consecutive summers. What is frequently elevated in human cultures as a virtue – a sign of deep roots and respected generational legacy – is frowned on in this instance. Instead, the animal-control company warns of an ‘infestation’ if you allow the birds to nest, one that could ‘reduce the value of a home or property by 5–10 per cent’:




Swallows can be discouraged from returning to an area by knocking down nests either before they’re occupied or after the swallow has migrated. Continually losing your home would be enough to keep most animals away from an area.





It’s the casual ease of the phrasing that troubles me most; the way in which a light-hearted tone makes the destruction of dwellings so much gentler on the ear. The removal of nests is a small matter in comparison to the greater, systemic pressures these birds face, but there’s an analogy at the heart of such acts that goes some way towards understanding the role of humans in the biodiversity crisis, while also reminding me that if we hadn’t left the unused swallow’s nest above our door that those wrens would have had to search elsewhere for a place to roost against the winter cold. Erasing our common connections to the natural world by favouring the sterile separation of species is one of the underlying triggers for making large parts of the world unliveable for other forms of life. That inability to consider the needs of others, or to focus entirely on a value only financial in measure, failing to take into account any of the other attributes the presence of swallows might occasion in a home, such as beauty, wonder and joy, risks the further leakage of species and meaning from the world.


It’s hard to imagine a world without swallows, but it could come to pass. For nearly thirty years now, Alejandro Onrubia has monitored the passage of migratory birds across the Strait of Gibraltar in both spring and autumn from the low hills of Andalucía in southern Spain. As one of only two primary crossing points between Europe and Africa for journeying birds (the other being the Bosphorus Strait at Istanbul), the Strait of Gibraltar acts as a vast funnel for birds breeding across western, northern and central Europe in their continental exchange. The regular monitoring of the strait enables a complex picture of migratory trends and population figures to be built up for a significant portion of Europe. In the three decades that Alejandro has glassed the skies for weeks on end in his work for the environmental organisation Fundación Migres, he’s witnessed a cumulative rise in the numbers of particular species. Storks have made noticeable gains, as have those raptors whose lives are closely tethered to woods, which appear to be trending positively in response to an overall uptick in European forest cover in recent years. But Alejandro has also chronicled the sharp and unequivocal dwindling of passerines in that time, too.


‘Numbers of songbirds here are declining dramatically,’ he said when I passed a scorching autumn morning with him at his vantage point in 2018, the blue waters of the strait glistening beneath us and the sky above clouding with eagles, vultures and storks. ‘Compared with the data from the 1970s, we are counting an eighth of the swifts and only a third of the barn swallows now.’


While there’s still much to be learned about the precise causes of these declines, it appears that a heating climate is at least partially responsible for the losses. Increasingly hot and dry summers are leading to plummeting insect numbers across large parts of Europe, thereby reducing food availability for hirundines; more sporadic rains in spring make it difficult for swallows and house martins to locate the muddy pools and scrapes that are the source material for their nests; while agricultural fields drenched in toxic pesticides further winnow the birds’ food supplies. Both in Europe during the breeding season and on their wintering grounds in Africa, these species face a litany of interconnected threats.


As hard as it is to imagine a world without swallows, it’s just as difficult to conceive of one without elephants or fireflies or sharks. A world without dolphins or giraffes. Each of these wild species is an emblematic and recognisable part of the patterned world. And yet, not so very long ago, it must have been equally hard to imagine a world without passenger pigeons, without great auks, without buffaloes. Of these, only the last is still with us, having hung on by the slenderest of threads during the savage slaughter of its kind, when tens of millions of these animals were massacred across the plains of North America by white settlers in the nineteenth century. The other two, along with numerous other species differentiated only by their relative anonymity, departed this world after a dedicated period of attrition. If abundance in nature has taught us anything in relation to human pressures, it’s that there’s never enough of a thing. No numbers were sufficient to ensure the collective existence of those lost species, and given the astounding plenitude of some of them – enough to darken a prairie sky of an afternoon in the case of the passenger pigeon – it’s clear that abundance alone is neither safety net nor shield. Extinction shows us that nothing is infinite; that no shelter can be absolutely secure. Without a desire to reconfigure relationships between the human and more-than-human worlds so that they lean towards kinship and reciprocity, so too could swallows go the way of the passenger pigeon. Without acknowledgement of a shared planet and its intrinsic limits, those red and white threads on a wrist might never get cut. Because what breaks isn’t the world but the lives it holds.
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I still think about Vassilis’s reply when we told him of our intention to move here. Not only did he not waver or hesitate before suggesting we begin looking for a house, but he didn’t ask any of the questions I might have asked if our roles had been reversed. What for? What will you do here? Are you sure about this? Instead, on that veranda above the lakes and encircled by summer mountains at the meeting point of three countries, he responded with an extraordinary degree of openness and an enlarging gesture of welcome. He offered fellowship before even knowing who we were.


I’m sure there were easier ways to find a home than rocking wildly in a pick-up truck whose suspension had long since been run into the ground, the wild uplands and tumbling rivers unfolding around each bend as the sun fell slowly over the basin, its light angling outwards and reflecting over everything – the rustling beech trees and rugged rowans, the small pale stones in the glowing streams, the grasses in their evening sway – but I now realise that Vassilis wanted to open the door for us personally. And it was this immediate and unwavering embrace that showed us how home, at its heart, should really be thought of as a verb – something that requires action for it to become real. And that the act of making one can be shared.


In a similar spirit of kinship, I’ve witnessed creative and caring ways for living alongside swallows and house martins. I’ve seen wicker baskets hung beneath nests to catch droppings, or signs explaining why a dining table is set at an odd angle on a restaurant veranda; I’ve seen netting slung like a hammock to catch any prematurely fallen young; and I’ve seen nests left in peace in the reconstructed Minoan palace of Knossos on Crete, where rooms open to the air might well have been shelter to the birds’ ancestors over three and a half thousand years ago. We will always live in some kind of contradiction with the natural world; the question is how do we live with it well? Because when we lean into the presence of other lives, we ensure that the shared world is infinitely richer. I remember sitting outside our village taverna in late March some springs ago when my friend, Nikos, whom I’d never known to show any particular interest in nature, shouted over from another table to ask why I was still wearing my red and white bracelet.


‘I haven’t seen a swallow yet,’ I said.


‘Haven’t you been looking?’ he asked, laughing and holding up a wrist free of threads. ‘They’ve been with us for days.’


That afternoon, just as Nikos had already known, swallows were flickering over the village when I looked up, their journey to an ancestral shelter complete for another season.


Within weeks of us moving into the house by the square, Vassilis’s mother had brought round cuttings of evening primrose and lilac from her garden, jabbing the stems into the early-autumn earth with little ceremony beyond a sturdy knowledge of what worked and when. Although we no longer live in that house, and Chrysoula died many years ago, her cuttings still flower to this day, a connection between her home and what had been ours. And whenever I walk past it, especially when swallows are with us again and the nests fringing the post-office eaves clamour with the voiced needs of their young, these gifts of hers – some of them re-rooted in our current garden at the edge of the village – remind me of the grace and solidarity of acceptance. If it hadn’t been for people like these at the very beginning of our journey, our story here would have been radically different. And there’s no way of knowing whether we’d still be in Prespa at all. In their generous embrace of our desire to home here, we were shown shelter when we least expected it.
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