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Oh come you back my own true love


Come you back and stay a while with me


If ever I had a friend on earth


You’ve been a friend to me


So fare you well my own true love


And fare you well for a while


I’m going away but I’ll be back


If I go ten thousand miles


Traditional Song
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Introduction




All great civilisations are based on parochialism. To know fully even one field or one land is a lifetime’s experience. In the world of poetic experience it is depth that counts, not width. A gap in a hedge, a smooth rock surfacing a narrow lane, a view of a woody meadow, the stream at the junction of four small fields, these are as much as a man can fully experience.1


Patrick Kavanagh





 


It begins with the swallows. I came out of the backdoor and heard them and looked up and saw them. I tried to follow their patterns. Tried to trace them. Patrick Kavanagh’s assertion about a field or a land led me on.


This book is a walk, by and large, criss-crossing over eight or nine miles of land. It is about a yard and a lane, though it does take in those land edges and roads a further distance away. I did not believe that I would get to know this stretch of land fully. This book does not pretend to be that. As Kavanagh states, that is a lifetime’s experience. I did stop, nonetheless, at the gap in a hedge, at the rock on a lane, at the view to a wood, at a stream in a field. I wanted to see.


Writing in the 1940s, the Irish botanist Robert Lloyd Praeger talked of ‘the mind jaded with the meaningless noise and hurry of modern life’.2 In the 1940s. I have tried not to start off from that point. Some rubbing against, some friction with modern society, has been inevitable in a book delving into the natural world but I have not set off from there. I have not journeyed away from something but have tried instead to move towards, to get to. I wanted the experience that Patrick Kavanagh intimated was in the land, wanted to find it, wanted to arrive at a clearer understanding of place and of a place in the world. A place on earth. I walked the lanes and had a look around.


I have attempted to make the book an organic thing and have wanted as far as possible for it to grow in a way that was dictated by the fields, by the land. By the swallows. I did not, of course, succeed in that. Writing is an artificial act. A book is a built construct. I had to put a structure in place. I had to manufacture and assemble it. I had to author it. Even so, the lanes walked and the things seen did dictate the pages. The otters and the seals, the ravens and peregrines, the jackdaws and the starlings. I did not order them.


And one fundamental characteristic of these pages is not really one that was initially in my mind at all. I did not set out thinking it would play such a part. The lanes, though, the weather and the birds, they led me to it. I had not realised that other books would come into this book so much. I did not think that culture would walk here with nature and in that I could not have been more wrong. Everywhere I went there was the company of someone who had gone before me, somebody pointing the way, pointing something out. I was led towards other books. When I got there I pinched and stole and nicked. I make no apology for that. Not only were their words and their insights better than mine, but that is what I set out for. I wanted to know, wanted to find out. I wanted a clearer understanding. So I used books. Any misinterpretations that occur are solely my fault, any enlightenments are theirs. Those books, by the time of my arrival, were part of the fields and the lanes too. I suspect that is what Kavanagh meant all along.


One other characteristic of this work I will own up to. This book sets out to celebrate the ordinary. When I stood in the concrete of this old yard and heard the blackbird sing, I knew that was what I wanted to do. I wanted to seek in the forgotten corners, the old fields, the rough country. I wanted to record the starling beneath the leaking corrugated roof and the sparrow in the crumbling wooden board. Sure, the otter and the seal, the peregrine falcon are here too, but I did not choose them because of their ratings value. I found them. I went over the cliffs and the rocks, alongside the lagoons and the forest, revelling in their beauty. But their beauty can speak loudly for itself. This book always comes back to the yard.


In The Song of the Earth, one of the books I found along the way, one that found its way again and again into this book, Jonathan Bate writes of attempting to live with a ‘thoughtfulness and with an attentiveness, an attunement to both words and the world, and so to acknowledge that although we make sense of things by way of words, we do not live apart from the world’.3 I did not realise how large a part words, culture, the writings of others would play, when I opened the backdoor to have a look around. I was truly mistaken.


I always returned to the earth itself though. Nature was always the first call, the first contact. It always began there. There were many, many words waiting to be found along the way but the world itself was always the beginning. I knew that much at least, always knew how it would begin.


It begins with the swallows.
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1


The Middle State




Today’s core belief is that nature is in the past.1


Richard Louv





 


The bypass, as much a salient feature of the average Irish town now as the convent used to be, steels its way past the mudflats of the bay, the row of bright houses, the courthouse, the small shops and the auctioneers, the old school, the new playground, and curves back again to join the road heading west. It goes by one of the few remaining fields within the town boundary. It goes by the old show grounds where the annual agricultural show is still held and where piebald horses graze beside industrial units. At certain times of day this bypass is busy. In the morning and evening. At school pick-up time. Cars flow on and on. Cars go east and cars go west. Where it joins the road again, the old road that goes straight through the town, there is a new supermarket. It is part of a national chain that brings its own identity with it, an identity proudly independent of its surroundings; a little corner of everywhere.


Turn off the bypass before reaching this and on the right there is a widened road. The road has only recently been extended and there is still a grey patina of dust in the air. It has been widened because, beyond a short straggle of older houses, a new estate has been built. The estate is fronted by a grey, imposing wall and is gated. New houses, avenues of domesticity and suburban living, drift away beyond sight. There is a name set in the stone entrance that, as I pass, I don’t catch. A new address. I remember once, not far from here, an old woman telling someone, who was describing their new house, what the name of the field it stood in had been. And the names of the fields around it. And the fields beyond that. Remembering only the roll of green and the lines of ditch she was able to list off a lot of names.


Now that roll call of names could be seen as merely a straying into memory, as a collection of curious nomenclature, as part of a random foray into the past. Or it could be seen very differently. That litany of place names could be seen as the equivalent of a map. In that case the names of those fields would not be a simple procession of random labels but words that tell us something intrinsic about the land, part of what has been called a ‘venerable, if patchy, folk natural history.’2 Those names would then be something lending the fields an identity, giving the landscape a ready essence. Those names would make it easy to see how through ‘places, place lore, placenames: the landscape of Ireland was seen and read by the Irish through powerful cultural lenses.’3Of course, with the fields now having a new name, there would seem to be a new way of reading them, a new cultural prism. This has, though, all happened before. The Irish landscape has been re-imagined many times. From the first farmers who began to clear and make fields to the Elizabethan settlers who, even as Spenser was seeing the place as one ‘Of woods and forests, which therein abound/ Sprinkled with wholsom waters’,4 were setting about removing the remaining forests. Or the Ordnance Survey cartographers who came and mapped the country, with different names in a different language; ‘mapping the place and thinking up new names for it’5 as Brian Friel so simply puts it. In fact, it has always been the case that the altering of the landscape, which has often been in effect the clearing of the landscape, has been a psychological one as much as a physical one and that this has involved viewing what was already there as inherently worthless and outdated. The aboriginal countryside always had to be emptied of mental lumber as much as any other kind. So such things as placenames are easily discarded and considered as having no intrinsic worth. Part, primarily of an oral tradition, that is essentially invisible and always off the page, they can disappear easily. History, whether natural or social, has accorded what it has often dismissed as mere folklore very little attention and such is the hiatus between the oral tradition and the written record that there is often the act of recording only as something is vanishing, with the richness and in many ways the accuracy of this tradition then lost. Admittedly, this is a historical source that is often broken and fragmentary, ‘venerable, if patchy’, and in some regards strongly limited by being so tied to locality. Yet, this should not be allowed to undervalue it. It can still form an essential part of what Cathal Póirtéir has called ‘the mosaic of our understanding’.6 Every road, field and stream in the country, it is often said, had a name and in a once deeply rural, densely populated country that is not hard to imagine. After all, there are across the country some 60,000 townland names alone. The cartographer and writer Tim Robinson has written eloquently about this very aspect of the Irish landscape: ‘In countless place names the web of stone has caught something of the words of those generations who were so hard pressed that all their toil left them possessing nothing, scarcely a musical instrument, a cart for seaweed or a boat to fish the teeming sea, nothing but the immaterial arts they were so rich in.’7


A good part of those immaterial arts was, of course, that of language, of talk, of naming. In the name of a field there is not merely a title deed but a story, a background, an aside about the country, a country that was not mapped in any kind of recorded, substantial way, as apart from the purely imaginative kind, until sometime after the 1520s; quite late by European standards. The mental mapping of Ireland was replaced by the military, the economic, the colonial. It is now, in ways that are not at first obvious, being substantially mapped again. The landscape has been re-imagined and renamed once more and with each new address an old address is forgotten, with each new name an older name is lost.


Not so long ago I was coming through this same place as dark was falling and I saw the glare of car lights stationary up ahead. I thought I could hear children screaming. As I passed the field I realised that what I saw and heard was the hunting of rabbits and the running of dogs. It was the kind of casually brutal scene it is still easy to find in the countryside. The people standing by the cars felt no sentimentality about the hundreds of white-tailed rabbits running around the ploughed ground, or about the ploughed ground itself. Maybe, they already thought, this field will soon be full of earth-moving machinery anyway. The poet John Montague has written of this: that what characterises so much of the Irish landscape now is not farming, but demolition. ‘Watch the giant machines trundle over/This craggy land, crushing old contours,/Trampling down the nearly naked earth.’8 The geographer Patrick Duffy touched upon similar themes when he described much recent development as being akin to ‘a form of landscape trauma’.9 Observing the new estate now and the pile of moved earth beside it, like a sudden hill, it is sobering to realise that much of what has been fundamentally reshaped here is land that gained its essential shape over 13,000 years ago. The land I look at had held that now vanished form since the ice sheets finally retreated. Since then, along those thousands and thousands of years, nothing else had come along to alter that scoured outline. Nothing until now. Its surface had changed beyond recognition, yes, forest had come and gone amid drastic alteration to the Irish environment but the fundamental ground pattern had remained. Until now this shape, this outline, had largely continued intact. Such, indeed, has been the history of this country and the comparatively limited effect of man upon it, that a ‘pristine and primeval’10 landscape is thought to have survived here well into modern historical times, with some even suggesting into the 1970s that ‘Ireland retains landscapes which have all but disappeared in Britain.’11 In this way, with a different history of human activity, an undeveloped economy and a different pattern of social settlement, in some way the ‘natural’, elusive as that is, survived here in Ireland for much longer than it did elsewhere, in particular in comparison to our nearest ecological and geographical neighbour. Now some of that may well be contestable, but there is no doubt that having missed out on the industrial revolution, rural life and social patterns, and therefore landscapes, were less intrinsically altered here than they were elsewhere. Even, it has been visibly clear, to the extent that the physical appearance of Ireland once the wood had gone, leaving only the soil and the rock behind, remained little changed. Indeed, because that very wood had gone, much of the built environment, that once housed a pre-Famine population still well in excess of what we have now, vanished, fell away back into the earth it was made from and left the land relatively untouched. For centuries the basic topography of the country was generally unaltered. Of course, fields were enlarged and towns sometimes grew and more solid buildings appeared but only recently, minutely recently in geological terms, did the very shape of the land begin to be altered to any great extent, in any kind of elemental way. The post-glacial shape, the skin of the Irish landscape, the surface that might have appeared as the final ordering, is only now being peeled away. I do not know what name, if any, there was for that particular field, the field where dogs caught rabbits and where house lights now shine. I do know it has a name now though, now that it is, in effect, gone.


Back on the bypass the traffic goes on. Sometimes it halts at a crossing and a person makes their way across. Sometimes it breaks to let some new car join the stream and there is a wave and an acknowledgement. Children play in a bright playground beside it, the tall goals of a pitch behind them. Just outside the town, from time to time, council workers in bright yellow jackets and clipboards stand beside the road. Talking to them on one occasion they told me that they were doing a traffic count. They counted, they said, the thousands and thousands of cars that passed backwards and forwards every day. Sometime, they supposed, these numbers would determine the future of the road. Not so long ago, someone had told me, before the bypass was built, the family dog used to lie out just off this road. Children grew up and barely a car passed. It is even true that within living memory rural Ireland could have been said to be more or less car free. Now it is not unusual to see four or five cars outside an average house and on dark evenings the road is a stream of moving headlights. At times it is as if the old core of the town has itself been bypassed. The old pubs and the old shops that are increasingly refitted so that they take on the character of pubs and shops anywhere. The main road becoming indistinct with chain stores and franchises. Down one small side street, into a quiet corner, a small pub leans against a much taller building that was once a warehouse. Somebody told me that as a child going to school in the town, only thirty odd years ago, she saw a barn owl flying out of that building nearly every winter evening. It is now renovated and reoccupied and the barn owl is gone. In between winter cars now a jackdaw drops down to a bin or the locally called ‘lady wagtail’ walks delicately along the kerb.


Turn off the bypass again and go back up the widened road that leads to the gated estate. Note the ditches still white with dust. See the blackberries, a little off being ready to pick, the tough, aggressive, native bush, thriving and coming back even after being scrubbed; the insistent, straggly, messy, wild fruit known to everyone; the ‘little humped one’12 that mad Sweeney complained of tearing him. Such, indeed, is the strength of this plant’s link with us and our ancestors that it has been recorded in the stomach of Neolithic man. It is hardly surprising though that he would have sought out the bite of its purple berries. As the summer closed he would have seen the large clusters of fruit at the end of the old shoots, searched out the fullest one, the lowest one that sits right at the tip of the stalk. Soon the smaller berries further up the stalk would ripen but it would be nearly October then and they would be hard and bitter. Back in the town now, cultivated brambles are for sale, tamed and suitable for the garden. It used to be that it was only the blackberry’s sister plant, the raspberry, that was taken in, planted beside the lawn or the rows of vegetables. Now, the cultivated plant of the thorny bramble may well adorn the patches of grass in the new estate, growing where the wild variety, until very recently, still pushed through. Similarly, in the supermarket just below here, the fruits of the blackberry are for sale in plastic punnets that were filled not from these lanes a few hundred yards away but in the fields of another country.


Where the original wild bramble still clings on beside the road we can halt for a moment. Beyond the ditch a large field of tall corn spreads away, a slight hint of yellow inside the waving green. There is stillness in the closing day, merely the slight shifting of a breeze. Just here, still within reach of the busy bypass and the passing cars, within the evening glare of the supermarket lights and in sight of the new estate, there is a peculiar, eye-catching scene. The sky is raining hundreds and hundreds of small birds. They fall, oblivious to the human endeavour around them. They rise again unaware, unconcerned. Above the entire field they proceed. They are their own world. They are a shower of silent swallows.


They are not silent in a complete way but silent compared with their midsummer screaming, when they chase each other endlessly, breathlessly around the yard. Silent in comparison to the screeching that accompanies their diving through the sky in displays that, while there may be no biological evidence to support this, appear like nothing but exhibitions of joy. Silent compared with the nestling whistles that greet their entering of barns at speeds that seem impossible, until a last invisible swerve brings the flash of a feeding bird through a small gap.


There is none of that now above the cornfield. In the still air the birds move silently as if tracing smoke. Their flight is languid and without haste. From time to time a high-pitched noise escapes and drifts down but it carries none of the intensity or urgency of those summer voices. The overarching silence has a strange, indefinable quality and it spreads as I watch. No one would have to strain to hear it. No one would have to concentrate. It leaves the noises of the town behind and the small interruptions from one or other bird are simply a lacuna to its completeness. Swallows, impossible to count, dance above the corn in a display of silent movement. The continual motion, the flying in and out, up and down, the irregular high-pitched note, this is what it creates. Something other.


It is late now in the summer, that time when the season is only clinging on and autumn brings chill to the morning, to the evening and the shade. This is, in all likelihood, a mass gathering that is a precursor to migration. The swallow is, of course, one of our great examples of bird migration and in many ways the most wondrous as it is the one we can see from our kitchen windows and our front doors. Its very familiarity belies the fantastic nature of its existence; the journey it undertakes from here to southern Africa and from there, some five months later, back here to Ireland. It is with us from April onwards; the birds who return to our sheds having arrived on the twelfth of April for the last three years. Not only do they return but they return, faithful year after faithful year, to the same nest sites, sites that are now usually associated with human habitation. We can forgive ourselves for imagining that their fidelity is something of an attachment to us. Once they nested in the chimney shafts of houses but it is now outhouses and stables, where the joists and corners can support the mud bowl that is the nest. The forsaking of older ancestral sites, though, on sea cliff and cave may now be seen as unwise for it may be that swallow numbers are declining. It might appear unlikely to think in these terms whilst watching such a multitude of the species and having observed them all summer long but there are easy, sobering examples to hand of how the common can become the rare. I have two bird guides here, both from the early 1980s. Both confidently list the corncrake, another summer visitor from as far away as the African continent, as present over all of Ireland and as ‘common throughout the west and southwest’.13 As late as 1972 there were still parts of the island where there were said to be a pair of birds per acre. Not afraid or particularly shy of man, though there was some evidence to suggest that it showed itself ‘decidedly more freely’14 in Ireland than it did in Britain, even into the 1960s it was reported nesting in industrial Dublin and the suburbs of Belfast. It was not often seen, apart from, perhaps, the neck that would crane above the long grass, but it was often heard. Yet, the incessant night-time call said to be so characteristic of this bird is now nothing but a memory, even here in the southwest, where it was once so ubiquitous. That bird sound has gone and silence has arrived within the space of a mere twenty-odd years. This would have been hard to picture back then, when every field would have seemed to house a corncrake but it has happened now and whilst the bird lingers on in certain parts of this country the ‘catastrophic decline’ that the guidebooks tell of is almost certainly irreversible. All of this with a species of bird once so common that it was said ‘corncrakes in the meadows on a summer day were part of the unchanging order of things’.15 The unchanging order of things.


It is now being suggested, as global warming takes effect, that more and more swallows are only migrating as far as the southern tip of Spain and whilst the bird is yet plentiful and its numbers merely being monitored the concern is that this might be indicative of significant change. It is also being suggested, much like the early and mechanised mowing of fields was said to have decimated the corncrake, that farmyards cleansed of flies and generally sanitised, along with outhouses converted into human use are all elements slowly contributing to a fall in swallow numbers. Of course, our migratory birds are always susceptible to factors far away from here: the vast netting of corncrakes along migratory routes must have impacted as much upon numbers as farming changes did. The fall in swallow numbers too is likely to involve any number of extraneous factors but in terms of those farmyards and outhouses we are referring to the decline, in effect, of Irish agriculture. The ornithologist Tony Soper wrote that on restoring a derelict outhouse, something that has now taken place across Ireland, the saddest part was seeing a swallow return to its now blocked-off nest site. ‘For several days it continually flew up to the window and sought vainly for a way in. I remember very well how keenly it demonstrated its longing.’16 Longing, we could say, would have to be part of a bird that exists the way this does, even if that longing is only the chemistry of cells.


In our sophistication we have relegated the arrival of the swallow to the slightly sardonic letter in a newspaper. It is unlikely that this was always so and there are records of rural traditions where the arrival was greeted with a less mannered leap in the air. Indeed there was a time not so long ago when the swallow’s life pattern was even more incredible than it is now. It was believed for centuries, here and elsewhere, that swallows spent the winter beneath damp mud, primarily the mud of estuaries. As David Cabot recounts, ‘the large premigratory flocks congregating in the autumn, their wheeling over reed beds, their subsequent disappearance and mysterious re-emergence the following spring led many naturalists to believe that at some stage they buried themselves in the soft ooze’.17 Of course, this made sense. When the other side of the world was as far-fetched as the idea that these small birds might go there, it was clear that, once they reached the coast, it was there they vanished, into the soft, bottomless mud beside the sea. In that way, in those years, they never actually left us, they did not cross unimaginable oceans, they simply drifted off into a different existence. Giraldus Cambrensis, in his study of Ireland, the Topographia Hiberniae of 1188, informs us of those ‘birds that do not appear in the winter time’, that they are in fact ‘seized up into a long ecstasy and some middle state between life and death’.18Swallows did not go to faraway lands over faraway seas. They did not physically depart. That was simply unbelievable. They did disappear though. They did become invisible. They went to a ‘middle state between life and death’.


Centuries later the flock above the cornfield is surely gathering at the behest of some call within, something deep within their small frames. Some bloodstream bell of migration. Some tissue, some gland that is now responding to the shortening daylight. Something within, calling them to begin a round journey of over 10,000 miles. It is said that good weather is often a precursor to migration, that the high atmospheric pressure, the anticyclonic conditions, will lure the birds into the sky. They will fly out to those estuary muds and, stretching belief even though we know it to be true, carry on to the southern tip of another continent where they will herald summer there as much as they do here. The swallows will travel across those miles during daylight, unlike the other small, migratory, insectivorous birds, that seek the cover of night, and they will take sustenance en route. Yardreared birds will fly over mountains, oceans, deserts and the tropics. Yet in the evening air, metres away from the insistent bypass and the sudden supermarket, it is the near-silent movement of these same birds that defeats me. I stand beneath and beside their silent dance and for this non-scientific moment, these pre-enlightenment seconds, I feel close to that ‘ancient assumption, of an intimate traffic between human beings and nature’.19 I feel drawn into a thinking that once was. My mind struggles to fully comprehend this. My imagination is unable to contain it. The flight and the stillness. The ease of movement, as if they proceeded, this confetti of birds, above the plain corn, within a different atmosphere. A stillness that the eye cannot retain. As if molecules and atoms, chemistry and physics, sound and sight, were following different rules here. As if for this moment they are in a state beyond me. Even, perhaps, as if they are nearing some middle state, some state between life and death. The middle state. Is this what it would look like?


In summer I lift the children to nests in the sheds. Squat, blue-black bodies, thin yellow lines of a beak, squeeze themselves into the beaded mud bowls high on the beams above us, these simple circles of local architecture. As I lean one child forward, a wooden inner gate cracks beneath me and throughout the winter I can see that tear in the wood, the white scar slowly darkening. There is a creak there now that does not go away. On a grey day in December, simply passing through, it will remind me of summer. When those swallows have ventured from the nest, lining up on wires within the shed, they still let us approach. I’m not sure if these are the same screeching birds who career around the yard chasing their parents’ graceful irregularity or whether this approachability only exists before the ability of flight but for now we can stand within touching distance of their bodies. When it is late in the summer and these birds are of the second or third brood this proximity is just a few weeks away from the moment when they will haul their tiny frames to another continent. Incubated for about two weeks and ready to fly at the grand age of twenty-one days, these later birds, these broods of four or five chicks, face daunting odds. Within the same time frame again they must prepare to leave. Many, many, many will die. Small bodies will drop exhaustedly into ocean or valley or field or street. They will have known only this small yard and far away from the middle state they will have failed.


I take the bypass again and now the year has definitely turned. The last few nights have seen a huge moon resting over the fields, a clear sky, midnight light you could read by, and the first hint of real cold. In these early days of October I still see far above the sheds a swallow or two flying by. They still tread their joyous patterns. When there was a spell of bad, lowering weather a few days back it seemed as if they had gone. There was none of their darting colour in the grey sky and it appeared as if summer’s collapse had buried them. It is thought that the odd, solitary individual, the outlying bird of a social species, does stay and swallows have been recorded into January and February. Whether this is faulty biological wiring or wilfulness, who can tell? Science in all its beauty falters somewhat when it comes to the exception. But exceptions there are. The swallow that appears above a building in December. The flight of tail feathers months before they are expected. Movements in the air that reach beyond our understanding, that when recorded do not fit into our records, that exist beyond our bureaucratic minds. Epistemology, as the philosophers call it, tested by a stray bird. Whereas the solitary, staying swallow is often just a rumour, we have some definite examples of a natural peculiarity with our hooded crows. I would have passed some on the way here, perhaps on the soccer pitch in the show grounds. Amongst the uniform blackness of most other crows their grey-shawled shoulders stand out, a strangely medieval, ecclesiastical appearance. The hooded crow is usually categorised as a subspecies of the carrion crow and the two races are said to have become separated during one of the ice ages. Here in the southwest corner of Ireland they are a common sight, yet a short flight over the Irish Sea they are only present in the northern stretch of Britain, in a territory further north than anything on this island. As a subspecies of the carrion crow they are said to be found as a northern and eastern counterpart to it. Yet, here they are in Ireland as a southern and western presence. A crow of ‘different colours’ as Giraldus puts it when noting their presence and the black crows’ absence. In this way they break what naturalists call ‘conventional distribution patterns’, where the presence of the birds here should mirror the presence of the birds on our neighbouring island. It does not. Life knows nothing of our categories, however particularly, even lovingly, they are constructed. A strange swallow lingers, the hooded crow is common far further south than its neighbours. We draw up categories and straight-lined accounts and try to squeeze everything in, but a rogue wing feather and the careful page is a mess.


A few days later I turn off again before the bypass coils around and take the widened road. The bramble is now carrying the smaller berries that appear higher up the stalk but there is still, despite the lateness of the year, the occasional fat berry to be eaten, to be picked. By the bramble and opposite the cornfield I stop. There is a soft rise in the field above me and the crop moves in the breeze. I can hear the continuous, low, interference of the road. The heavy swing of two unloved rooks passes by overhead and I glance up. Apart from the lumbering black shapes the sky is empty. The sky is empty. There are no swallows. I have misjudged. There is no gathering. They have moved on. Perhaps they are flying over the sea even now, their slender bodies, their long wings and their trailing forked tails. The younger ones, this year’s brood without the length of streaming tail, taking their maiden voyage. The last ones, the late summer crop, up there too, survival odds stacked against them. But some of these, even some of these weeks-old birds, do make it. Some of these get to go and come back. Though most, it must be admitted, do not. Suddenly their effortless flight around the safety of the yard, all that easy power, seems very like the child’s play it so resembled. There is nothing now disturbing the air above the corn. No oriental hint of miniature stillness. No state but the one that can be easily seen.


There is a place that I have gone to since childhood that is not too far from here. It is only a few miles from this spot. When I get there I can sit on a headland that overlooks the sea and perhaps yet see some departing birds. More than likely, though, it will be spring and cold, bright days, before I see them again. Seduced by the middle state, I will have missed their farewell.
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2


Desire Paths




The landscape is a most important fact in our lives. We live in it and move around in it, it is the daily context of our experience as human beings.1


Patrick Duffy





 


Town planners have a phrase for the shortcuts people in the city choose to take instead of the designed ones the planner has created. These worn routes, though they often appear rough and sad, the bare grass leading down from the high-rise flats, the road-crossing that avoids the subway, the gap over the fence, the cut through the back of the garages, all of these are called ‘desire paths’. I am not sure whether this is supposed to be a term of disapproval or a term that is meant to celebrate the expression of human life. Whatever the case, it does denote how people respond in unexpected ways to an environment over which they have little or no control, an environment that in an urban setting can often seem to exist only as a passing blur from a car window. They create routes where none were supposed to be. They follow some other impulse above that of the lines on the architect’s map. They find themselves unable to live inside the technical drawing. In some indefinable way this is always heartening. The walk across the open space that ignores the concrete path installed by the planners may not be much but even as a sliver of the imagination it is something.


Like the city the country is veined with desire paths. Roads follow no discernible route, meandering at will, as if led by a curious eye. Before organic became a buzzword of a certain commercial bent it was present here in the very formation of the landscape. It was how roads appeared or fields were hedged, wearing themselves into the earth in accordance with the natural topography, rather than simply imposing themselves as modern roads so often do. It was a time when, as Vidal de la Blanche puts it, a landscape ‘resembled a medal struck in the likeness of a people’.2 Maybe, with our fading bungalows and our grand, gated homes, it still does. But, while the straight eye and square box of the suburb has certainly appeared now in the Irish countryside, that severity has yet to overwhelm the ragged line of the fields or the unending inconsistency of a road. That is not to say that a directness of eye and route is unknown here. I write this at the top of a boreen and at the bottom of it there is a road that runs straight through to the next village. It dips slightly from time to time and though the uneven country alongside it does not offer a clearness of perspective the road itself stretches out straight ahead. It is the kind of road that makes journeying itself a simple pleasure. It is not a road, for all its unswerving intent, that is meant for passing. It is a road that is meant for halting. No one who walked it would ever have done so without stopping or would have travelled it at great speed. It is not built like that.
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