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And summer’s lease hath all too short a date;


Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,


And often is his gold complexion dimm’d;


And every fair from fair sometime declines,


By chance or nature’s changing course untrimm’d;


But thy eternal summer shall not fade,


. . .


So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,


So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.


Sonnet 18, William Shakespeare
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Introduction: The Short Lease



This was supposed to be a book about warblers.


I was daydreaming about blackcaps one afternoon in late October, reliving the early summer days when their song had drifted through the hot, still air. The six species of warblers that bred near me had already headed south for winter a month earlier, and I found myself in that gap between the birding seasons of summer and winter. After the departure, before the arrival.


I felt as if I was about to enter a state of winter torpidity. My encounters with birds keep my emotions alive, ticking over; I was going to have to cling to the geese and the species still around me to stave off the dumb, dark numbness of winter. Summer is normally felt in its absence; anticipation building with every day after the winter solstice, as we claw back time out of the dark night, and as we grow confident that the festival of summer life is going to begin again. But the shortest night is still two long months away.


I imagined my blackcaps on their way to Spain. Or the willow warblers of Scandinavia that shelter behind the dykes and brochs of Shetland, on their way south to Senegal. Or sedge warblers from Suffolk on their way to South Africa. These rhythms seem ceaseless. Is the sedge warbler a bird of Africa or Suffolk? Where does it end? (With me blundering into a hedge.) It felt to me as if I never make enough of their presence here, their long summer stay that runs from April to September, from when they first return to the moment of their departure: the high point between the miracles of migration. I resolved there and then that their summer would be mine too. I would bear witness to it.


As I wandered down the River Nith, the hawthorns were laden with an exceptional crop of berries, a glut surpassing those I had seen previously. The sort where you briefly stop daydreaming and think look at those amazing berries – a feast for any late or leftover blackcap. The hawthorn bushes themselves were shouting at me, just as in spring the chiffchaffs shout from their branches.


A stranger stopped me as I dawdled on the path, lost between the berries and my absent warblers.


‘It’ll be a cold winter.’


‘Really?’ I said.


‘Aye, right enough. Look at these berries. Going to be a cold one.’ He walked on, tugged by his dog straining at its leash.


I’ve heard variations on this theme all my life, but I’ve never been sold on the predictive qualities of nature. A bumper crop just means it was a good summer. Flowers gorged like gluttons on sunlight and the right rain at the right time, the presence of summer lingering like a ghost. What the next year will look like depends so much on what has just been. Shakespeare’s famous sonnet gets this slightly wrong. It is not the case that summer’s lease ‘hath all too short a date’.1 Summer’s lease is extended, the season penetrating the deepest dark of winter in berries such as these, the crop of acorns and beechmast, the survival of mistletoe, the presences and absences of species. Shakespeare thought his lover was possessed of an eternal summer but the real thing is eternal too. To ignore the joy of summer in winter would be perverse, an act of self-denial.


I appreciate once again the web of connections that we live with, that are an integral part of our world. These rhythms cannot be isolated: I can’t see just the warbler by itself, alone and separate from the hawthorn; I can’t see the hawthorn alone and separate from the season, without the rain and sun that caused its crop of shining red berries. To think of either alone would be to ignore so much of importance to both. John Muir, in My First Summer in the Sierra (written in 1911 but referring to 1869), got it correct: ‘When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the universe.’2 With that, the book about warblers suddenly seemed too small. A fine choice cut, the delightful small, shy, sombre-coloured singers that announce the coming summer in scrub, wood and reeds, but not the story at hand.


Birds have always been the focus of my passion for nature and they always will be. But the summer does not belong to them alone; there is a full spectrum of life to consider that can seem largely absent from the winter months: the butterflies and dragonflies that add colour to the days; the moths that haunt the warm nights and the swooping bats that pick them off; the unforgettable arachnids and amphibians that lurk in the ignored corners. The type of summer we have can dictate which species thrive or struggle, and the effect can be felt throughout the natural world, lasting long into winter. Especially among the bird populations, which, in the sparse British fauna, are at the top of so many food chains. Our summer wildlife is the filter through which we can see what’s really happening in our seasons. It’s a time when nature is buzzing with activity – breeding, migration, feeding frenzies – all on show for us to see how our species are faring.


Looking closely at this long summer as a whole, though, reveals that it is no longer exactly what we expect. The rhythms and connections that hold the season and its wildlife together are changing, unravelling themselves.


George Orwell, in the year after the Second World War, wrote an essay that isn’t as well-known as it should be. ‘Some Thoughts on the Common Toad’3 is perhaps an outlier in his works. It’s to do with the world as I know it – the signs of the seasons and the hope of nature in spring – rather than the world of politics, class struggle and war that he is more usually associated with. This, he accepts, will bring him some conflict: mentioning nature ‘is liable to bring me abusive letters’ from readers who think he should stick to the serious political journalism. Yet I love it. I love anything that will talk about Persephone and toads and a kestrel by Deptford gasworks with equal reverence and attention. It seems to me to be as serious as anything else he wrote.


Orwell’s conclusion is worth keeping in mind:




I have always suspected that if our economic and political problems are ever really solved, life will become simpler instead of more complex, and that the sort of pleasure one gets from finding the first primrose will loom larger than the sort of pleasure one gets from eating an ice to the tune of a Wurlitzer. I think that by retaining one’s childhood love of such things as trees, fishes, butterflies . . . toads, one makes a peaceful and decent future a little more probable.4





My heart soared when I first read that. It felt similar to Muir’s hitched universe of things. Here was Orwell making a statement of the importance of nature in the future of things, as urgent as politics.


The only problem is that I’m no longer certain his assertion is true. I retained my childhood love of nature. Only ‘peaceful and decent’ feels further away than ever. Everything is loaded with complexity in this time of climate change and mass extinction. Nothing is simple any more. A bird you look at is no longer just a bird but one of an interlinked series of forces, capable of being expressed as statistics, that explain the terribly restless, indecent state of the world.


I have always taken a delight in the rhythms and connections of nature. The tides, the times of dawn and dusk, and all those other reminders of our place in the infinite universe. Migration and the year’s annual ebb and flow of life from hemisphere to hemisphere, region to region, the dictation of time and food and habitat. But it seems to me the greatest of these rhythms, here on this island off the northwest corner of Europe, is that of the seasons: the artefact of earth’s annual 365-day, 940-million-kilometre spin around the sun. Or, more specifically, the angle of rotation of the earth’s axis as we make this journey. You know this, but it bears repeating: the most obvious way we know we’re circling around space tipped to one side is the way our summer is so obviously, joyously not winter.


Or, at least, it should be.


In 2019 Dumfries had February days as warm as August. August held days as cold as February. Butterflies and bats were out in winter. I wore my cold-weather coat in the height of summer, my T-shirts in winter. The easy, obvious distinctions, those things we use without thinking to define the year, appear to be changing. Everything seems to be becoming fractured, fragmentary. Now I am thinking about summer and I am no longer sure what summer means.


Our way of splitting up our seasons has always been a little arbitrary. The Met Office defines four seasons but then offers two dates for when they begin: a meteorological and astronomical way of knowing. In Japan I read they have 24 seasons and 72 microseasons. In Ancient Egypt they had just three. The Gaelic cultures of Scotland, Ireland and the Isle of Man hold festivals such as Imbolc and Beltane, feasts between the solstice and the equinox, a different way of marking the passing of time. Wales has Calan Mai and Calan Gaeaf, its own versions of these.


What is not arbitrary is that our perceptions of what the seasons should be are increasingly being challenged.


My favourite sentence in a nature book belongs to J. A. Baker: ‘The hardest of all to see is what is really there.’5 It particularly resonates for me in the discrepancy between the surface appearance and the actual state of nature. You could walk into a wood on a summer’s day, pretty and green, and not know a thing was wrong if you didn’t know the signs to look for. And nowhere is that gap between appearance and reality more apparent than with climate change – the great invisible force holding the world to ransom.


I was eight months old when the Union of Concerned Scientists published an open letter signed by 1,700 scientists. It was titled ‘A Warning to Humanity’ and its first sentence cautioned that ‘human beings and the natural world are on a collision course’.6 Foresight is woven through it. Climate, mass extinction, forests, water, the oceans are all listed, explained, and warned about. It is clear-sighted on the industrialised world that has caused a problem predominantly affecting innocent people. It is still extremely relevant, which might be the most terrifying thing about it.


I don’t know how old I was when I first found out about global warming – I suspect five or six – but I remember exactly where I was. Sprawled out, bored on the pale carpet of my granny’s living room in her Lincolnshire village. I was an adventurous and voracious reader at a young age. I picked up a copy of The Times from her magazine rack and spread it out. Thin paper, loose ink, broad sheets. At the time there were two words in a headline that I didn’t recognise, and I pestered my parents until they were explained to me: Kyoto and Protocol. The Kyoto Protocol was a United Nations initiative signed by eighty-four countries. They essentially stated that climate change is real and we are causing it.


A few years later I remember picking up a book about the greenhouse effect from the school library, thinking it might have something to do with plants and therefore nature. Instead I learned how we were cooking the planet. These things didn’t shock or trouble me overly at that age. They were just facts to be remembered, and internalised.


Because I learned about it when I was young, I’ve never needed to discover climate change, have my own reckoning, my own realisation about my awareness and contribution to it. It’s just always been a fact of life for me, as it is for the generation after mine: Greta Thunberg and the kids on climate strike, growing up with climate change and its effects as a fact of life. In the same way that no bird is just a bird any more, no sunny summer’s day is just pleasant weather; it comes freighted with anxiety for our destabilised planet.


One of the side effects of the British obsession with our flora and fauna is that we have been writing about it for a long time, and have amassed a vast wealth of almanacs, calendars and diaries, stories from decades past – all of which are fascinating to read now. They are almost emissaries from the past, that ‘foreign country’ as L. P. Hartley had it, where ‘they do things differently’.7 They saw different things, heard different things, had different ideas. These records show us how far things have changed. Charles St John’s description of corncrakes singing in the Highland night and Flora Thompson’s nightingale that sang for six weeks in her Hampshire garden were ordinary things, not the sort of special moment, the crowning high point of the summer they would be for me, for so many of us, nowadays. I read the observations of old nature writing as an archive of loss. And we have lost so much. Their lists of species seen have become a litany of ghosts.


In 1962, less than twenty years after Orwell was writing about toads, came Rachel Carson’s legendary Silent Spring. It begins with a famous apocalyptic vision of nature. A landscape without birds: Carson’s ‘spring without voices’.8 This is still a fear we face for the future. While apocalyptic visions such as Carson’s are vivid and powerful, perhaps they are also misleading. A silent landscape is not the only thing we should fear. The worst catastrophes come in increments, not as a sudden apocalypse. They begin with a creeping strangeness, a delicate series of disorientations that can be ignored while some birds still sing, while nature still has some voice. It’s the wrong birds singing at the wrong time. The voice corrupted. It’s those out of sync with time, season, country, continent . . .


Everything is now a warning: things out of order or things passing as normal that betray how far from normal we have strayed. Perhaps the eternal summer of Shakespeare’s compliment has become the curse of our future.


Light, abundance, adaptation, disarray, decay. This is what I’ll set out to find in my season of discovery, tracing out summer as it begins, peaks and descends. It is my way of making real what is happening, as we circle the sun; my way of working out what the warblers are really telling me about the world, and why that has a lot to do with animals that aren’t warblers and with the weather that is getting hotter, drier, cooler, wetter. It is my venture into the overwhelming specificity of things and the single great threat that underpins everything.


A universal overview of summer wildlife would be impossible. Any attempt to write that would end up like the empire in Jorge Luis Borges’s story that creates a 1:1 scale map of its territory, lost in its own representation rather than living in reality. So it is partial to my own view of the world (which is divided between the southwest corner of Scotland and my family in the east of England) and the places that I travel, the weather that happens to be around on that day and the species I find. I think I’m a good naturalist, but a large part of being a good naturalist is knowing what you know and your limits. So I apologise in advance to the myriad orders of the natural world including, but not limited to, plants, bumblebees, fish, mammals, bugs and beetles; your omission is my own ignorance, not a lack of importance.


And then Muir’s universe of hitches comes back to bite me again. I am writing about a scenario that feasibly leads to the end of the world as we know it and then another – this damned pandemic – happens. I have an internet browser tab open with the rising numbers of infections and deaths, seeing the geographical spread of it. With the rise and spread of the virus, comes the rise and spread of anxiety. It follows me everywhere. It’s in the way it occupies my every waking thought. It’s in the way that I worry about needing to go to the supermarket tomorrow because we have no food and this is no longer a simple, safe act. It’s in the way it has cancelled everything I have planned. Covid-19 has stolen away my spring and replaced it with a miasma of panic. Both my partner and I are medically vulnerable people. Both of us have vulnerable family and friends. Coronavirus feels far more worrying than global warming, the danger more immediate. It is something that flips the script I expected to find – that we worry about what we see. Now the enemy is something even more invisible than our carbon emissions, although its unsettling effects are clear: the Colosseum in Rome empty instead of crawling with tourists, Hebridean village halls decked out like military field hospitals, the sacked shelves of suburban supermarkets. Perhaps it’s that and not the microscopic world of bacteria and viruses that worries us, more than any numbers of graphs and charts could.


This was supposed to be a book where I went out into summer, to engage with the season and see the effects of our rapidly changing climate. Nature’s Colosseum not crawling with birds, butterflies, dragonflies . . . Obviously in a time of pandemic this is not possible. It raises another question. The future will, I suspect, require a revival of a sort of faith or trust or the ability to appreciate a place or species deeply without feeling the need to see it or experience it directly. This is, after all, part of the reason why literature and art exist, the sharing of second-hand experiences: the sort that kindles empathy for people, animals, places. Dan Richards, while writing Outpost, talks of the impossible beauty of Svalbard, the Norwegian Arctic archipelago, and then the conflict he felt while writing about it – the sharing of an incredible experience that he didn’t feel it was responsible to encourage. He likens this to a gourmand talking of delicious food – and then saying how you can’t have any of it. But perhaps this is the medicine we need: a revival of the ability to appreciate at a distance.


But the story begins before all of this. It begins in the middle of a mess of our own making.





 



Rising Damp
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I’m standing in the car park at Caerlaverock National Nature Reserve, looking out at the grey Solway Firth as the day dissolves at its dismal end. Water is everywhere, pooling further up the brown merse than it usually reaches. And the wetland is more water than land.


I am not alone. I overhear a conversation by the boot of a car.


‘I’ve never seen it so wet. Global warming . . . huh . . . so they say. I dunno.’


Wetness is one of the counterintuitive risks of a changing climate. It seems to be hardwired into the mind of the general public – at least for the sort of man that loudly offers unsolicited opinions in car parks – that warm weather means dry and cold means wet. The logic could be taken that global warming means we will get drier weather. The only problem is, it’s not true.


Climatologists from the University of East Anglia discovered that between 1961 and 2006 the UK got wetter in winter and that this was particularly so in Scotland and northwest England. This wasn’t an increase of the number of rainy days but in the intensity of rainy days.1 Summer is drier but they did note that ‘the very wet summer of 2012 reminds us that not all summers will be dry in a warmer world’.2 I vividly remember that summer standing under a tree at Minsmere while 70 mm of rain was dumped on my head in an hour, with lightning striking the other end of the reserve. I was completely sodden through, yet in awe of an English summer storm that held more water than I thought was possible. The warming climate is charging the system with more energy and more water vapour and the rest is inevitable.


Here on the Inner Solway the water comes from both rainfall and from the estuary’s tides. The firth collects the threads of many rivers and burns and spools them into a vast Irish Sea-ward flow. I spent most of the winter volunteering with reserve staff around Caerlaverock NNR, watching as the fields behind the reserve filled up with rainwater, and how the ditches and streams that flow into the Solway fill up, then break free of their borders, flooding regularly. On a human scale the reserve is only a thin piece of land, backed by farmers’ fields, somewhere between hinterland and wetland, but it is actually huge: mostly mud and saltmarsh, estuary and riverbed, and it is deeply prone to the vicissitudes of water.*


For what spends the summer here, on the Inner Solway, water is vitally important. There are ponds, which we scrutinised all winter, that are perched precariously on the merse edge, within the reach of the strongest tides. These are for natterjack toads to breed. The saltmarsh is home to waders. Behind the sea wall, the reedbed is where more birds attempt to breed. The habitat here is a delicate interplay of factors: each is shaded by the amount of water it holds, the amount of salt it is exposed to. Too much rain dilutes the salt, a breach of salty seawater curdles the freshwater marshes. Everything that grows or breeds here does so because of these very specific needs, the fine calibration of their tolerances to what water ends where. A bad winter can wreck the summer habitats of an environment such as this.


A NatureScot report into the impact of climate change on the Scottish landscape flags up the Inner Solway area – here – as being of the highest risk of damage and flooding following storm surges, when the winds push huge tides towards low coastlines with results that can be devastating. We have been recording Britain’s surface sea temperature for 150 years: eight of the ten warmest years have been since 2000.3 The Met Office – one of the last sober bastions of British life – writes on its website that the link between coastal flooding and rainfall and global warming is a ‘complex’ one. But it goes on to state: ‘There is strong evidence that increasing sea temperatures increase the intensity of tropical storms. Rising sea levels also increase the risk of coastal flooding.’4 Over the course of a day the Solway changes hugely but its borders have been fixed by sea walls and the hard edges of human land use. I wonder for how long it will stay this way. If, indeed, it can.
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*   8,184 hectares. To put this into context, it is the same size as the Hebridean island of Benbecula. Or, in the obligatory comparison of scale, Caerlaverock NNR is the size of 20,223 football pitches.
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Summer in a Blizzard


Migration. The theory is grand, as theory always is.


It goes like this. One day you wake up from your roost. Flick your wings to the tip of the branch, the edge of the rock face, the barn gable, and pause. The bones of the landscape remain but the skin is changing. Your territory is there but your food is not and there’s perhaps a touch of chill in the air. The nights are lengthening. Time is running short.


So you flick your wings again. Some of you wait until hidden by night, some brave the flight by day, all feel the rush of air beneath feathers and . . . keep feeling it. Keep feeling it until you’re somewhere south of this island, this continent, this hemisphere.


New warmth. New food. Until it begins to happen again, a few months later. Time slips. Food disappears. Days are shortening. An impulse fires inside your baked-bean-sized brain. And you launch yourself off your branch, rock, gable, heading back north. As you have been doing all your life, as your species has been doing since the end of the last Ice Age, ten to fifteen thousand years ago, returning with the advent of summer. So what happens when this begins to go wrong?


When the birds have begun to steal a march on summer, it means we need to as well. To see what this disruption to migration means, we need to begin before the traditional spring arrival. We must begin in the dark depths of winter.


My plan was scotched by a delayed train.


I was having a slow month, my brain beached on banks of lethargy, in the depths of dark January. I’d decided to kickstart it by heading to see an old friend, Stephen Menzie, on the very edge of Liverpool. He would ring some birds in his garden and I would watch his hands delicately holding small bodies, taking measurements and manipulating a ring over a twig-thin leg, while the weather was good. Then we’d catch up indoors when the standard forecast of this month – gale-force wind and heavy rain – swept through. Instead I watched the good weather leave while sitting on a stationary train at Wigan station. By the time I made it down to Liverpool, the wind was icy, and swirling down the suburban streets. The sky threatened rain. The light of the morning was dwindling.


‘Baltic,’ I said.


‘Usual,’ he said.


I have known Menzie for half my life. For most of that time he has been a bird ringer. Where I am obsessed with birds, he is obsessed with what we can know about birds, the feather minutiae and how it changes with age and sex and what that means. He’s always been a scientist and I am not. I know enough to identify birds. Then my brain moves towards other tangibles. Menzie knows those, of course, but he keeps knowing birds in ever greater levels of detail, and it leaves me in awe of what he can see.


Over coffee we discuss his garden birds. It is a normalsized garden for a suburban semi-detached house. A small lawn fenced in, a single winter cherry tree, and some anonymous dark green bushes, dangling five sunflower-seed feeders hosting clusters of greenfinches. It seems to do well for birds, he says, despite being nothing special. He’s spent long enough looking to know exactly what is out there.


I have a mouthful of coffee when Menzie gasps. He gives directions. It’s in the mahonia, it’s in the bare branches in front of the mahonia, it’s in the ornamental cherry. A blackcap. A small warbler, its body as dull grey-brown as the day. It is a female – a browncap, instead of a blackcap* – and this was the cause of his reaction. Traditionally a summer visitor, blackcaps have been increasingly wintering in the UK, and Menzie has been watching the same male blackcap in his garden all winter – but this is the first female, an unexpected sign of change. And anything new is exciting to a birder. His quick eyes had spotted, identified and noticed that it wasn’t the regular blackcap before I’d even begun to look in the right direction.


Now we are both captivated by this small sensation of summer in deep winter. The blackcap hides well in the pale pink blossom of the ornamental cherry against the leaden sky. Against the sharp-leaved mahonia it stands out, paler than the dark green foliage or dense black shadows. It pokes the yellow spike of mahonia flowers with its bill before flitting off, over the fence, gone with the weather.


Rain begins to fall. We don’t see the blackcap again.


Summer in winter. Perhaps this needs a more dramatic example to make the point, because migration is changing and not just in suburban blackcaps.


A few Februarys ago I was in Cornwall with my partner Miranda when the storm that the press called ‘the beast from the east’ struck. We were about to head out for the day, not believing the forecast, when we watched the sky turn from blue to pewter, and what we expected to fall as rain fell as snow. So instead we walked to the next village, marvelling at the speed with which the world turned white. The postman walking past in shorts said, ‘I haven’t seen snow in thirty years here’, and when the sun came out, the local children flinging loose handfuls of snow at each other made that perfectly clear.


How birds react to snow differs depending on the species. The gulls in the lee of the harbour stuck it out, as they would with any familiar Atlantic storm. The smaller birds were frantic.


Whenever I’d walked this area before I hadn’t seen many birds down the tight winding alleys between the small walled gardens of the houses, but now they were everywhere and busy, foraging with the mania of staying alive, their fear temporarily put aside. There was a firecrest in someone’s bay tree, a redwing hunched by a doorstep – and a chiffchaff foraging, scurrying in plant pots like a mouse between soil and greenery.


A chiffchaff in a blizzard. Summer in a snowstorm. I can’t overstate how bizarre it seemed. This summer visitor is the species that more than any other fires the starting gun on the season. It belongs in a sunlit woodland or a green hedgerow buzzing with easy life. It was almost uncanny, seeing everything in the wrong place, birds shuffled like a pack of cards and dealt into strange locations by the harsh hand of the weather.


For the remainder of our short, snow-bound stay in Cornwall I saw a chiffchaff every day in an unexpected place. On the harbour wall, in a flower bed, flitting around a pampas-grass bush with the sea as a background, gulls for neighbours.


Blackcap: Sylvia atricapilla. Chiffchaff: Phylloscopus collybita. Two warblers that are quite unlike each other, yet, according to the old textbooks, they share a key trait. They are both common summer warblers of the UK, migrating to the Mediterranean for winter sun and food, returning in March or April to sing in the spring.


Sylvia: from the Latin for ‘wood’; it shares an etymology with ‘sylvan’, which gets something of the essence of warblers – sprite-like essences of the countryside, hedgerows, scrub and trees. Phylloscopus: from the Greek for ‘leaf-seeker’. If the Sylvia warblers are of trees and bushes, then the Phylloscopus warblers go deeper into the trees and bushes, lurking, flitting in the branches, behind the screen of leaves where they glean their food. While the Sylvia can be quite striking-looking birds, the Phylloscopus are all variations on a theme of chlorophyll with yellow highlights; adept at hiding in their world of leaf-filtered light.


The blackcap and its sister species the garden warbler are unusual. Their common ancestor split off roughly 13 million years ago from the other Sylvia warblers. Where the blackcap and the garden warbler stayed sombrely plumaged, the other Sylvias evolved pinks and reds, moustachial stripes and eye-rings. The blackcap and the garden warbler might not be much to look at, but they share a similar rich song, suggesting it is akin to that of their common ancestor. When spring rolls around, the prehistoric effervescence of this song fills the air, coming from hedgerows, dense gardens, small woods.


Palaeo-ornithologists have found fossils of blackcaps from the Pleistocene. This island belonged to birds well before it belonged to Cheddar Gorge Man. Richard Smyth, in a sentence I find both moving and poignant, has written that ‘no human was ever born into a birdless world’.1 And no human has ever lived in a world without the buoyant melody of blackcap song, the chiffchaff shouting its name over and over. Because of this, to me, birds operate on two scales of time. On the one hand, species are impossibly old, literal living dinosaurs, often barely changing. And on the other hand, individual birds are so vitally alive in the present, living fast, singing beautifully, raising their broods and dying young – and it is all over so quickly. The scale of the species is almost geological in breadth; the scale of the individual is the gap it flits between from branch to branch. This regularly leaves me awestruck.


To which of these scales does migration – one of the great rhythms of the natural world – belong? Migration is genetically encoded within birds, the young of which often head out alone, at night, with no training, no guide, on their journey. The example ornithology gives has a familiar origin: ‘Within a single species (e.g. blackcap), the entire range, from complete sedentariness to long-distance migratoriness can be found. The fact that these extremes are present within single species demonstrates that migratory adaptations are highly flexible in an evolutionary sense.’2 Perhaps the answer is that migration belongs to both rhythms. We are witnessing not a glitch but a modern response to a changing world, reinforced by each breeding season. What starts with a few brave individuals breaking the mould gradually becoming an established pattern.


That might explain a blackcap in Liverpool in January. A chiffchaff in a February blizzard. They weren’t the first examples of their species adapting their routines, abandoning what should be an easier life in gentler climates of a Mediterranean winter. But they were the most extreme examples I had seen. Witnessing the world change in front of you can be a jarring experience.


There are some facts about bird migration that bear repeating. Birds can navigate by the sun and the night sky. To do that, they must also have an awareness of time, and an understanding of how time affects the movement of the sun or stars across the sky.


This was discovered in 1949 in Germany by Gustav Kramer, who placed a blackcap in a cage under the night sky. (Sylvia warblers always migrate at night.) Migratory animals in captivity are known to exhibit what is known as ‘zugunruhe’ – literally meaning ‘migratory restlessness’ – when unable to follow their urge to move. Kramer noticed that the zugunruhe of his blackcaps was also oriented in the direction they should be migrating in.


It is something that is genetically encoded and specific to certain populations. Birds prefer not to migrate over large bodies of water, and the path of blackcaps from southwest Germany is the same as those from Britain: they move to the southwest, travelling to Spain or North Africa. Those from eastern Austria are genetically disposed to head the other way, over the Balkans, across Turkey, down through the Middle East and into East Africa, all to avoid a sea crossing and ending up in the middle of the Sahara.3


But whether the birds currently wintering in suburban Liverpool should be in the Costa del Sol or a date-palm plantation in Morocco is not the important point here. What’s more interesting, in terms of changing migratory patterns, is that the blackcap in Menzie’s garden was almost certainly not born in Britain.


Ringing is the best tool for knowing what we have. The most incontrovertible and bird-friendly way of working out movements from A to B, while also enabling us to know how old the birds are, their sex, their weight, their condition. Whether they’re doing well or not. Ringing is great at telling us what’s exactly in front of us. It reveals the blackcaps you would never have seen. The problem is what it doesn’t tell us. If the bird has never been caught before, it won’t tell us where it has come from. Or if the individual is never caught again, it won’t say where it went. Or if it is caught again, how it got there; ringing will only ever draw straight lines on maps. It’s a blunt tool for knowing, but currently still the best we’ve got. From the data, it is possible to work out some extraordinary things.


A theory was developed in the 1970s by D. R. Langslow, from the accumulated recoveries of ringed blackcaps. By plotting where and when they were ringed and recovered, he was able to calculate rough dates for when British-born blackcaps were present in the country, and when they had migrated, and when blackcaps born elsewhere in Europe were present, migrating through the coastal bird observatories of Britain. He was not able to find a record of a blackcap here in winter that had been ringed here in the summer.4 It seems that while our summer visitors, the British birds, are continuing with their usual migration to winter in the Mediterranean, the German birds have started to change route, coming instead to our shores.
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