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"What happens when a nature writer turns their attention to the most unnerving of all landscapes – those that exist in our bodies and minds? Nic Wilson has done just that, exploring internal thickets of tangled nature and nurture, wild gardens where the composted past feeds the present, marshes of intermingled memory and meaning. The result is a book of great courage, curiosity, discovery and connection." 


Amy-Jane Beer, author of The Flow








"Both ordinary and profound, Land Beneath the Waves charts a process most of us never manage to give a true account of ourselves. It's also an illuminating testimony of chronic illness, one that fellow sufferers will recognise and the rest of us can only be enlarged by."


Melissa Harrison, novelist, nature writer and children's author








"A beautiful, moving memoir highlighting the amazing relationships humans have with the natural world, and what they mean for us."


Kate Bradbury, author, journalist and TV presenter








"A deeply honest, forensically detailed account of a life blighted by ill-health, yet redeemed by a profound connection with nature – a delight to read."


Stephen Moss, author and naturalist








"Land Beneath the Waves is a tender portrait of how a family grows in tandem with the natural world. The body, here, is re-storied it becomes both objects of contemplation in Nic Wilson's quest to make sense of chronic illness across generations, and the stage for vital, lively connection with plants, water, land, and place. It is hopeful, vibrant, and alive." 


Jessica J. Lee, author and environmental historian








"A moving, honest and compassionate story of illness, and the beauty and succour to be found in the natural world. Nic reveals the complexity of our relationships with wildlife and landscapes, which does not simply offer a cure but can help us meet the challenges of chronic ill health."


Patrick Barkham, author of Wild Child








"When our health fails, nature seems harsh, yet in Land Beneath the Waves Nic Wilson offers a tender love song to both the body and the wild world, even when – especially when – both are under threat. Exploring the complex territories of debilitating illness, motherhood and finding healing in nature, her writing reclaims the great outdoors for those who so often are shut in. Hopeful and brave."


Merryn Glover, author of Of Stone and Sky








This one's different. It's not another book about the soothing power of the wild (view them with suspicion) but a taut, unself-pitying inquiry into the nature of nature, the nature of suffering, the caprice of memory and the slipperiness of identity a sort of theodicy that mentions nightingales but not God. Nothing in the real, living world is incidental, and because the book is a real, living thing, nothing here is incidental either. It's a tightly woven ecosystem of woods, anxiety, hedges and hope. It will endure long after more emollient books have been pulped."


Charles Foster, author of Cry of the Wild








"A powerful record of the way joy in the natural world may counterbalance intergenerational illness and systemic failures. Through reconciling long-buried childhood experiences and accepting the complex reality of her own body, Nic Wilson offers a vital retort to 'the myth that worthwhile encounters with the natural world only happen to wild people in wild places'. An important and necessary addition to writing about nature and illness."


Polly Atkins, author of Some of Us Just Fall








"A brave and beautifully written memoir of a life lived close to nature, despite the significant challenges imposed by chronic illness and pain. In Land Beneath the Waves Nic Wilson courageously explores the fragmented memories of her past, to better understand her relationships with herself, her family, and the natural world; a journey both deeply moving and full of hope. I loved this book."


Brigit Strawbridge Howard, author of Dancing with Bees








I loved Land Beneath the Waves. An honest and touching memoir, beautifully observed and written, and a wonderful advertisement for the importance of connection with the natural world."


Lev Parikian, writer and conductor








"The natural world beats to its own rhythm, and when we tune in, we change state to become part of something much bigger than ourselves. When facing daily pain, both mental and physical, that can be a godsend. In Land Beneath the Waves, Nic Wilson demonstrates with gritty realism and deep feeling just how important nature is, no matter what our state of health. A moving book with depth and perception, and laced through with hope. Nature as friend, comforter and counsellor." 


Mary Colwell, environmentalist author and producer








"A brutally honest story that demonstrates why nature keeps us afloat. Nic Wilson is one of the most exciting emerging nature writers; her debut is an unstoppable tide, washing over the reader with pain but always with joy and kindness." 


Jack Wallington, author and landscape and garden designer








"An incredible journey, beautifully written, of nature's transformative powers."


Benedict Macdonald, author of Rebirding








With Nic Wilson's memory fragmented, her story is one that illustrates how our deep connection with the world around us is innate and how, irrespective of memory, it has the power to shape who we are. A heartfelt, honest memoir, lovingly told, that will invite you to value the nature on your doorstep."


Hannah Bourne-Taylor, author of Fledging








"Touching and beautiful. A courageous reflection on a life spent managing long-term illness and an unreliable body, and the remarkable ways that nature can hold a family together."


Ben Hoare, writer and editor








"I was captivated and deeply moved by this wonderful piece of writing – a balm indeed."


Robin Ince, author and broadcaster








"Nic Wilson guides us time-slipping through her world, guided by botany, birdsong and ancient geology. A journey through overlooked snickets, the edgelands of chronic pain and anxiety and, ultimately, to finding belonging in the margins."


Doreen Cunningham, author of Soundings








"A vivid account of intergenerational trauma and how being attuned to nature can help you get through."


Sally Huband, writer and naturalist
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Author's Note








I've told my story as honestly as I can based on what I remember. I'm extremely grateful that friends and family have been willing to share their recollections with me during the process of writing. I also used many documents including diaries, journals, scrapbooks, school reports, medical records, stories and poetry I wrote as a child, family photographs and hundreds of letters. On occasion, identifying details have been changed to protect people's privacy.
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For my bairns, with all my love













Bombweed









I am not a memoirist. I may as well lay my cards on the table. They make a nine by five grid: one card for every year of my life. Starting at the very beginning, I turn card after card (feel the expectation, the watching eyes, the silence). Draw a line of blanks, a sequence of absence. The negative space is overwhelming. My life is viscous; more often than not it seals itself behind me. Other people offer me their memories, but it feels like make-believe. Fragments of an ordinary life. Perhaps it is mine, perhaps not.








They tell me I lived in a suburban semi set back from the B4114.




They tell me I went to a Catholic primary school.




They tell me I was good at tap and ballet.




They tell me I was happy.








All I remember is the bombweed.








Perhaps it's unsurprising that rosebay willowherb is the only survivor around the edges of my amnesic crater given the plant's infamous reputation for colonising bombsites in the Second World War. Looking back through the smoke, I can see the curling puff of windborne seeds above a thicket of vegetation, the rigid, serried stems, those red-tinged leaves. Bombweed memories so dense they colonise my childhood garden with their rhizomatous roots; they undercut the apple trees, supplant my dad's veg patch, even infiltrate the house, drifting as seed-memories through each room, filling the gaps with a lick of pink flowers.






Seven blank cards in a row. Turning a bright, slow pink.






Mum tells me about a family holiday near Clovelly in Devon. She brings out old photos of me riding a donkey. I try to remember the cottage we stayed in, try to visualise walking down the steep main street to the beach and building castles in the sand with my brother, but it has all gone. Only the smell of Shasta daisies lingers round the cottage door, a pervasive odour of sweaty feet that gripped me by the throat that week and refused to let go.




  Even after I've turned those seven blank cards – the childhood years swallowed by my subconscious – my later recollections are still hazy. My husband reminds me of our walks in Provence: the gorges, the metal walkways, the water. I've lost sight of the vistas, but something persists underfoot in the crush of garrigue scrub: a warm, resinous rising of thyme, rosemary, sage. And there was that visit to the Isles of Scilly, he recalls. We took a walk along the cliffs and explored some of the islands by boat. I search for these memories in vain, but I do remember the tall fuchsia hedges lining the narrow roads, my astonishment at their overt floriferousness, like a jeweller's counter of scarlet and purple drop earrings stretching across St Mary's Island. Shake me and the past is erased, we joke. Etch A Sketch me. But not the plants. I remember their scents and flowers, their colours and companionship. I cherish our shared history; it returns to me a little of my forgotten past.




  Birdsong evokes memories too. I sat in the garden one sunny May afternoon, a few years ago, with a light wind blowing, listening to distant children playing, an ice cream van sliding up and down its scales and the collared doves calling. Closing my eyes, I was back in Coventry in the 1980s, looking out of the bedroom window in Grandma's small semi-detached house in Tile Hill. The summer stretched before me in its warm laziness and the narrow garden was filled with deckchairs and nattering relatives. The tall conifers at the end of the lawn created an impenetrable wall within whose secure boundaries my memories played out. I remember Grandma's garden for its unforgiving concrete paving slabs, an echoing garage full of cold smells, and the honesty seed heads, each a translucent coin, chocolate-coloured seeds within. When the collared doves lulled me into a trance, I awoke in the little front bedroom and traced the leaves on the wallpaper with my eyes, each with the same toothed edges and green veins scored across the raised leaf blade.




  John Lewis-Stempel writes in Meadowland that 'birds have a Proustian capacity for making remembrance'. So collared doves pull me to awakenings in that soft-leaved room in Coventry with the summer garden beneath. When herring gulls descant above the slap of the sea, I'm in Granny and Grandpa's loft bedroom in Conwy, watching from beneath a mountain of woollen blankets as birds circle outside the dormer window. These sights, scents and sounds are nature's treasures, ready to enhance the present with layers of wild remembrance. Even the most elusive cue can provoke ripples of recollections, adding emotional depth to a blackbird's song or a flash of buttercups. The memories are papery and thin, and like honesty seed heads some will blow away, but I can see through the layers to the kernels within. When I watch my children gathering cow parsley posies on the way to school or running their hands through the dead-nettle leaves, thrilled, waiting for the half-anticipated sting that never comes, I hope they're collecting their own wild memories for the future.
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I don't know how or when I lost the first seven and a half years of my life. And I don't need to know.






This is a lie, of course, but one I've told myself so often it feels like a truth. Those seven blank cards secretly trouble me. My memory has always been poor, but those early years feel different, as if something vital has been erased and I've forgotten what it is. My childhood is hollow and confusing; thinking about it makes my head ache. I prefer to write about the lives of birds, trees and poets, or the histories of landscapes and their inhabitants. Narratives that stay put and don't try to change me. I'm fascinated by the natural history of my local area, and the more I learn about the streets, gardens and marginal spaces around me – even the sky outside my window, which is sometimes all I can see for days on end – the more these ordinary settings reveal to me the extraordinary power of the local, the familiar, the quotidian. At times it feels like the past is seeping into the present-day landscape: squeezing through pavement cracks, sprouting in the verges, sending up vegetative reminders on the peripheries of modernised gardens, submerging our 'now' beneath layers of natural history. As I walk down my road, the turned earth of the old field strips and noise of the chalk quarry sometimes seem more real than the houses and traffic that surround me. It's not that I don't belong in the present, more that I sense an affinity with the past and begin to see its role in shaping the land. The future, however, remains obscure. I can't sense it in the landscape and perhaps that's just as well.


  I've been making notes on the area around my house for several years now – writing about my walks, visiting the North Hertfordshire Museum and Herbarium, researching naturalists who lived here, reading natural history journals and field notebooks from centuries past, all with the intention of writing a book on wildlife and landscape. But my words fall flat on the page. Though I give a voice to the natural history of the nearby wild, I remain tight-lipped about my own history. I want to argue that it is vital to unearth the past in order to understand how we have arrived in the present. I want to ask how, without an awareness of local landscape history, without some sense of what once existed – those plants, animals, habitats that we have disregarded, forgotten and destroyed – we can ever truly assess the legacy we're leaving for future generations. I want to explore what the land means to me and why. And what it could, or possibly should, mean to every one of us.




  But the writing recoils, striking back with personal questions. "Why so much walking into the past and your imagination?" it demands. "What are you trying to escape? Without knowledge of your lost years – all those things you've ignored and forgotten for so long – how can you understand the legacy you are leaving for future generations?"




  I cannot sidestep the questions – they interrogate me from the top of every blank page. Why am I so afraid to write about myself? I know the answer really, even if I pretend not to. Before I can write honestly about the wildlife and the local landscape, I must enter my own past. I must face up to my relationship with chronic illness and explore parts of my childhood that I've excised from my memory. And I need to go further back to explore my mother's story and the impact her illness had on me and the family. But these are experiences and feelings I'd far rather leave behind, so I dither in the margins and my writing stagnates. Signing up for this particular expedition seems too high a price to pay for writing a book.




  I wonder if I could simply mention my health in passing, noting the way it affects my relationships and confidence, and then move on; but every narrative path leads back to my childhood. I try to follow them dispassionately, as any objective researcher would, but it's no good. I'm a little kid again and I'm falling apart. The speed of my unravelling takes me completely by surprise. The day I embark upon the journey I've been avoiding for months, my journal reads:








Can open; worms everywhere.








I follow the advice of a friend and contact a counsellor. Without the narrative driving me forwards, I fear I'll never find the courage to talk to someone. I don't believe I deserve counselling for my own sake, but I know I'm going to need help if I'm to tell this story.
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I begin by tracing my love of the natural world back to my early childhood in Nuneaton. Though I have no memories of our garden, I do have photographs and a letter from my grandma to six-year-old me, mentioning the 'little patch of ground' in which I encountered, first-hand, the magic of plants. I'd imagine my dad was somewhere nearby, perhaps showing me how to mark out my bed or sow my first seeds. Were my parents hoping I'd inherit the green fingers of my forebears? We have gardeners on both sides of the family reaching back for generations. Dad recalls his father's enthusiasm for summer bedding plants and greenhouse tomatoes. He can still remember the smell of fertilisers stored in his father's garage: hoof and horn, super-phosphate, sulphate of potash, nitrate of soda, Tonks's rose formula and chalk, all listed in my grandfather's Fred Streeter Gardeners' Record Book of 1970 in notes he took the year before he died. My dad attributes his horticultural exploits to his father's love of gardening all those years ago that was then passed down to me, from a grandfather who died four years before I was born.




  In my first garden in Nuneaton, I learned early on that wildlife was as important as the crops. Perhaps more so. Photographs show me as a cheerful toddler in red wellingtons playing with sticks and mud, pushing an absurdly big wheelbarrow, sitting in a buggy in a shiny yellow anorak, my face entirely obscured by heavy black binoculars. As I peer at my smaller self down the wrong end of the binoculars, I wonder what the younger me was seeing at that moment. Could I make out the blurry image of my dad to my right, distorted, monstrous, looking back at me through his Praktica L camera? He would have removed the Vivitar 200mm telephoto lens so he could photograph me rather than a bird, but we were still separated by a series of ocular lenses, symbols of this observation of an observation.




  I'm holding the binoculars skew-whiff with my chubby two-year-old hands, no doubt mimicking the adults with no clue what I'm doing. I wonder if the photograph was staged for the family album, but I don't think it matters if it was. Only a few years later I'd be using the same binoculars to observe birds in the garden, Dad's reassuring hands clasping mine to steady the image, a shared closeness I felt from the other side this morning as I placed my hands over my son's so he could watch redwings feeding in the cotoneaster.




  Staged or not, I love the way the image makes physical my childhood interest in birds. I often write facing those binoculars, the photograph pinned to my noticeboard along with others of me between the ages of two and eight – in the vegetable beds; on Conwy Mountain with Granny's rucksack and a walking stick as tall as my head; embraced by a snug life jacket on Grandpa's boat. These are my talismans against the negative spaces in my memory. I did exist back then. The images are physical proof of my childhood.
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Though I rely on photographs and other people's recollections up to the age of seven and a half when we moved from Warwickshire to Cheshire, I still have the rosebay willowherb memories from that first garden. It wasn't until recently that Dad told me this vigorous perennial grew in an uncultivated area at the bottom of our veg plot. Willowherb and other wildflowers thrived there, providing shelter and food for birds, small mammals and invertebrates like moth larvae, including elephant hawk-moth and setaceous Hebrew character, two species that regularly appear on Dad's wildlife lists from the 1970s.


  In the summer of 1977, Dad taught himself bricklaying. He ordered a set of precast concrete blocks, 2,000 bricks, 17 tons of scalpings and built a garage next to the house. Photographs from before he began construction show Mum, heavily pregnant with my brother, wielding a spade on top of a huge pile of hardcore. When the garage turned out to be almost too small to fit the car inside (due in Dad's words to a "geometrical misunderstanding"), he transformed the redundant space into a natural history lab filled with bird and mammal skulls, dissected owl pellets, and moths at every stage of life – tiny eggs stuck to leaves, hanging pupae and newly hatched adults ready to be released.




  Within a couple of months, Dad had embarked upon a lifelong obsession with lepidoptera that has recently developed a perilous coda. In an idle moment at Birdfair a couple of years ago, I watched with horror as his resolve faltered when faced with a multicoloured array of specialist identification guides. Before I could stop him, he'd bought the Field Guide to the Micro-moths of Great Britain and Ireland. I knew there'd be trouble. He'd agreed with Mum long before that micro-moths were a compulsion too far. Not only are there around 1,600 species of micro-moth in the UK, many with a wingspan of less than 20 millimetres, but for a definitive identification it is often necessary to examine the dissected genitalia. Life was too short to peel mushrooms or study micro-moths, Mum reasoned.




  But back in 1978 when I was only three, my mum's health was at its lowest ebb and the moth trap was still a shiny new purchase. Dad was enchanted by the moths he discovered upon emptying the trap each morning. Occasionally, he would find eggs laid by gravid females on the underside of the egg boxes placed in the trap to provide shelter. Once he'd begun rearing moths and studying the different instars, or stages of development, there was no going back. Puss moth caterpillars were his favourite. He emails me some of the pictures he took with his Praktica L camera and talks me through them on the phone, the excitement from 40 years ago still evident in his voice:








The puss moth has the most phenomenal caterpillar – a large lime-green larva with a dark brown saddle over the middle and a hump on its back. It's got a red-and-yellow rim around the head, and there are white spiracles, part of the respiratory system, ringed in black along the caterpillar's abdomen. It rears its forked black-and-red tail when threatened and produces a red filament from inside each tail twin that it waves menacingly at you.








I study the caterpillar in the photograph. It is, indeed, a marvel. Dad's second image shows the puss moth at the adult stage, which gives the species its common name. It is clothed in soft ermine with creamy white and black swirls that remind me of the patterns on top of a latte. With its feathered antennae, fluffy face and black-and-white striped legs, it is the embodiment of cuteness in a moth-kitten.




  When Dad took me into the garage to see these beauties – the fantastical caterpillar and its fuzzy future – how could I not have shared his fascination? As I watched the puss moth larvae chew willow and poplar bark, combining it with silk to weave tough cocoons from which they would emerge as adult moths in spring, was I ensnared in the warp and weft of their magical lives? Whatever my feelings as a three-year-old, these tiny creatures held the key to my future happiness, because moths saved my parents' marriage. 
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Moths at Midnight









At the end of the first and only consultation, the psychiatrist passed judgement.






"No way can you look after these children," he said to the man who bathed and fed me, who sang 'Down at the Station' to lull me to sleep, who swung me round and round above his head, faster and faster, holding me aloft with his smile. Me and my baby brother.




  "They'll have to go into care," the psychiatrist said. "And you" – he turned to my mum – "need to be admitted to a psychiatric unit."




  And so the investigation into Mum's illness that had begun three years earlier with the health visitors telling her it was all in her head culminated in the proposed dissolution of my family.
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As a child, Mum was no stranger to ill health. She grew up on a council estate in Urmston, 5 miles south-west of Manchester, a second child with a brother five years her senior. Her mother, my granny, couldn't breastfeed, so Mum was given watered-down evaporated milk. Concerned that she was not thriving, the family doctor sent her to the Royal Manchester Children's Hospital, where she was diagnosed with incipient rickets and put on a special formula. After Mum was weaned, Granny would visit the market once a week to buy fresh oranges. It was still three years before rationing ended, so they were expensive and in short supply, but Mum needed the vitamin C. She didn't learn to walk until she was nearly two.


  A series of bad throat infections led to the removal of her tonsils when she was just four. Then one afternoon at the age of ten, she tripped over in the school playground and smacked her head on a concrete pillar. She remembers a teacher walking her round the school hall, urging her to stay awake, but after a couple of circuits she passed out. She was unconscious for nearly four hours. I can't help but imagine the scene today if my daughter lost consciousness for that length of time at school: the 999 call, her inert body guided into the recovery position, her classmates ushered away from the windows as she is stretchered into the waiting ambulance. Then the call every parent dreads. The anxious wait in A & E, our shaky relief when she finally comes round. Hospital tests. Her eventual discharge. Compulsive websearching for warning signs over the coming days. Even as a hypothetical scenario, it gives me the shudders.




  Things were somewhat different in 1960. The headmaster drove Mum home in his car and carried her, still unconscious, up to bed. By the time the doctor arrived at 7 p.m., she had come round. When asked how many fingers he was holding up and what time it was, Mum burst into tears. It was Monday evening and she'd missed her piano lesson. She had no tests or follow-up appointments, and remembers nursing an appalling headache that week, as if an orange were being flung backwards and forwards inside her skull.




  "Keep her off school for a week," the doctor told her mother. "And make sure she stays quiet for the next twelve months." He wasn't to know it, but his words were prophetic. His advice laid out the pattern of Mum's life for the next 60 years.








After the accident, Mum's energy levels became more erratic. Her blood sugar levels swung from hyper to hypo, and she began to struggle with periods of anxiety and depression. She passed her eleven-plus exam and started at Urmston Grammar School for Girls. Academic success came easily, but in the school holidays she'd retreat to bed to read and recharge her batteries. With no awareness or understanding of energy-limiting illnesses at the time, adults offered little compassion. She always felt under pressure to conceal her exhaustion and act like other children.




  During her first year in the sixth form, Mum was offered the chance to go on a school trip around Europe. Led by their physics master, the party camped through Belgium, Germany, Austria, Switzerland and France. None of the girls had ever been abroad before. One hot and humid August night in the Austrian mountains there was a terrible storm. It was the first time Mum had ever experienced simultaneous thunder and lightning. Emerging from their sodden tent in alarm, the girls ran into their teacher in his underpants with his wife and two young daughters; he was on his way to take everyone to safety. He evacuated the group to a farmer's barn where they huddled up in the straw and tried to sleep.




  A few days later, Mum found what she thought was an insect bite on her leg haloed by an angry rash – the classic bullseye ring of Lyme disease. Even though symptoms of the disease were first recorded in Europe in the 1880s, it wasn't until the early 1980s that the bacterium that causes Lyme disease was identified, so there was no understanding of the illness or its link to long-term fatigue, and no diagnosis. On her return to England, she was off school for six weeks having come down with yet another infection.




  In 1968, she passed her A levels and moved to Birmingham to study law, the first woman in my family to go to university. She managed two terms, but came down with appendicitis in the summer. After a successful appendicectomy, she was discharged from hospital, but within a few days she experienced more unexplained symptoms and was readmitted for further tests. When they all came back negative, the ward sister diagnosed her as a malingerer and told her to get out.




  Then, at the beginning of her second year, Mum moved into new digs and met a quiet engineering student with an endearing smile and a wicked sense of humour. Dad and three of his mates had just rented the ground floor of a student house in Edgbaston, on the south-west side of Birmingham. This attractive suburb, developed in the nineteenth century for some of the city's wealthiest industrialists, boasted tree-lined streets with grand neoclassical houses. Dad lived on one of Edgbaston's rougher sides, just down the road from some of the most imposing Victorian residencies, on a back street in the red-light district. Opposite his digs, a Brook Advisory Centre rubbed shoulders with one of the area's many brothels. Punters' cars lined the road, new arrivals always ready to fill any empty parking spaces. Dad got used to the comings and goings, unsought glimpses into other people's private lives. Every week, he'd noticed, a Mini would pull up outside. The driver would get out and disappear inside the brothel, leaving an elderly woman (his mother? Dad wondered) in the passenger seat. Precisely half an hour later, he'd reappear and drive her away. God only knows what the old lady was thinking as she waited in the Mini for him to return. Perhaps he told her he was visiting the dentist for his weekly oral examination.




  When four lasses moved into the upstairs rooms, Dad reckoned things might be looking up. His first sight of Mum was of her backside disappearing up the stairs. He recounts this moment with a certain relish, but when I ask him how the first face-to-face meeting went, he is less effusive. "Must have been positive," he surmises, "after all, I asked her out." For their first date, he borrowed a friend's leather jacket so he'd look cool. They went to a party, danced, drank vodka. Back in the house that evening, even though she'd only had a couple of shots, Mum began to feel ill. She threw up all over Dad and the borrowed leather jacket, then passed out. Dad couldn't rouse her. He ran to the phone box down the road to ring for an ambulance. He still remembers the first question the paramedics asked him when they arrived. "I've no idea whether or not she's pregnant," he answered, unnerved. "This is the first time I've been out with her!"




  Hospital tests revealed nothing and Mum was discharged again, left to struggle through the rest of the academic year without medical or pastoral support. By the time of her second-year exams, her exhaustion, brain fog and physical weakness meant she was barely able to read or write. Then, at the beginning of her final year, with exam retakes looming, she found herself in the university medical centre awaiting yet more tests. Physically exhausted, unable to think clearly and struggling with depression, she decided enough was enough. She dropped out of university and went to live with Dad and his family. Though she spent a lot of time in bed over the next few weeks, there were short walks on the good days around Limbrick Wood and Coombe Abbey on the outskirts of Coventry. One winter's afternoon, while wandering through a grassy clearing in woodland in Coombe Abbey, Mum and Dad caught a flash of yellow as a large bird took off from the ground and disappeared into the trees. Their first thought was "Golden oriole!" But Dad knew any bird on the ground in the winter wouldn't be an oriole, as it was a rare late-spring visitor. In fact, they'd seen a retreating green woodpecker, which, despite its name, is surprisingly yellow when it reveals its rump in flight. From that moment on, every green woodpecker was a golden oriole – a joking reminder of that first hopeful mistake.




  Six months later, after spending time living together, sharing talks, walks and laughter and getting to know each other better through the good times and bad, my parents married and moved into a rented flat in Coventry.
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When Dad told Mum he had no hobbies after they'd been together a few months, she pointed out his interest in birds. He was bemused at first. Surely, that was just part of everyday life? But she persuaded him to buy a pair of binoculars and over the next few years this childhood fascination, fostered by The Observer's Book of British Birds and days roaming the woods and fields around his rented house in Coventry's Tile Hill, developed into what would become a lifelong passion for nature.


  Dad needs quite a bit of persuasion to delve into his early memories. I've inherited my atrocious recollection for family matters from him, our years threaded together instead by natural encounters like bryony berries strung along a hedge. He starts by unearthing a few tales, beginning with his attempt to rear a young starling that had fallen out of its nest under the eaves onto Grandma's back while she was collecting coal from the coal shed. After its narrow escape, Dad kept the starling in the garage, excited by this unexpected opportunity to rear a baby bird. Unfortunately, his plans were thwarted when he went in one morning to find the hapless nestling had strangled itself, having caught its neck between the spokes of his bicycle wheel. His older sister Pauline wrapped the dead starling in a piece of cloth, put it in a shoebox and buried it in the garden. A few days later, wondering if it had gone to heaven yet, she enlisted the help of her friend Barbara to dig up the unfortunate bird. Needless to say, its mortal remains hadn't made it through the pearly gates and both girls got into trouble for their irreverent curiosity.




  Dad's other attempts to rear wild animals were equally unsuccessful. Like the time he came across a snake on a Sunday family outing to Lickey Hills, a country park south-west of Birmingham. The poor thing was going about its business in some bracken on the heath when eight-year-old Dad spotted it, scooped it up and took it home. He tells me he tried to feed it on minced beef. Appropriate food, he thought, for such an impressive beast. Turns out he'd caught an elephant hawk-moth caterpillar.




  We laugh at his rookie mistake, but he's not the only one to imagine the 8-centimetre larva to be a snake or worse. Nearly every summer the papers seem to run with sensationalist headlines about people who disturb elephant hawk-moth caterpillars, causing them to swell their heads to reveal their large black 'eye' markings, their 'tails' raised as if to strike. Only recently, a couple in Cheshire were advised to call an exorcist after finding one of these magnificent creatures in their garden – a discovery that would make my or my children's day. They're still one of Dad's favourite caterpillars, even though he's not reared them for a few years now, at least not on minced beef. But he's taught his grandchildren to identify the ponderous larvae as they lumber across the lawn in late summer on their way to pupate in the leaf litter.




  "What's this?" I ask my daughter, showing her my social media avatar – a muppet-like head with black eye spots, golden eyebrows and a somewhat quizzical expression on its tilted face.




  "Elephant hawk-moth caterpillar," she replies without hesitation. Then gives me that look that only your children can. I'm intrigued by your quirky interests, her expression says, but I think you're so weird.








When I ask Dad what he got up to with his mates in the local fields and hedgerows, he looks sheepish for a moment, like a lad caught with his fingers in the sweetie jar. "Just playing out," he says, "searching the scrub and climbing trees to find bird's nests, at a time when collecting eggs was a normal childhood pastime." Once he clambered up a Scots pine to reach a carrion crow's nest. Getting to his prize was pretty hairy, the thin branches snapping under his hands and feet as he shimmied up the trunk. Sometimes he'd walk the 3 miles to nearby Berkswell village along the country lanes, birdnesting as he went. He doesn't recall his first day at school, his favourite teacher or where he went on family holidays. Instead, he tells me about the willow warbler's nest he found in the bank of an overgrown ditch and the grey partridge's nest with 12 pale olive eggs concealed in a patch of nettles at the edge of a wood. A treasured collection of oological memories that he's been adding to over the past 20 years.


  These days, during the breeding season, my walks with Dad are stealthy affairs. His techniques involve dipping in and out of copses and circling patches of scrub. Along the way, I'm taught the tricks of the trade. I learn 'cold searching' first. This method, sometimes known in the business as 'legging', involves looking for nests in suitable locations. We crouch, then tilt our heads to angle along a sightline, or balance on tiptoe to peer deep into the bushes looking for clues – a dense clump of leaves (perhaps a wren's nest), a scribble of sticks (woodpigeon) or a stray curl of dried grass suggesting a woven nest further in (blackbird). It takes me a while to get my eye in, then the visual anomalies start to snag. I spot a tangle of twigs and moss – a dunnock's nest at head height just off the path, awkward to get to through the prickly hawthorn but Dad manages to manoeuvre his telescopic mirror to the correct angle and it reveals three light-blue eggs at the base of a grassy rootlet bowl.




  Dad records the nest on his phone. Later, he'll transfer the data onto the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) Nest Record Scheme – he's progressed in the last 60 years from short-trousered tree-climber to experienced nest recorder. He'll return to the dunnock's nest once a week for the next month or so to record progress and ring the nestlings once they're old enough.




  Further along the scrubby hedge Dad takes me through another nest-location tactic: 'watching back', sometimes known by the technical term 'arsing'. Wrens are an ideal species to watch back, as their nests are often tucked deep in the vegetation, but they can be located by the exceedingly complex technique of sitting on your arse, watching birds flying past with nest material or insects for their young. Once you notice this telltale behaviour, you can move to 'hot searching' to pinpoint the exact location, tapping the vegetation gently if it's not possible to see the nest so any sitting bird is alerted and can move off until you're done.




  Finding nests without disturbing the birds relies on a good knowledge of different species. Birds are more likely to abandon the nest if they're disturbed when they don't have eggs or young (before they've made much investment in the nesting attempt). Chaffinches and greenfinches are particularly prone to deserting if interrupted at this stage, so we'll retreat if we see them with nest material. Similar caution is necessary when recording the nests of Sylvia warblers like blackcap and whitethroat, and other open-nesters such as dunnock, blackbird and song thrush. Any disturbance risks triggering more mature chicks' anti-predator response, causing them to explode off the nest if they're startled. We also avoid too much disturbance of the vegetation so as not to alert predators to the presence of the nests.




  Dad has to walk carefully in some areas to avoid damaging nests on or close to the ground. Both willow warblers and chiffchaffs build domed nests from grass, moss and leaves. Willow warbler nests are always on the ground, while chiffchaffs build off the ground (even if by only a few centimetres). Over the years, he's found chiffchaff nests in nettles, brambles and sedges, and a willow warbler's nest in a clump of grass at the base of a hawthorn sapling. He's also monitored many other species, including reed bunting, whitethroat, reed warbler and a linnet's nest with four pale eggs speckled with purple. But in Dad's mind, nothing surpasses the Cetti's warbler.




  He tells me about his find as we walk towards the nest site and he's as excited as I've ever seen him, practically rubbing his hands together with glee. "Last month, I thought I was monitoring six blackcap nests – two with eggs, one lined and ready for eggs and the rest unfinished," he tells me. "The lined one was over here in a dense patch of scrub. It's visible, but not easy to see." Dad gets out his mirror-on-a-stick. "When I came back last week and looked in the nest, I was amazed to see three beautiful red eggs. Not a blackcap. A Cetti's warbler's nest!" I can feel my own excitement building in response to his. Many of the nests we've found today have been predated and I'm desperately hoping this one will still contain eggs.




  "It's a Schedule 1 species," he says, "so I couldn't visit again without permission. I got in touch with the BTO and they sent me a licence, so now I can carry on monitoring." He inserts his mirror into the brambles and, to his delight, it reveals four eggs – one more than last week. They're due to hatch in around ten days. The eggs are astonishing. Glorious terracotta-red with a polished sheen as if they've been buffed to liquid perfection by the adult's breast. And, with only 20–30 Cetti's warbler nestlings ringed most years in the UK, Dad is over the moon at the prospect of ringing the chicks in a couple of weeks.




  Although the purpose of our visit is to collect scientific data and our activities are all legal and licensed, something about the process still feels a tad illicit. Perhaps it's the subterfuge and specialist knowledge required or the way Dad is passing on skills partly gleaned from his early birdnesting days. Whatever the reason, I know we're unlikely to have a negative impact on the birds. The BTO website explains that provided their guidelines are followed 'extensive reviews of scientific studies… indicate that visits to solitary nesting birds, particularly passerines, have little or no significant effect on the outcome of the breeding attempt'. And the Nest Record Scheme relies heavily on the work of volunteers like Dad to compile the data. All his nest records, together with his Wetland Bird Survey results, ringing records and breeding bird surveys, help inform conservation decisions such as which species will be added to the Birds of Conservation Concern Red List, a roll-call that now includes an eye-watering 73 of the UK's 245 bird species. These days, Dad's close encounters with nesting birds have a scientific purpose. But as a small boy, he just liked collecting the eggs.








[image: ]






In March 1972, nearly a year after getting married, my parents moved out of their rented flat and bought a 50-metre garden in Nuneaton for £5,000. It came with a three-bed semi. The top garden was mostly lawn, with a concrete path leading down the middle. At the end of the lawn stood an old cedar-wood greenhouse. The bottom section of the garden had been used as an allotment and was split into four transverse strips. The first contained James Grieve and Bramley apple trees, a peach tree and gooseberry bushes. Immediately behind this strip was the vegetable plot split into three beds separated by grass paths. Couch grass and clubroot were rife. In one of the overgrown veg beds, the previous owners had left a row of parsnips. When Dad went to investigate, the top growth reached up to his nose.


  He was thrilled with his first garden. He built a compost bin, a new aluminium greenhouse and the geometrically challenged garage (he did get the car in once, but tells me getting it out was a nightmare), then set about growing his own fruit and veg. No doubt, by the summer, our garden would have been full of massive leeks, wormy carrots and stringy runner beans – vegetable familiars that I recall with a shudder. But there would also have been strawberries, peas, lettuce, kohlrabi, tomatoes, cucumbers and radishes. In later years, I remember Dad's vegetable beds as untidily productive, our kitchen lined with bowls of home-grown fruit and stewed apple, freezers packed with bags of blanched veg. It never occurred to me to question the time he spent in the garden while the plaster showed through in bare strips on our lounge walls. His priorities seemed – still seem – to make sense. Why spend precious time inside when you could be planting in the borders or watching wrens in the reedbeds?
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