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Introduction


I had the extremely memorable privilege of meeting Peter Scott in 1988. He had been a major influence in my early days with his natural history broadcasts on radio and television, as I know he had been with countless others of my generation. My parents took me to Slimbridge when I was nine and I recall to this day the joy I experienced feeding the amazing collection of wildfowl. Little did I know then that I would one day have another great privilege, of leading the organisation so dear to his heart, the Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust, and having as my office that famous studio room with its window looking over the Rushy Pen and the wintering swans, geese and ducks.


The world is so frequently driven forward by the vision of an individual. In my view, and it is one shared by many others, Peter Scott was one of the most influential conservationists of the last century. He was a man of great vision and he has left a lasting legacy which now is even more relevant to the world we need to cherish so much.


Peter was one of those people with the combination of talent, drive and determination to achieve, and did so with whatever he undertook. He was an accomplished artist, an Olympic yachtsman and an ice skater, a gifted communicator, one of the first natural history broadcasters, and a champion glider pilot among so many other pursuits and attributes. But it is his passion for the natural world and his vision for its conservation that is, for me, his greatest legacy.


Peter Scott was among a group of far-sighted individuals who saw what was happening to the natural world and were determined to do something about it. But he was also far ahead of his time in recognising, more than seven decades ago, a fact that is now, in this world increasingly disconnected from nature, so vital to our future on this wonderful planet. To quote him, ‘The most effective way to save the threatened and decimated natural world is to cause people to fall in love with it again with its beauty and its reality.’ Surely, Peter was the architect of modern conservation. He reflected then on our great challenge now in our digitally dominated and environmentally challenged world.


This book is a selection of Peter’s writings and broadcasts from the first half of his life, when the seeds of his passion for conserving the natural world were being planted. It covers his wartime experiences in the Navy, early travels, and his time as a wildfowler. But it is his achievements for conservation that for me stand out. Having established the Severn Wildfowl Trust, now the Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust, on the banks of the River Severn in 1946, he went on to be an active vice-president in the newly formed International Union for Nature Conservation in 1948, and then to be a founder of WWF, the World Wide Fund for Nature, in 1961. A man who thought globally, he was a major player in the formation in 1971 of the first global convention for conservation, the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands. Now with 170 countries’ governments as signatories, it is the key driver to the protection of the world’s wetlands, so important for biodiversity and climate management.


Peter Scott saw the need for, and value of, education and he was at the forefront of environmental education in the UK, especially focusing on the younger generations to take change forward. This continues at the wetland centres he established across the country. His last great vision, to take nature to the people, resulted in the internationally acclaimed London Wetland Centre, where connection with nature and education are the primary aims.


Personally, I prefer not to think of his legacy as though it is something of the past. It is about the present and the future. We now need Peter Scott’s same degree of foresight, vision, drive and determination more than ever.


Martin Spray, CBE, DSc March 2021
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	Founded the Severn Wildfowl Trust (later the Wildfowl Trust); President, Home Counties North Young Conservatives; first of regular broadcasts in Nature Parliament; won Prince of Wales’s Cup for third time.






	1948

	Chairman, Olympic Yachting Committee.
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	1953
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	Became President of International Yacht Racing Union.
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	Travelled to Uganda; started gliding; Chairman, Olympic Games International Jury for Yachting (and in 1960, 1964).






	1957

	Travelled to Australia, New Guinea, New Zealand, Fiji, and Hawaii; won gliding Silver C Badge; Vice-President, International Union for Conservation of Nature.
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	Gliding ‘Gold C’ International Badge.
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	Travelled to Trinidad, Panama, Ecuador, Galapagos Islands.






	1961

	Travelled to Kenya and Tanganyika; closely involved with establishment of the World Wildlife Fund.






	1962

	Gliding Third Diamond Badge; 100th edition of Look, with HRH The Duke of Edinburgh as guest.






	1963

	British National Gliding Champion; Chairman, Survival Service Commission of International Union for Conservation of Nature.






	1964

	Travelled to United States and Japan; unsuccessfully challenged for the America’s Cup at the helm of Sovereign.






	1965

	Travelled to the Bahamas and India and Thailand.






	1966

	Travelled to Antarctic; special edition of Look for National Nature Week with the Duke of Edinburgh.






	1973

	Knighted for services to the conservation of wild animals.






	1973

	Appointed Chancellor of the University of Birmingham.






	1979

	Awarded honorary doctorate University of Bath.






	1987

	Appointed Companion of Honour; elected Fellow of the Royal Society.






	1989

	Died Bristol, 29 August.
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	Scott’s life and work in wildlife conservation was celebrated in a major BBC Natural World documentary, In the Eye of the Wind, narrated by Sir David Attenborough.
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Brown and Green


Three hundred years ago the salt-marshes of the Wash passed slowly into the great fresh-water marshes of Cambridgeshire.


In those days the grey mud stretched between the channels and sent arms up each side of them many miles inland. And, when the tide flowed in, the fresh water was piled up and spread through the reed-covered swamps to the little pools where the wild duck rested during the day. When the rain came in winter the flood-water shimmered over the fens as it covered the tops of the grass stems, and men lived at Ely and called it an island.


But now the sea is allowed a paltry mile or two of mud and salt-marsh to play with, and then it is shut out by long lines of green bank which protect the brown peaty fields of potatoes.


I went there once in June to see again the place where I had spent so many happy days in winter. As I sat on the bank in the thick, luscious, green grass and looked across the fields to the farm, I was filled with wonder at a scene so green. The green rows of potato plants throwing the field into weird patterns of perspective, the few corn-fields still green like the grass of the sea-wall on which I sat, and the stunted elm trees thick in foliage, amongst which the little farm took shelter from the winter winds; it was all green and rich.


And as I looked my mind went back to a day in January when I had sat with a good friend in just the same place and we had been eating our breakfast. We had waited at dawn on the salt-marsh for the wild geese to flight, and as the light had come the grey rainy skies had lifted to the west so that the atmosphere was wonderfully clear.


From the sea-wall the brown potato fields stretched for miles, broken here and there by patches of lighter stubble. A plough at work in the distance looked clear-cut, and the little farm amongst the trees seemed so close that it was hard to believe that two forty-acre fields lay between. It was all brown and purple. And far away was a black speck in the sky, which seemed to dissolve and then form again. It was the thickest part of a pack of pink-footed geese. They had gone inland at dawn, and they were circling round and round over their feeding-grounds. Presently some more stragglers flew in from the mud and went on to join them.


Whilst we watched a grey cloud came past in front of us, and below it trailed a curtain of rain – dark streaks reaching down to the ground. It blotted out the farm and the trees and blended with the dark-brown earth so that all the edges and hard lines were softened and blurred.


The curtain swept by, and the land was clear again; so clear that the little farm looked closer than ever. Away in the distance still circled the geese. Somewhere inland a yellow shaft lit up the fens where the sun was shining through the clouds. It seemed that all the light was reflected along from this opening under the grey roof of rain-clouds. The rain-drops glistened on the grass stems, each with a spot of deep brown, the brown of the fields.


The colour was brown, and as we stood up on the sea-wall we looked back at the salting behind us. That was olive-green, but beyond it the mud was brown and the green of the saltmarsh plants seemed to blend with the brown. The succulent plants had a purplish sheen on them and the tips of the grass stems were dead and dry and brown.


But in June the grass was long and thick on the saltings, just as it was on the bank, and out on the edge of the tide there

were godwits and redshanks calling their summer trill – and the colour was green.


Near where I sat was a row of straggly willow trees, and as I looked at them I thought of how many things I had enjoyed within sight of them. ‘Why, trees,’ I said, ‘you remember that night under the moon when the geese came so low and the foggy morning and the hard frost.’ The silver-green leaves whispered their answer in the summer breeze.


In winter, when we tire of the great, flat, unbroken sweep of brown, and we need some variation to relieve the monotony, then we go to the coast of Norfolk. Above the marshes rise wooded hills with birch and pine and rhododendrons – for the country is stocked with pheasants. Down below is the green fresh marsh, green all through the winter. There is a shingle bank which shines orange in the sun, and it is crowned with marram grass. Out on the mud there is green sea-grass.


There are little bathing huts there too. They look forlorn and absurd when the north-east wind blows and the wild geese beat in against it low over their little corrugated roofs. The end one is white and has a red roof. It is the best cover on the beach.


The marsh behind is the haunt of white-fronted geese.


Perhaps it is fitting that this yellow shingle and green fresh marsh should be their home. Of all our geese they are the most brilliant and colourful. White forehead, black bars on their breasts, and orange legs. But with all that, I prefer the grey pinkfeet. For them there are the browns of the potato land.


That land must always have been brown even in the days when the tide came in – for a great rippling sea of reeds must have carpeted it with here and there an open pool, where mallards and teal lived.


But in those days there could have been no pinkfeet there: for they love the hard black earth and the mushy potatoes to nibble. Now they come in their thousands from October to March. And every morning the great skeins come in, high in the air, and circle round over their chosen fields, and every evening with great clamouring they fly out through the frosty blackness as they come in to feed – until the brown land is full of geese.


But behind the green fresh marsh of the whitefronts the land rises to heather-covered slopes and then the woods begin.


I went there, too, in June. In a little hollow of heather I found a pool of fresh water, and by the pool were two rhododendron bushes in flower, and all around sat shelducks; some of them got up and circled round the little hollow and over the place where I hid in some bracken. As they flew they laughed at me with their deep mock-human call. Here, where the sand is yellow amongst the purple of the heather, the shelducks find rabbit holes to nest in. Outside a hole near me were web-footed tracks in the soft sand. It was hot and the heather smelled good.


From the hill I could look out over the marsh to the mud and the sea and the little bathing huts and the great superstructures of the shingle works. With the sight of them came memories crowding and hustling, so that one had scarcely been enjoyed again – and mourned – when the next came pushing on, until I could no longer check each one. A great flood of them came upon me, half joy, half sadness – joy that I had spent those times and that I could almost live them through again, and sadness that they were passed, those individual days when our disappointments and mistakes formed part of our treasured memory, and those with whom that happiness had been shared could not perhaps be there again to share it.


From Morning Flight
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A Rare Meal


Tuesday June 28. At about six o’clock in the morning it began to rain. It was only a light spotting, at first; then a drizzle. The Eskimos seemed to be sleeping through it, but at length it became too brisk for them. I beckoned them into the tent, and in they came. So, now, as I write, there are four of us in the tent, which was made for two. The rain is heavy and continuous, and the tent leaks considerably. We have not yet reached the Ross’s Goose Lake – and then there is the return journey and we have already used half our food. We wonder how long our food and the rain will last. Already we have lain here all morning. It is now one o’clock, and the Eskimos are still snoring comfortably. Harold is asleep, and I am writing – and we still haven’t had breakfast. Jimmy has a pretty bad cough, which sounds fairly tubercular. Both of them sleep soundly, snoring only slightly. They sleep curled up, and the movements of their sleeping companions seem to disturb them not at all.


We lay in the tent, having a meal of biscuits and candy and jam, without heating anything until about 4 p.m. when it stopped raining. So we emerged to find a slightly more promising sky, with high strato-cumulus clouds. But it was only temporary. We cooked a cup of cocoa, and then set off southwestward again to look for the Ross’s geese.


Almost at once it began to rain – a soft, persistent, utterly wetting rain. It had become important that we should kill some game for food, as the situation was already bad. Apart from some dried potatoes, some macaroni, and a couple of cans of fruit, we were more or less out. So it was rather disastrous when I missed some lesser snow geese which passed within range.


After an hour or so we climbed a little hill. From the top we saw a marsh with a large number of Ross’s geese – at least fifty – feeding on it. There was also a herring gull on a nest, which we did not visit as it lay out of our way. Patsy went on ahead like a mountain goat, and up the next precipitous little peak. We climbed behind him up the rocky hillock and there, beyond, was a much bigger marsh, and beyond it a much bigger lake than any of the ones we had passed. There were several bunches of white geese. We sat down on top of the hill to look them over with the glasses through the rain. They were nearly all Ross’s geese, but there were a few lessers mixed in with them. We looked beyond the marsh towards the lake – and, there it was, the Ross’s goose breeding colony. In the lake were five little islands, and all over these were the white dots of the sitting geese with their ganders. They were quite thick on the islands – hundreds of them.


The islands were less than a hundred yards long, and we made counts of the geese. We could only see one side of each island, but we estimated what was hidden from what we could see. Over to the left was a sixth island, which seemed to be in another lake, though we afterwards discovered that the two lakes were connected by a narrow strait. On the six islands we estimated that there were perhaps 350 pairs of birds. The nests were thickest on the smallest island, which was quite a low mound. The other islands were rocky mounds rising ten or twenty feet out of the lake.


We walked down across the marsh to the nearest point of shore opposite the nearest island, and sat down in the shelter of a big square rock. From here I took some film with the telephoto lens, and then sat and watched the birds through the binoculars.

There were probably fifty Ross’s nests in front of us, at a range of 200 yards. The intervening lake appeared to be ice-free, although there may have been submerged ice; and indeed our theory to account for most of these lakes being open was that, in this more hilly region, there was a faster run-off of melting snows which flooded down on to the ice of the lakes, covering it with several feet of water.*


In some parts of the island the nests seemed to be no more than five or six feet apart. There were two lesser snows and two lesser Canadas sitting on nests among the Ross’s; and there was a single blue goose – apparently immature – among the noisy bunch of seemingly non-breeding lesser snows, standing at one end of the island. There was also an attendant pair of glaucous gulls. A good deal of squabbling seemed to be going on between ganders.


It was a fascinating sight, and we sat there in the rain until it began to get cold. It was sad that the light was so poor for photography, and also extremely frustrating that we could not get across to the islands. The Eskimos indicated that the ice would not be more than three feet down, and had the light been good for photography I think I would have tried to wade over as long as it was not above the waist. But under the circumstances we decided to leave it alone. We trust we shall get to the lake again with Jim Bell and the canoe, or else to another of the colonies. This is the colony of which Gavin had been told by the natives, but we were the first white men ever to see it. We have decided to call it Lake Arlone after Harold’s wife.


We walked over to a knoll, which gave a view of the single island in the other half of the lake. On the way we flushed a Buffon’s skua from a lemming which it had lately killed. Among about fifty Ross’s nests on that island were two lesser Canadas sitting. There was also a blue goose, but it may have been the same as the one we saw earlier.


We had the feeling that we were seeing a very beautiful place at its worst, for the raw chill of the wind and the dark sky and heavy rain cast a gloom over it all. We thought out where, and how, we would drive the geese for banding them later on. There was a small lake – scarcely more than a flash – in the marsh, and we planned to use that in some way, driving the birds first to it, and then setting the net between them and the big lake. There were some pintails on the flash, and one or two longtailed ducks. There was also a pair of king eiders on one of the smaller islands in the big lake. Two of such islands were rather unexpectedly quite free of goose nests.


As we walked back across the marsh towards our camp, the food situation had become desperate. After two inexcusable misses, I had only two cartridges left (No. 7 shot).


We saw a cock ptarmigan, and Jimmy shot it with the .22 rifle. Then we saw a small bunch of geese at the head of the marsh. We divided the party, and I went to head off their retreat to the lake while the rest went on. The plan worked perfectly, and the geese came down-wind straight over my head. The first fell beside me, and the second carried on for 200 yards and fell dead. The first was a lesser snow, the second a Ross’s goose. Quite genuinely, and without stretch of imagination, we had been forced to shoot a Ross’s goose for food. Both geese were immature females, which is interesting in showing that the non-breeding birds hang about in the immediate vicinity of the breeding ground. No doubt the flock of fifty which we had seen earlier were non-breeders. Harold is very doubtful whether the three-year-old breeding rule holds good in the wild state, and believes that two-year-olds commonly breed. This is a point which should be easy enough to elucidate by means of ringing. It could probably be done most easily with Canada geese, especially in the colonial nesting sites in Idaho and Utah, using coloured rings.


Harold did not see the second goose fall, and the rest of the party walked on, while I went back 200 yards towards the lake to pick up the Ross’s goose, which I found without difficulty. When I turned towards camp again, I could see no sign of Harold or the Eskimos. Actually, they had walked to the nearest bluff at the edge of the marsh and were sitting waiting on the rocks, where they were hard to see. I thought they had gone straight on over the hill and out of sight, and for a while I harboured hard thoughts of their ungratefulness for delivery from starvation. However, they were suitably elated when I came up with them, and I heard from Harold that Patsy had said to him ‘Thank you!’ in English when the first goose dropped.


We wandered back to camp in a sodden condition, and Harold hastily skinned the two geese with my hunting-knife – which had been used for opening tins. He cut off the breasts of the birds and cooked them up with dried potatoes. Then we climbed into the low tent (it is a khaki tent, three and a half feet high at its highest point), got into our sodden sleeping-bags and called in the Eskimos. Then we had a shock. Patsy came in and said that Jimmy had gone back to the canoe. This left horrible visions of Harold and me struggling under added loads all the way home. On the other hand, it seemed that he might have feared for the safety of the canoe and an increased flood as a result of the rain, for we had not pulled it up to an entirely safe height above the river, and there was no doubt that the Eskimos had not expected to be away for so long. We had a hasty discussion, and thought perhaps that we should break camp at once and start for home, so as to have the assistance of Jimmy. Anyway, Jimmy should be recalled. Patsy understood, and went out; then came back to say that Jimmy was coming. Jimmy took some time returning, and arrived with a ptarmigan cock. When he got back, it seemed that they had both mistaken the long time we had taken getting our wet clothes off in the tent for an intention to leave them out in the rain all night, and rather than that Jimmy had set off to sleep under the canoe – eleven miles away! As soon as we made it clear we intended him to come into the tent, he crept in behind Patsy and we all went to sleep.


We had planned to sleep for four hours, and start back at 4 a.m. Well before that I found the space so cramped that I could not get any comfortable rest. The wet caribou-skin garments and the seal-skin boots smelt much stronger than before. The inside of the tent was running with rain and condensation, and it was quite impossible with the four of us to avoid touching the top. My outer sleeping-bag was getting pretty sodden; so, just before four o’clock on finding Harold awake, too, and the rain stopped, we got up, cooked some macaroni, and set off at 5 a.m. on the long trek home.


From Wild Geese and Eskimos









3


The Ethics of Shooting


During a goose-shoot the six or seven ‘guns’ were standing in a cluster when a single goose flew over. Each man (and I was one) raised his gun and fired two barrels. Twelve shots went off at the goose, which staggered in the air, flew on, and then began to lose height. It came down far out on the mud flats in a place quite inaccessible because of the soft mud which in parts of that estuary amounts almost to quicksand. As it landed, I watched with my glasses, and saw that both its legs were broken. It crash landed, came to rest quivering on its belly, and put its head up. There was nothing that any of us could do. It was 500 yards away and inaccessible. We repaired later to the hotel for lunch, and a very good lunch it was; I remember that the cherry brandy was excellent. In the afternoon I recall that our marksmanship was a little below the standard of the morning. As we passed along the sea-wall I saw with binoculars that the bird still sat out on the mud, its neck still raised. At dusk we went back to tea, a bath before an excellent dinner, and after it a comfortable bed.


On the following day I came out again to watch the geese. The shooting of course was over, and many of the geese were feeding in the fields as if nothing had happened. But out on the mud, in precisely the same place (for there were small neap tides at the time which did not cover the high sand), still sat the goose with the broken legs. ‘What right,’ I said to myself, ‘have we men to do this to a bird for our fun – to impose that kind of suffering? I should not want this for a sworn enemy, and that goose was not my enemy when I shot at him – although I was his.’


‘That kind of suffering,’ I had said – but what kind of suffering was it, for without being a bird how could one know what pain they felt? Perhaps this is a question which will never be adequately answered, but there are, of course, observations which bear upon it. We know that wounds which would incapacitate a man do not do so to a bird. We know that cockerels will feed unconcernedly immediately after a major abdominal operation. We know that although forty-one per cent of a sample of 825 adult pink-footed geese were shown by X-rays to be carrying shot somewhere in their bodies, the average weight of the forty-one per cent was no lower than the weight of the other fifty-nine per cent, and weight is one of the most sensitive barometers of a bird’s well-being. It has been held, and I believe rightly, that pain in birds is something quite different from, and much less than, pain as we know it in man. I mean this in the physiological sense. But psychologically too, it is clear that animals suffer less, in that they are unable to reason about it and to anticipate pain or death. They do not think, ‘Perhaps this wound is mortal, perhaps I shall die.’ But in spite of all this the goose with the broken legs was upsetting.


I took the argument a stage further. I had in the past derived enormous enjoyment, good health, interest, and aesthetic pleasure from being out on the marshes at dawn and dusk and under the moon, in rain and gale and frost. The birds with their beauty and wildness had been an endless source of delight. The difficulty of outwitting them, the discomforts, the occasional dangers – these, and not the killing, made the sport of wildfowling one of the most exciting in the world. I was not interested in ‘the ultimate sanction’. I would have given anything (and I wonder how many others feel the same) for a handy portable device which for the same output of knowledge, skill and manual dexterity would bring a bird to hand alive and unharmed. It was inescapable to me that, had I never been interested in wildfowling, my enjoyment, and also my knowledge of the birds, would have been much less. Was there not a balance here? Perhaps so long as a man is deriving so much good as to offset the bad, the balance might still fall in favour of the wildfowler. If I were advising a young boy would I not say to him: ‘Of course you will enjoy wildfowling; it will bring you unparalleled thrills; and if you never experience those thrills you will probably never enjoy the birds themselves to quite the same extent, for you will not learn the subtle goose/rook, wigeon/ starling distinction, the subtle difference between man’s attitude to his traditional quarry and his attitude to all other birds’?


I am doubtful whether this argument that I might offer is sound, but I am quite sure that as soon as the doubts and the disquiet prevent you from enjoying shooting there can no longer be any good reason for going on doing it. So I have sold my guns, and I no longer shoot. It is easy for the young and keen to say, ‘Well, that’s all right for him, he’s shot all the geese he wants and now he says he doesn’t think it’s a good thing.’ But that merely confuses the issue; a dog-in-the-manger is something different again, something which I hope never to be. It can be argued that the final decisions should be made in the conscience of the individual. ‘Do I think this right, do I think this wrong? How much does my decision affect other people? Do I enjoy it so much that the overall good offsets the bad? Or would it be better to give it up?’ Having decided to give it up the situation is not quite simple. If cruelty exists on a level comparable, say, with cruelty to children, then more is demanded than personal abstention. But if we must campaign perhaps we should be better occupied campaigning against the extermination of all life on earth, or for the alleviation of all suffering starting with human suffering. Should we not oppose worst things first?


From The Eye of the Wind
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Badgers and the Animals of the Wiltshire Woods


I had an adventure the other night, and it has to do with the Wiltshire woods in general, and badgers in particular. I’m not an expert on badgers, or anything like that – in fact, up till last week my only experience of badgers was that I once caught one in an umbrella. Mind you, I don’t suppose many people have caught a wild badger in an umbrella; I’d even hazard a guess that I was the only person who ever had caught a badger in an umbrella. But still, that doesn’t make one a badger expert, and it was a long way from the Wiltshire woods.


It was up in the Bavarian Alps, where I used sometimes to go trout fishing in the summer – as a matter of fact, I think wild strawberries were as much of a lure to me as the trout. I was walking home across the valley one afternoon about tea-time, thinking of the lovely dish of strawberries I was just going to have, with a towel over one shoulder, because I’d been bathing, and my trout rod over the other, and hanging on my arm the umbrella which I usually took with me, because thunderstorms are a speciality of the Alps. Most hay fields in the Alps have a little wooden hut in them, where the hay is stored, and I came round the corner of one of these huts and saw a baby badger sitting right out in the open. Of course, as soon as he saw me he started to run back to his hole which was actually under the hut, and thinking it might be rather fun to have a closer look at him I jumped to head him off. We both had about ten yards to go, but as I went, I had a brainwave – I half-opened my umbrella and blocked the hole with it. The badger finished close second and he ran straight into the umbrella and got caught. Now, the chief thing about badgers is that they bite, and even this baby one looked pretty savage down in the bottom of my umbrella, so I wrapped my bathing towel round my hand and gave it to him to bite. He seized hold of it, and while he was busy biting it, I picked him up with the other hand and had a good look at him. Then I thought I’d like to show him to a friend of mine who’d come out to help me eat strawberries, and who was fishing farther down the river, so I carried him back to the inn. As we went he spent the time alternately biting my towel-padded hand, and rolling himself up into a sort of ball almost like a hedgehog.


After tea, we decided that he was much too old to be tamed, because although badgers make the most wonderful pets, you must start with them when they’re very tiny. So we took him back to his home, and popped him down the hole under the hut, and then we listened. We heard the rumble as he ran down, and then we heard the most tremendous sound of grunts and squeaks. Evidently the poor little fellow was getting roundly scolded for being out so long.


So that was my only real experience of badgers up to last week, though I always wanted to know more about them, because there’s no other English animal so comparatively common and yet so shrouded in mystery.


But I have a friend who knows quite a lot about them, and when she invited me to go and watch them with her in a wood in Wiltshire, of course I jumped at the opportunity. I spent two evenings there last week, and I want to tell you about them in detail, because to me they were both very exciting evenings.


On the first, we motored to the very top of the downs on the borders of Wiltshire and Berkshire. The best of the sunset was over, but there was still a marvellous golden glow in the windy sky, and on the downs there was quite a strong westerly wind

blowing. From the crest of the down we walked over on to the north face where there was a little wood of hazels and ash trees, and in the middle of this we came to the badger’s sett.


It was about nine o’clock when we got there, but it was already pretty dark inside the wood. On the steep slope we came to a little hollow and in it were half a dozen holes, and outside and around them were enormous heaps of white chalky soil which generations of badgers had excavated.


We lit a match to see which way the wind was blowing. Although it was westerly on top of the down, wind plays all kinds of funny tricks in woods, especially if they happen to be on a steep slope; the direction of the wind is very important when you’re watching badgers, because their noses are much keener than their eyes.


We found out from our match exactly how the wind lay, and we worked round the down wind side of the sett to a pair of steps which my friend had specially put up sometime before so that the badgers could get used to it.


I climbed to the top of the steps and sat down on a rubber cushion I’d brought. I was about eight yards from the mouth of the main hole, and since badgers seldom look up, I was unlikely to be either seen or winded by them. My friend sat a little further away on the ground at the foot of a tree.


If you’re going to watch for badgers, you have to know how to do one thing, and that is – sit still. I settled myself soon after nine o’clock, and I remained on top of that pair of steps until a quarter past eleven. I don’t say that I never moved at all during those two hours, but I didn’t move much: I just kept my eyes glued to the hole which was at the foot of a great ash tree.


Meanwhile I listened. Above the rustle of the leaves, I heard peewits calling from the downs, and once the stirring call of stone curlews. When it was still fairly light I watched a wood mouse foraging near the foot of my steps, but although I peered at the black mouth of the sett, the badgers never emerged, and at last, when it was really too dark to see anything at all in the depth of the wood, we decided to go home, and groped our way up the slope on to the open down, and back to the track which ran along its crest. There was a first quarter moon, and to the eastward, Mars shone a sort of rich coppery red. He was strangely ominous, I thought – Mars the planet, closer than he’s been for nearly fifteen years. Mars the God of War. But, somehow, rabbits are reassuring things, and when we turned on the headlights of the car, a hundred of them scampered across the beam.


After that fruitless watch, we rather lost faith in those particular badgers, so during the next day we went to visit one or two other setts my friend knew of, and eventually in the afternoon we went to one where she’d watched them some years before but where they’d since been killed and their holes filled in. When we reached it though we found to our delight that there were two holes freshly opened, and bearing signs of evident occupation. The trunk of a tree near by showed recent scratches where the badgers had been sharpening their claws. Nearby, too, were lots of little scrapes where they had dug for the roots which form a staple part of their diet; and in the mouth of the hole were fresh fronds of bracken and leaves of dog mercury which badgers use for bedding. These leaves were scarcely withered, so they indicated quite certainly that the badgers had been there the night before. In great excitement, we tested the wind and chose our spot from which to watch and then since it was still much too early, we went back to the edge of the wood to await sunset.


As we walked along the ridges we found a lot of deer tracks, in the soft earth. From their size I think they must have been fallow deer. And then we came out on to the down, and the evening sun shone on to the great purple banks of rose bay. What herbaceous border can produce a more brilliant show than wild rose bay in July? The whole hillside was bathed in its brilliance. There was a little dew pond and we walked round it looking for tracks to see whether the badgers came to it to drink, but we didn’t find any. The pond was pretty muddy, and every few seconds a newt would break surface and leave a bubble and then disappear again with a wiggle of his tail. There must have been hundreds of them – mostly common newts – though we did see one big crested newt.


At about half past eight, we collected our rubber cushions and field glasses and went back on tip-toe to our chosen watching place at the foot of a nut tree. On the way we lit a couple of matches to check the wind direction, and found that all was still well. Then we settled ourselves down to the really rather arduous task of sitting quite still.


We hadn’t been there long before a wood-pigeon came to roost in a tree just above our heads, and we decided that he’d better be disturbed at once because he might have chosen to spot us and depart with a clatter just when the badgers were emerging. So we said, ‘Off you go, pigeon,’ and in a moment, he was gone.


About half an hour later, when it was still broad daylight, I happened to be staring full at the sett, when the first badger came out. I saw the top of his black and white stripey head appear, and my heart undoubtedly missed at least one beat, but of course, outwardly, I remained absolutely motionless. The badger was about twelve yards away and, after sniffing the air for a few seconds, he came right outside.


He seemed enormous, though he was probably a perfectly normal badger, but badgers sometimes weigh over thirty pounds, and this one looked about three and a half feet long. He stood just outside the sett mouth, and kept raising and dropping his head in a nervous way, and then sniffing on the ground, and then suddenly I saw another head emerging beside him. The second badger didn’t stay up for long, and about a minute later there was a rumble and bump, and the two of them had disappeared again below ground. It seemed to us that they were very uneasy, and, indeed, it was still so light that I think it quite possible they may have seen us. Anyway it was another half hour before they came up again.


I’m afraid I can’t begin to convey the terrific thrill of their sudden appearance. One moment, there was nothing, and the next – there was a badger, a dim dusky shape silhouetted against the pale green of the open, brackeny glade beyond the sett. This time the boar emerged first and sat down to have a really good scratch, which sort of echoed round the wood. Then the female came out too, and she had a good scratch. It was really an orgy of scratching. And then, a moment later, came a baby about half grown. The mother licked it and then both of them went down below again, leaving only the boar on top. He sniffed about but didn’t venture more than a few feet from the sett. He seemed to me to be a bit suspicious still, and in a minute or two he disappeared again below ground.


By now it was pretty dark, and I kept the field glasses trained on the entrance of the sett, whilst we both very gingerly shifted on our rubber cushions, to uncramp ourselves, because we’d been sitting like statues for quite a while now.


We heard a woodcock doing his roding call in the distance, and a far-away peewit crying from the down, and then came the breathless moment when the badgers were there again.


Although it was so dark, I could see every detail of the boar’s face as he re-appeared and started to sniff around again. He was twelve yards away and the glasses made him look an eighth of that distance – under five feet. Incidentally, my friend told me that she had once had a badger walk within three feet of her, so that afterwards she could reach out and touch the place where it had stood. But on this night we had no such luck, because their way seemed to be out into the brackeny glade beyond the sett. The two old badgers started off and then stopped and looked back, and then the baby came out and started after them. Immediately the old ones set off again, and the whole family trotted off up the wood for their night’s foraging. We heard them moving at first, and then we gave them ten minutes to be out of earshot, before we got up and crept away.


The moon lit us down the ride, and we talked only in whispers because the night was very still. When we came out on to the down, we found a glow worm shining away at the side of the path. We picked her up, and her tail shone on my hand, and then we left her in the grass. Rabbits rustled in the bracken, and the night was wonderfully still.


Well, that was my adventure, the sort of adventure that anyone might have if they took the trouble to sit still at a badger’s sett. Of course, some people may not think it was very exciting, but, on the other hand, some may. I thought it was.


BBC National Programme broadcast, August 1939
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The Introduction of Exotic Species


Successful species are constantly trying to extend their range, to colonise new areas. They are limited by the scope of their adaptability to a new environment, by their methods of locomotion, or by behavioural tradition. Thus seasonal food supply or winter temperature may limit the range of, say, the common chamaeleon in Europe; a narrow strait may prevent mice from colonising a new island; the family bond in wild geese may prevent them from resorting to pastures new because their parents did not lead them there. Some of these limitations have been overcome by the deliberate or accidental intervention of man. On the other hand, many species have extended their range by entirely natural accidents against which the odds must be very long indeed.


How many iguanas, lizards, geckos, tortoises, and snakes must have drifted down the Pacific rivers of South America on floating islands of weed before breeding stocks of each could establish themselves six hundred miles out from shore on the volcanic Galapagos Islands, newly risen from the sea? How many plant seeds had to drift out? How many land birds, like finches and mocking birds and hawks, had to be blown out to sea by offshore winds? These accidental natural introductions of animals to a group of originally lifeless volcanic islands helped Darwin to formulate his theory of evolution by natural selection, and led to an understanding of the principles of adaptive radiation.


The animals I have mentioned were introduced, so far as we know, without man’s assistance. But the same islands are now also over-run with wild populations of donkeys, pigs, goats, dogs, cats, rats, and mice, all introduced on purpose or by accident by man himself. The list has been described as ‘the wrecking crew’, because of their effect on the natural ecosystem.


Introduced species have in many cases caused the extinction of indigenous species, because the native animals have not evolved to withstand the onslaught of new predators or to defeat new competitors for food, and cannot adapt themselves quickly enough to survive. In other cases, like the rabbits in Australia and the red deer in New Zealand, populations of introduced species have reached pest proportions with serious economic consequences.


These examples have led to a general conclusion among ecologists and conservationists that the deliberate or accidental introduction of any exotic species is highly dangerous, and basically to be condemned as ignorant, careless, and irresponsible. And yet every year thousands of animals are being translocated by a large number of people for the express purpose of releasing them into a new environment. Nowadays this is usually done in the name of sport – more precisely as part of the economics of sport-hunting and fishing. Less frequently it is done with the intention of providing biological control of some pest. In former times simpler motivations were at work – the desire of colonists to have familiar creatures, especially song birds, around them, or even just the desire to enrich a poor local fauna by making some colourful or attractive additions.


In the past, too, pigs, goats, and rabbits were deliberately released on uninhabited islands to provide a source of food for castaways. The pigs and goats on the Galapagos Islands are probably attributable to this source, and the feral pigs in particular are still a staple item of diet for the three thousand people living on the islands.


Accidental introductions have been no less disastrous than deliberate ones. Man cannot settle anywhere without bringing the rat, which has probably caused more extinctions of bird species than any other single factor attributable to him. When his two principal predator pets, dogs and cats, are added and become feral, as they almost always do in a habitat rich in native prey species, the position soon becomes critical for birds, small mammals, and small reptiles. The cats on Ascension Island, for example, are currently threatening the seabird colonies. Pigs have more often become feral accidentally than by deliberate human intention, and are particularly damaging to ground-nesting birds. They were certainly a major factor in the extinction of the dodo in Mauritius in about the year 1681. Pigs also eat the eggs of the various forms of giant tortoises in the Galapagos, and have been a major contributory cause of the extinction of at least two forms.


It is on the oceanic islands, which have so often evolved animal communities of particular variety and interest, that introduced animals have wrought so much havoc; and undoubtedly mammalian introductions have had the most serious consequences. In a very few cases bird introductions have been significantly inimical to man’s interests; more often the effects of competition have been damaging to indigenous bird species, occasionally causing extinction. In the light of all these dire consequences, what should be the attitude of responsible people to the introduction by human agency of any exotic species of animals?


The conclusion must surely be that the unknown dangers of tampering with ecosystems in this way make any introduction hazardous and basically undesirable. This is particularly true of small discrete ecosystems, such as those of oceanic islands or isolated montane biotopes. Introduction of any mammals, and especially predatory species, is the most dangerous to the native fauna, insects probably the next most dangerous (with the possible exception of butterflies), then fish. Birds, which for sporting and aesthetic reasons are among the most popular animals for introduction, only rarely have a sweeping effect on the environment. It must be borne in mind that flight, combined with strong winds, has constantly led to the ‘accidental’ natural colonisation of new areas by birds. The recent spread of the cattle egret into the New World and the arrival of the collared dove in Britain are cases in point. A similar unsuccessful example was the presence in New Zealand of a small population of the Australian white-eyed pochard for a limited period in the early part of this century.


The successful introduction into Britain of such birds as the little owl, the Canada goose, the mandarin duck, the pheasant, the red-legged partridge, and most recently the ruddy duck do not so far seem to have adversely affected the environment or the indigenous avifauna. In other areas introduced species have been less welcome – for example, the starling in North America and elsewhere, the Indian mynah in Hawaii and other Pacific islands, the house sparrow, etc.


In New Zealand the desire of colonists for familiar creatures from the homeland led to the establishment of a network of ‘acclimatisation societies’, vieing with each other to introduce exotic species. This has had a very significant effect on the endemic avifauna. Deer of a number of species have greatly altered the nature of the forests; Australian possums have enormously reduced the native birds. The wetland ecology has been changed by the addition of Australian black swans and Canada geese, both now present in tens of thousands. The northern hemisphere mallard has crossed extensively with the New Zealand grey duck, producing a rather ugly hybrid which is now widespread.


Although these results are to be deplored, it is still open to argument that justification may exist on aesthetic grounds for the introduction of colourful or melodious birds into a dull native avifauna. Such argument might be extended to include butterflies and perhaps some small reptiles and amphibia. A second justification might be established for the introduction of biological controls for pests as an alternative to chemical pesticides, though it should not be forgotten that the introduction of the mongoose to control rats has been unsuccessful and singularly disastrous in many places, notably in Hawaii.


Introduction for biological control might consist of predatory or parasitic invertebrates, though even then the results may well turn out to be unexpected and embarrassing, and clearly the technique should only be used sparingly, and then only when it offers a promising alternative to significant human hardship or suffering. A third possible justification might be found for translocating a species seriously and irrevocably threatened in its own range to a new area outside its own range. This was the intention (at least in part) for the introduction fifty-eight years ago of the greater bird of paradise into Little Tobago.


Another aspect of the subject is the re-introduction of animals into areas which they formerly inhabited, but from which they have been exterminated. A recent proposal suggests that the wolf and the bear might be reintroduced to Britain to control over-population of deer in some areas. This is only practical if the original causes of extermination have been removed. In this case, conflict with man over depredations of domestic livestock was probably the principal original cause, and it seems likely that the same conflict would bring the reintroduction experiment to nought. It is questionable whether a state of opinion has yet been reached in which man will be ready to accept material loss by depredation for the advantages of ecological balance and an enriched fauna for his aesthetic enjoyment, although in the long run such a state of affairs might well be attained in developed countries. The idea that some small financial sacrifice may be necessary and desirable in the name of aesthetic enlightenment and civilisation is gaining ground in some countries quite rapidly.


When a form has become totally extinct it could be worth considering the introduction of a closely related form which might be adaptable enough to become established. For example, another race of the North American prairie chicken might be introduced into the former range of the now extinct heath hen, provided that a viable amount of suitable habitat could be set aside for the purpose.


The tendency of man to wish to interfere with the natural distribution of animals is not always associated with practical or material motivation. There seems to be an element of curiosity to see whether an artificial introduction ‘will work’, and a sense of challenge to make the attempt a success.


We may regret man’s tendency to ‘play God’ in this way, and we may feel that the purist approach which deplores any introduction whatever is the more responsible view. We should not forget that whichever attitude finally prevails, man has already greatly modified the distribution of animals across the earth, and will certainly continue to do so. We should also remember that man and his attitudes are more than ever an essential ingredient of natural evolution, because man is still an integral part of nature.


Address to IUCN Technical Meeting, Lucerne, 1966
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Food Production and Conservation


In a world where two thirds of the human population are still hungry and vast numbers still die of starvation or diseases of malnutrition, a visitor from outer space would have difficulty in understanding why a large proportion of the remaining third suffers in various ways from over-eating. The same visitor would have difficulty in understanding how a species that is fully conversant with the principles of population dynamics is unable to apply that knowledge to its own survival and prosperity.


The curve of human population rises steeply; so too does the curve of food supply, but not steeply enough. Far from the gap between them closing, it continues to widen. Demand exceeds supply by more each year, not less. In increasing food production we are not even keeping up with the increasing population. The long-term answer must lie in the power of mankind to control his destiny by controlling his population – a forlorn hope, many people think, but as a practising optimist I disagree. As an animal, man is more destructive than any other, but he is also more imaginative and creative and ingenious than any other – and he has evolved a conscience. Throughout his history he has been surprisingly good at removing obstacles, at eliminating things that were clearly disadvantageous. As soon as over-population becomes clearly and universally disadvantageous, the problem that now looks so insoluble will be solved.


Meanwhile, back on the ranch … food production must somehow be stepped up to tide over the period before man discovers that quality in life is a better aim than quantity, that fewer people with higher standards of life are better than more with lower standards. If the lesson is not learned, human beings will soon be living in much the same conditions as factoryfarmed animals.


But though I am certain the lesson will eventually be learned, we have still got to step up food production, and this is where Elspeth Huxley’s book Brave New Victuals comes in. It looks with acute perception into the future and it deals in remarkable detail with the present trends that have caused so much concern to many, myself among them. It deals also with the reasons for that concern. Time snaps at our heels. There is no time to lose, we realise; no time for long years of research which may yield results that may be unexpected and even contradict some of our accepted beliefs. As the human flood spreads over the countryside, robbing the farmer and stockman of land needed for his crops and livestock to cover it with habitations, roads, schools, factories, recreation grounds, and power stations, so we must step up output from the land which remains. So we turn to those intensive forms of food production many of us instinctively dislike – battery hens, barley beef, indoor veal, sweat-box pigs, and so on. We cannot afford to sit back and let the pests, weeds, and diseases, formerly kept in check by traditional methods of husbandry, take a mounting toll as the opportunities offered them by modern concentrated methods of production expand. So we rush into the indiscriminate use of pesticides which kill not only the pests, but all the other insects and the creatures which feed on them, and the other creatures which in turn feed on them, until the food chain brings the poisons to us – not, as we are constantly assured, in harmful quantities, but in measurable amounts. To steepen that food production curve these risks may have to be taken, even though research on side effects is incomplete. If the effects of pesticides on predatory birds are a true indication, then we may reach a point where man (the most predatory of all predatory animals) begins to suffer from a similar sterility. From an over-population point of view it could be argued that such an accidental side effect would be quite beneficial. But if man’s fecundity is to be limited, surely it should not be left to a blind miscalculation which at the same time kills or sterilises so many other creatures? Surely man will demand more control of his destiny than this?


The technology of our world accelerates as ‘progress’ rushes onwards. Only the mind of man and the speed at which it can be changed or modified or moulded to new ideas remain sadly the same, or almost the same, as ever. The adaptability of the human animal progresses inexorably at the speed of evolution by natural selection, which now includes the special social selection operated by man himself. It may take one tenth of the time that it took ten years ago to develop an electronic invention, but it still takes just as long as ever to adjust the human mind to a wholly new idea. So technology outstrips our capacity to control it and use it for the enrichment of human life. Instead, we are in danger of being used by it, and driven over the precipice like Gadarene swine in the grip of a spirit we do not understand.


Moses took the children of Israel into the wilderness for forty years. Evolution might have brought that figure down to thirty-nine years, some four thousand years later. But now we can neither afford to think in terms of thousands of years, nor even of forty. The dangers are immediate, as the gap between the under- and the over-fed widens, and through the spread of education the underfed and overcrowded come to realise that their condition is not due to the will of God or the decrees of fate, but rather to the inability of man to control his own destiny and organise his own resources. Then they will demand changes, not in forty years, but here and now.


This is the background to Mrs Huxley’s inquiry. Hers is a very important book. It is about the survival of the human race, and it deals realistically not only with facts and figures, but also with human emotions – a part of the equation which planners often forget. We all like to think we are logical and rational, and motivated by what is scientifically sensible – but we all in varying degree have emotions, and bees in our bonnets too, stemming from our personal dispositions and experiences; without them we should be incomplete human beings and our decisions would be out of balance.


We are perpetually being faced with decisions – the ‘don’t knows’ are usually the smallest category in any popular poll – even though there may seem to be little enough chance of influencing the course of events by the stand we make. At least we should be informed. That is the service offered to us by this book. Elspeth Huxley has given us the facts, as she set out to do. The judgements are up to us to make.


Foreword to Brave New Victuals









7


Search for Salvadori’s Duck


Wednesday 12 December 1956. Off to New Guinea at last. My wife Philippa, BBC cameraman Charles Lagus, and I embarked in a DC4 with hordes of schoolchildren returning home for Christmas. We left Sydney at 4.15 a.m., had breakfast at Brisbane, and flew north along the Queensland coast. We had our first view of the coral atolls of the Barrier Reef, green in the shallows, so green that after a while the little cumulus clouds looked pink. And then in the afternoon, with a deal of turbulence at low altitude, we landed at Port Moresby. This is in arid savannah country with sparse eucalypt bush. We were met by the representative of the Hallstrom Trust – Barry Osborne – who was helpful and pleasant and saw us into the DC3 which was to take us on to Lae. It was a freighter and we sat on benches along each side.


We flew through thin and wispy cumulus, over steep wooded ridges and swamps. It was green and lush and jungly. And at 5.00 in the evening we circled round Lae, seeing how the town has surrounded the airstrip, and how the waters from the Markham River laden with mud sweep round the north shore of the Huon Gulf (in spite of the clean water of the little river at Lae itself ) so that a Japanese ship beached in the war is now so silted up that it has become entirely surrounded by land. Only from the air can the new bulge in the coastline be detected.


At Lae it was hot, unbearably hot, being evening. We were met by John Cunliffe – among other things Veterinary Officer – and by Mrs Taylor of the Department of Agriculture. It seems that Sir Edward Hallstrom had given no prior notice of our arrival to anyone and his telephone message by radio had become considerably garbled. It appears that they were expecting two of us – me and Director Severn [a reference to The Severn Wildfowl Trust, now the Wildfowl Trust]. Where, I was asked, was Director Severn. ‘That’s me!’ ‘Oh, then where is Mr Scott?’


As we drove to our hotel I was suddenly excited by the whole prospect. This was New Guinea. It looked strange and exotic. It was superbly tropical. It was the naturalists’ paradise, as I had always read, and I suddenly felt sure it was going to live up to its reputation. Besides, it was the home of the mysterious Salvadori’s duck, which I should soon be seeing for the very first time. It was dark by the time we were established in our rooms, but I could see at once that the population of geckos was higher than anywhere else I had ever seen. Newly hatched young and adults were all over the ceilings and around the lamps. The passages were full of them. Every few minutes we heard the delightful little clicking call, Tche-tche-tche-tche-tche, not unlike the noise one makes to persuade a horse to go faster. The call gets softer and the repetitions quicker at the end.


Friday 14 December. We left early for the flight to Nondugl. At the airport Charles had Customs difficulties. It appears that we had not been properly cleared on Wednesday evening, and the Customs officer now wanted a deposit of £250 on the value of Charles’s cameras and film. Honour was finally satisfied with the gloriously illogical arrangement that Charles was to leave one half of his letter of credit as guarantee of the deposit! Then we boarded our DC3 freighter with a great pile of furniture and other freight in the centre and a bench of seats along one side only. There were six passengers including us.


At one of our stops, Hagen (pronounced almost to rhyme with bargain), the District Commissioner named Skinner came up and introduced himself. He told us his son had shot two Salvadori’s ducks with one shot – at eight years old. Skinner called over and introduced Ned Blood as the most knowedgeable person on ducks. He had been at Nondugl for some years. He said the only other ducks in the Wahgi Valley were black ducks, but that over on the Sepik there were ‘lots of ducks including the harlequin duck’. Just then the plane was about to take off, so I never had a chance to find out what the New Guinea harlequin duck might be.


And so we flew to Nondugl. I liked Nondugl the moment we were down. It was near enough to the northern foothills to have dominating hill features as a backcloth and somehow the broken country and the trees made the whole landscape just right. Nondugl was at once apparent as a lovely place. Frank Pemble Smith arrived on a motor bike, and soon after a tractor and trailer arrived with Fred Shaw-Mayer to greet us. These were two very different men. ‘Pem’, thick-set, self-assured, a pioneer, an Empire-builder. Fred, tall, quiet, a scientific collector and ornithologist, now in his late sixties, burned dark by the sun, slow of speech, courteous of manner.


Fred rode up with us in the trailer and we came to the homestead and were greeted by Sue Pemble Smith – attractive and friendly, with two small boys, Peter and Timmy. Once installed, with a sandwich lunch inside us (and pineapple grown locally) we went down to ‘the Fauna Section’ – which is Fred’s zoo. He showed us round and it was an utterly delightful afternoon. The zoo (or should it better be called the sanctuary?) covers about 10 acres. It consists of three ponds formed by dams across a shallow cleft. Around these are lawns and flower beds and flowering shrubs and bamboos, and dotted about are eight or nine aviaries, beautifully planted up and somehow fitting most appropriately into the whole landscape. The collection consists of about two hundred birds of paradise, some bower birds, parrots, three cassowaries, and twenty Salvadori’s ducks and a dozen or more tree kangaroos of three different kinds.


It was not unnatural, perhaps, that we could hardly wait to see the Salvadori’s ducks. Fred took us into the enclosure round the top pond and there at once was a pair of them about 15 yards away at the edge of some sedges. The bird was more striking than I had expected. The yellowish, flesh-coloured bill with no black tip was prominent and there was quite a sharp dividing line between the dark brown head and the pale, creamy-yellow ground colour of the spotted breast. The barring of back and flanks, however, was less precise and neat than I had painted in my illustration for The Waterfowl of the World. Nevertheless it was quite a handsome bird. More surprising were its movements. It swam with a rapid jerky backwards-and-forwards movement of the head, caused apparently by nervousness, or watchfulness, and the tail, which is very long, was carried at times almost vertically.


After a while we saw the display. It was the only true courtship display behaviour we saw, though later we saw ‘dashing and diving’. The male’s head is stretched up and moved only slightly in unison with a whistle. The whole of this is reminiscent of the shelducks. The female meanwhile pumps her head up and down violently, emitting a series of croaking barks which are clearly analogous to the mallard’s quack.


In the next few days we had ample opportunity to become familiar with the bird. In feeding it frequently ‘up-ended’ like any other dabbling duck, but it dived much more readily and went under from a ‘low-in-the-water’ posture without making a ripple. It is obviously a very accomplished diver. It is also of skulking habit and largely nocturnal, as Fred told me of various occasions when he had seen them about the pens at night. Later I had a chance to handle three live birds – two males and one female. The female’s head was much paler on the crown and forehead, and more streaked. The wings are quite short, but the speculum is very well marked, though the green is only on the inner half. The line of the white tips of the secondaries is extended to the tips of the inner primaries.


From all that we saw of the bird I have no doubt that it is a dabbling duck and should correctly be in the tribe Anatini, though whether it should be in the Genus Anas is more doubtful. It is certainly not just another teal like the Cape teal or Chile teal. It is quite highly specialised for living in mountain streams; the long tail and the jerky head movements are reminiscent of the torrent duck. The eye is rather farther forward than in most dabbling ducks, suggesting the requirement for increased binocular vision in order to catch living prey. Fred thinks that tadpoles form the basis of their diet in the wild state. He feeds his ducks with tadpoles during most of the year, but in the wet season, when they are harder to get, he augments this with meat – sometimes tripe.


Saturday 15 December. Pem took us for a drive in the Land-Rover round the estate. We went first up the slope to the site of a new training college which is to be built. From here we looked down the easy sloping side of the valley across pastures dotted with casuarina trees. The Hallstrom Trust ground is a narrow strip half a mile wide and two miles long. At right angles to it farther up the Wahgi Valley, and detached by a couple of miles, is another narrow strip of about 800 acres. These lands are bounded by native holdings. The population is very large and yet one is hardly aware of it. Nowhere can a dense human population blend more perfectly with its environment. The little low grass houses are hidden away in the shade, and only occasional glimpses of banana trees, or sugar cane, or the squared beds of sweet potato on the hillside show that the landscape is subject to man’s influence.


After lunch we returned to the pond in the zoo. It was poor light with intermittent rain, so we occupied the time building a hide beside the water close to where the ducks seemed to be principally loafing. Fred has now bred them twice, rearing three

and two from two clutches of three eggs each. He has twenty altogether, of which fourteen are on the main pond, four more recently captured in a very small pen with a little pond, and a pair on a lower pond, which were in full moult with no flight feathers. One pair bred in January and another in July; it is possible that it was the same pair, though it seems to me unlikely. Only four of the fourteen on the big pond were in evidence. These four seemed to get on quite well together and occasionally stimulated one pair to display.


Sunday 16 December. Charles got up early and recorded the howling of the wild dogs. The pair of New Guinea wild dogs kept in the zoo are the most delightful animals; they look like a cross between a fox and a dingo, and I think they might well become a highly successful new breed, if properly introduced. Phil and I were also up early, and filming Salvadori’s ducks on the lower pond before breakfast.


They behaved fairly well, although they usually retired into the shade before displaying. Later, in the afternoon, Phil took some stills from the same hide, while Charles filmed Gouwra crowned pigeons. Most afternoons it had begun to rain by about three, though some days it had held of even until five.


Monday 17 December. The day’s objective was to see Salvadori’s ducks in the wild. For this we were to go up the Gonigel, a river flowing past Nondugl from the north.


We set off in the Land-Rover and drove as far as the road went – a timber road cut for getting out logs. Our guides were Aroba, or Roba – the Pemble Smiths’ house boy – and two young lads who worked for Fred Shaw-Mayer, called Aggis and Kahboon, who were supposed to have located some ducks the day before but hadn’t found any. It was still grey and cloudy when we got to the end of the road, and indeed it remained so all day.


The road ended at the river and we were supposed to ford at this point, but the first of our band of a dozen or more natives who had assembled found the crossing too deep. So, having removed shoes and socks, it was decided we should try a few yards upstream. This few yards developed into quite a climb along a cliff face, over a ridge, through a pandanus swamp and eventually to the river about a quarter of a mile farther up. We squelched in our bare feet through the mud pools along a scarcely detectable path. At last a crossing place was detected and Charles filmed us all wading thigh-deep in the white water, making a chain across the river. Once across I filmed Charles following.


On the far side we put our shoes and socks on again and started up the side of the river again. Soon, however, we joined a more major path, leaving Roba to follow the river and report if any ducks were seen. We met natives along this path, which wound through high timber, past native grass huts and gardens, up into the moss forest. Here mosses and lichens grew on many of the trees. There was surprisingly little in the way of animal life. The only bird I saw to identify was a yellow-faced honey eater.


It was pleasant climbing and the boys were carrying all our camera equipment, coats, and so on. By now we were quite hot, although the valley was still overcast. But the cloud had been receding uphill ahead of us, so that we were never walking in mist. Eventually we reached a primitive foot-bridge across the river and not long afterwards the stream divided. At this point Pem suggested that we stop for lunch, sending the small boys on ahead to find ducks.


It was an excellent lunch of grilled chops, tomato sauce, excellent homemade biscuits, banana, and pineapple. During, before, and after lunch various small animals were seen and I filmed two colour phases of a fine balsam – Impatiens sp. – one of which was purplish pink and the other orange scarlet. A rather nice beetle with a yellow tail was brought in by the boys and I watched a very beautiful red, yellow, and blue tiger moth trying to find somewhere to lay an egg. She landed for a moment on my shorts. After laying an egg under a very large leaf, the culmination of a couple of minutes of hovering, the insect swept up and away with unexpected speed.


The boys returned after lunch, standing round the fire to keep warm. They had seen no ducks. They now said that it was no good up here in the rainy season, the river was too swift, the ducks had all gone down to the swamps along the Wahgi. Yes, Roba said, he knew the duck well. It was called ‘Koorang’ or ‘Koorund’. We got them all to say it, and finally it was ‘Toolund’. I did a drawing for them and they all agreed. There were two kinds down on the Wahgi – the big ones which were dark and the little ones which were paler. If we were to go down to the Wahgi he would show us that he was not telling lies. All this was communicated in New Guinea Pidgin, which is just understandable when Pem talks it, but quite incomprehensible when spoken by the natives.


After lunch it seemed that nothing remained but to turn back, especially as the rain might soon be expected to start. Actually, it held off as we made our way back down the path, filming as we went. We stayed on the main paths, which finally led down to the ford opposite the Land-Rover. When we got there Pem and Charles were already across. It appeared that Pem had been swept off a rock and had fallen in completely, and that Charles had filmed the whole thing. They suggested that we should go a few hundreds yards farther down stream where there was a bridge. This we did and were met there later by the Land-Rover.


Charles was wading about in the stream below to film the crossing of the bridge, which consisted of three pandanus trunks lashed together with vines, with a single branch like the prong of a fork as a hand rest for balancing. Once safely across the bridge we were soon embarked in the Land-Rover with a mass of natives piled in the back with Charles and the cameras, and on our way down the valley to Nondugl.


The rain still held off, so we went down to the zoo again and filmed Fred and Phil and I going to look at Salvadori’s ducks. We had no sooner finished than it came on to rain hard, and we had to run for it. And during the night it rained and it rained, so that the next morning …


Tuesday 18 December. The cutting on the road was blocked by a landslide and our trip to the Wahgi had to be postponed. Instead we filmed and recorded the yodelling call by which news is passed round the valley.


Late in the afternoon a most beautiful rain storm with back lighting appeared over at Minj across the valley. That evening Fred Shaw-Mayer came in for dinner. He told wonderful stories of his early travels and collecting trips. After dinner I got him to give me the names of some of the birds we had seen and I went on picking his brains until far too late, for which I was in trouble from Phil at bed-time.


Wednesday 19 December. Pem and Phil and I made the trip to the Wahgi in the Land-Rover, while Charles stayed behind to film birds of paradise. It was a very hot sunny morning. We went down the main road for a few miles and struck along a ridge to the edge of the last ledge above the river. Here we looked across the bends of the meandering river, café-au-lait-coloured after the rains. The river flowed fast, but there were some swamps which were the remains of ox-bows, old river channels. One of these, which was almost overgrown, was immediately below us and Roba suggested we should go down past a little homestead and its pigs and see if there were any ducks. Another ox-bow on the far side of the river had an egret beside it – Egretta garzetta nigripes – and a couple of black dots which were almost certainly black ducks. What would there be in the much thicker swamp below us?


Accompanied by two little girls we got down to the edge of the swamp, but could find practically no vantage point from which we could see what open water there was. It became clear at a fairly early stage that there was no great future in this particular swamp. A large bird flying over the river in the distance was pronounced to be a duck, but was in fact a cormorant. The only other birds we saw were a pair of rather pretty little shrike with a red back. This was Larinus schack stresemanni. There was also a pale, harrier-like hawk with black shoulders of which we saw two or three during the day – it is Elanus coeruleus wahgiensis. The 15-foot-high reeds were full of little brown finches, the males with smart black heads – the Wahgi munia, Lonchura spectabilis wahgiensis. Roba and a local who had joined us were sent to look for ducks on the next bit of swamp. It was half an hour later when our spirits were a bit low that conversational quacking began in the reeds quite close by. This was evidently a black duck, but it showed that there were ducks about.


We were now about 1,500 feet below Nondugl (5,500 feet) and it was becoming very hot indeed. The prospect of a 500-foot steep climb back to the Land-Rover was not inviting, but we decided to make a start, having persuaded the little girls to call to Roba. Halfway up the hill we stopped to rest and were joined first by a very attractive fifteen-year-old girl and then by a charming old man – father of all the children – who came up making a most peculiar noise like Eeee-eeee-eeee which was evidently an expression of extreme pleasure at meeting us. He was quite delightful. Roba explained his joy with the phrase: ‘Big fella master, big fella Mrs’. It is a commentary on the size of these natives that Phil should be regarded by them as ‘Big fella Mrs’.


We decided to have one more try at the Wahgi swamps by going round and over the bridge and then coming back on the other side so as to overlook the pool on which we had seen the pair of black ducks. So, extremely hot and deliquescent, we got back to the vehicle and set off upstream towards the bridge. One of the nicest features of the roads is that they are planted with flowering shrubs, especially plants with red leaves. Among them is a pink flowered balsam with red leaves. The Wahgi bridge is a suspension bridge on wire cable which produces a wonderful wave action as the vehicle advances across it. We called on a planter who lives near the bridge but he was away at Minj. However, Pem raided his larder and we ate pineapples after we had examined a pond just below the house, on which there were no ducks, but which looked as though there might have been. It was in this garden that we saw a tiny dark quail, Turnix maculosa giluwensis. Then on to Minj where we turned back down a track leading to the river again.


But the trouble with the track was pig fences. The first one we came to had two natives beside it, and Pem decided we should dismantle it; the natives were a bit sullen about it but eventually they helped Roba with the job. Two more fences were dismantled and then we came to a stream with a pandanus trunk bridge and the car could go no farther.


Then began an endless walk along a black, single-track footpath between hedges of Crotaleria anagyroides, a shrubby yellow leguminous plant with leaves rather like laburnum. The flowers are about the same size too, but on a spike instead of hanging. Frequently we thought we were getting near the river only to find that another long stretch of level path opened out in front of us. At one place where there was a dip in the path we came upon a most colourful muster of a dozen or more natives with fine head plumes and looking magnificent against the mountains at the crest of the rise. We wondered if this was their everyday wear, or had the bush telegraph given warning of our coming? Certainly we had heard no yodelling shouts. In the bushes beside the path we came upon some very beautiful little birds with sickle-shaped bills. They were very small – about the size of a bluetit and mostly blackish, except for the head and throat which were brilliant scarlet. These were Myzomela adolphinae.
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