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PROLOGUE
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THE DAWN CHORUS


Just before dawn, at ten minutes past three on 7 June 1917, huge underground mines were detonated beneath the German lines by the British army. It was the start of the Battle of Messines at the Ypres Salient and was followed by a sustained bombardment:




Even while the riot and clamour was at its height, the first flush of dawn crept rosy-red up the sky above Ypres. The sun, as it rose, was invisible behind the bank of smoke, but it flushed the sky above with red. It was a truly terrible dawn, most beautiful in its terror; and, if ever dawn did indeed come up like thunder, it was this. Then came the greatest miracle of all, for with the rose flush in the sky the whole bird chorus of morning came to life. Never, surely, did birds sing so – blackbird and thrush, lark, and black-cap and willow warbler. Most of the time their voices, of course, were inaudible, but now and again, in the intervals of the shattering noise of the guns, their notes pealed up as if each bird were struck with frenzy and all together strove to shout down the guns.1





This report was by Harry Perry Robinson, who sent stories to The Times throughout World War One and was the oldest correspondent to cover the conflict.


In the terrible conditions of the Western Front, combatants appreciated the presence of birds as a reminder of their former way of life and as a symbol of normality and hope. Nowadays, in times of peace, birds are part of the background of our everyday lives, but they were once centre stage, forming important elements of the history, traditions and sports of Britain and beyond, from which a legacy of literature, language and mythology developed. When There Were Birds is a social history charting the complex relationships between people and birds, set against a background of evolving tastes, beliefs and behaviour, as well as changing landscapes and a decline in numbers. It is a forgotten history made up of many disparate strands that form an intriguing, unexpected and significant part of our heritage.


No other group of animals has had such a complex and lengthy association with humankind, having been loved, feared, eaten, kept in cages, taught to speak and exploited as a source of fuel, feathers, food and fertiliser. In addition, they have been used to tell the time, warn of poisonous gases, send messages, predict the weather and treat unlikely ailments, while also being persecuted as pests, with some species tragically driven to extinction.


To past societies, birds possessed more than practical functions, because they seemed able to sense so much, including events in the future. Their behaviour was mysterious, even sinister, and with their ability to fly, they bridged the gap between the earth and the sky. They were therefore believed to possess a link to the supernatural, and so superstitions connected to birds were commonplace.


A growing curiosity about nature, in particular birds, is one strand of the story, and this eventually became the science of ornithology. The early ornithologists were nearly all educated or self-taught men, from a range of backgrounds. Some had private incomes and devoted their lives to studying birds. Their writings can illuminate their times, giving us a glimpse into their world, such as when the Scottish naturalist William MacGillivray, two centuries ago, suggested a trip at top speed in a horse-drawn carriage, seated on the outside so as to watch the countryside and its birds:




Few things can be more delightful . . . than a rapid survey of a large extent of country, such as may be made in a vehicle proceeding at the rate of ten miles an hour over a succession of plains, valleys, and mountainous tracts, and along rivers, estuaries, and arms of the sea. But I must correct myself: the true naturalist travels outside, and is not content with observing nature through a square foot or so of dim glass.2





A variety of records, including those of ornithologists, casts light on the involvement with birds of a whole range of society – rich and poor, professional and labouring classes, male and female, children and adults – and many made a living from birds, including decoymen, taxidermists, bird scarers, poachers and gamekeepers. For centuries, far more people lived in the countryside than in towns and cities, making them acutely aware of the natural world and the changing seasons.


Most people today have few opportunities of routinely experiencing the sight, sounds and smells of masses of birds of any kind, because of the slump in their numbers and the massive shift in the human population from rural to urban living. Birdwatching has nevertheless grown in popularity, along with membership of related organisations, while a general appreciation of attracting birds to gardens has increased. Even so, the pleasure of witnessing birds on a large scale tends to be the preserve of those in a position to travel to nature reserves and other protected landscapes, with far too many people unaware of what they are missing. Coupled with the degradation of the countryside, this situation can make it difficult to have any meaningful connection with birds or nature.


When There Were Birds is not a textbook about birds, and so we have kept their names as straightforward as possible, though the classification of birds is complex, with families of birds and subspecies. The same species of bird can have different names across the world and even within Britain, and numerous unofficial folk names were adopted throughout history, so that a chaffinch might be known as a pink, spink, shilfa, twink or chink chaffey. Further information about birds and their names can be found in innumerable specialist books, as well as on several websites, such as the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) and the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO).3


Birds have been exploited by human societies from earliest times. The tomb paintings of the ancient Egyptians provide a visual catalogue of many species that lived cheek-by-jowl with people of all classes. In prehistoric Britain, thousands of years ago, there would have been a similarly close relationship, though without any means of leaving a permanent record. The landscape would have been very different, with vast tracts of marshes and scrubland, all teeming with birds.


Although the number of birds has fallen markedly over time, at the beginning of the twentieth century their massed ranks in a north Hampshire field in winter could still astonish an experienced naturalist like William Hudson:




a ploughed field of about forty acres was the camping-ground of an army of peewits [lapwings]; they were travellers from the north perhaps, and were quietly resting, sprinkled over the whole area. More abundant were the small birds in mixed flocks or hordes – finches, buntings, and larks in thousands on thousands, with a sprinkling of pipits and pied and grey wagtails, all busily feeding on the stubble and fresh ploughed land. Thickly and evenly distributed, they appeared to the vision ranging over the brown level expanse as minute animated and variously coloured clods – black and brown and grey and yellow and olive-green. It was a rare pleasure to be in this company, to revel in their astonishing numbers.4





World War One began a few years later, in August 1914, and armies soon became bogged down in the trenches of the Western Front in France and Belgium. Soldiers were very aware of birds, which provided a distraction from all the horrors, and some of their letters were actually published during the war. A Lancashire newspaper revealed the thoughts of one local soldier: ‘It is curious how unconcerned the birds are, though War goes on beneath them and above them. On the Continent they go about their business quite as usual. Even on the battlefields it is no uncommon sight to see large flocks flying over the trenches in their annual migratory flight northwards, apparently undisturbed by the noises of fighting.’5


John Bryden was a young miner from Kirkconnel in Dumfries and Galloway, who had enlisted in the Cameron Highlanders. He also wondered how the birds could sing among the carnage and summed up the feelings of many: ‘If it weren’t for the birds, what a hell it would be.’6 He was killed five months before the war ended, but with the passing years his words have become ever more relevant.










CHAPTER ONE
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ABUNDANCE




To a country man, birds are a constant presence, and though fewer are found in towns, it is probable there are more than people think. I have a small garden in Hull, almost surrounded by houses, yet therein, I have either seen or heard thirty-three different kinds of birds, including the night hawk (night jar) and the heron.


JOHN NICHOLSON,
Hull headmaster, writing in 18901





 


Birds have been a perennial source of marvel and mystery, and even those accustomed to seeing them could be taken aback at their sheer numbers, as happened to the radical journalist William Cobbett. In September 1826, not long after the crops had been harvested, he was riding his horse through the Gloucestershire countryside, south of Cirencester:




Between Somerford and Oaksey, I saw, on the side of the road, more goldfinches than I had ever seen together; I think fifty times as many as I had ever seen at one time in my life. The favourite food of the goldfinch is the seed of the thistle. This seed is just now dead ripe . . . they grow alongside the roads; and, in this place, in great quantities . . . the goldfinches were got here in flocks, and, as they continued to fly along before me, for nearly half a mile, and still sticking to the road and banks, I do believe I had, at last, a flock of ten thousand flying before me.2





Nowadays, most people would be thrilled to spot a dozen goldfinches, one of the most colourful of British birds, but thistles in fields and along grass verges have been largely eradicated.


Although Cobbett belonged to an era when it was commonplace to see hundreds of birds in a single flock, unusual sights were nevertheless worth recording, and in 1810, after a November day’s shooting near his Longparish estate in Hampshire, Peter Hawker also expressed his amazement as he returned home across the marshes, because they ‘were literally swarming with starlings, of which I killed a large number. These birds cared so little for being shot at, that . . . they returned and pitched within twenty yards of me. They literally darkened the air, and the noise they made was not to be described.’3 On the Isle of Wight, the barrister and naturalist Cornwall Simeon was likewise surprised by a particularly large gathering of starlings: ‘I saw on the 18th of November, 1852, in the Island, a flock of Starlings far exceeding in numbers any that had ever before come under my own observation, or that of any of the party who were with me. It would be impossible to form an estimate of their numbers, but they blackened a very large extent (several acres I should think) of the field on which they had alighted.’4


Precise numbers of birds were usually guesswork, and perhaps the most honest assessment was given a few years earlier to Richard Lubbock, the rector of Eccles in Norfolk, when he was looking into coots on the Norfolk Broads: ‘A broad entirely devoid of coots would be London without sparrows, or Newcastle without coals . . . [the coot] is found in immense flocks on Hickling broad, Horsey mere, &c. On Hickling broad, a fen-man, to whom I put the question, What quantity of coots might there be? returned for answer, “About an acre and a half.” ’5


Birds that are now dangerously in decline, like lapwings, were once a familiar sight. One autumn evening in the 1890s, in the village of Ablington in the Cotswolds, the young squire Arthur Gibbs watched numerous lapwings, with their black, white and iridiscent green plumage and wavering flight, able to change direction as if being directed by an unseen presence:




a large flock of lapwings . . . gave a very fine display – a sort of serpentine dance to the tune of the setting sun, all for my edification. They could not quite make up their minds to settle on a brown ploughed field. No sooner had they touched the ground than they would rise again with shrill cries, flash here and flash there, faster and faster, but all in perfect time and all in perfect order – now flying in long drawn out lines, now in battalions; bowing here, bowing there; now they would ‘right about turn’ and curtsey to the sun. A thousand trained ballet dancers could not have been in better time. It was as if all joined hands, dressed in green and white; for at every turn a thousand white breasts gleamed in the purple sunset.6





It was not just the sight of so many birds in a single flock that caused wonder, but also the sounds that they made, their different ways of flying and their place in everyday life. While he was an undergraduate at Cambridge university, William Bingley toured north Wales in the summer of 1798 and again three years later. On both occasions, he went to Priestholm or Puffin Island, an uninhabited island barely ¾ mile long, just off the east coast of Anglesey, where today only a handful of puffins breed:




When we had arrived under the rock, and had cast anchor, we fired a swivel gun [a small cannon], to try the effect of the report round the island, when such a scream of puffins, gulls, and other sea birds, was heard, as beyond all conception astonished me. The immense multitudes that in a moment rose into the air, were unparalleled by any thing I had before seen. Here they flew in a thousand different directions, uttering as many harsh and discordant screams . . . the air, the sea, and the rocks seemed alive with their numbers . . . Upwards of fifty acres of land were literally covered with Puffins . . . the number here must have been upwards of 50,000.7





The silence in the countryside was once profound, with an absence of noise from cars, tractors, motorbikes, aeroplanes, trains, chainsaws and all the other paraphernalia of modern rural life. In the past, the most noticeable sounds came from the wind and rain, from thunderstorms, the blacksmith’s hammering, guns firing, dogs barking, church bells, sheep bells, sheep bleating and – depending on the season – birdsong. In order to defend their territory and attract a mate, each species of bird sings in some way, though what are termed ‘calls’ tend to be shorter and have a variety of other functions, such as warning of danger and keeping in touch while foraging or flying.


In his book on English songbirds that was published in 1737, Eleazar Albin commented: ‘Singing birds are so pleasant a part of the Creation; whether we consider their variety, beauty or harmony; that the animal world does not afford more agreeable objects to the eyes, nor none that so sweetly gratifies the sense of hearing. They were undoubtedly designed by the Great Author of Nature, on purpose to entertain and delight Mankind, who, for the generality, are well pleased with these pretty innocent creatures.’8


Writing in 1845, Lubbock said that in former times in the month of May, ‘the noise of marsh birds was incessant as you walked through a fen, – redshanks, reeves, and black terns, were perpetually dashing round you; and the various notes, – some pleasant, some discordant, – if heard for hours, took such hold upon the sensorium, as to haunt you afterwards.’9 Few people found every single bird call and song delightful, and some can be annoying to the human ear, such as the harsh sounds produced by magpies and crows or the tedious notes of wood pigeons. After serving in the Royal Navy, Henry Davenport Graham moved to the island of Iona for a few years from 1848, spending his days outdoors studying ancient sites and birds. According to him, although the return in May of the corncrake with its ‘unremitting and monotonous cry’ was initially welcomed,




it soon becomes wearisome, especially when it is continued all through the night, which in these northern latitudes is scarcely dark even at midnight. I have sometimes been urged to turn out at that unusual hour with my gun and favourite dog . . . and by the ruddy light from the northern sky, where the sun seemed to be rolling along only just beneath the horizon, have beat up the long grass in front of the house to dislodge this murderer of my sleep.10





As an accomplished mariner, he often spent all night out on the water in a small boat and was enthralled by the sound of birdsong at dawn, especially the skylark:




The praises of the lark have been so much celebrated on shore by poets, that I will only add that the effect of its song is equally exhilarating when heard on the water . . . We have only to rest and watch the first rays of the morning sun gilding the steep shores of the narrow inlet, and as we enter we are received by a burst of choral music, thrushes and blackbirds responding to each other from the opposite banks, and above all, high up in the air, the larks singing their morning orisons. Or perhaps the song of the lark is still more remarkably exhilarating when starting off by boat on a fine clear morning bound for the distant purple islands which hang upon the dark-blue horizon. As the boat runs along the low coast, skimming over the crisp blue waves, the larks spring up one after the other, continuing a succession of merry carols; and when the last point is passed, and the boat stands out into deep water . . . we still hear the jubilant chorus of many larks filling the air above, though growing fainter and fainter as the sea breeze now fairly fills the sail and the boat settles down to her work.11





At the other end of the country, in Wreyland on the edge of Dartmoor, John Torr was a farmer until his death in 1870. His son, also called John, was for decades a London solicitor, while his grandson Cecil became a barrister until he left London in 1913 and returned to his Devon roots to concentrate on antiquarian pursuits. Cecil Torr said that in letters his grandfather frequently commented on the enjoyment of listening to birds in their village:




26 January 1847, ‘the home-screech [mistle thrush] singing merrily this morning’ – 1 May 1850, ‘the nut-hatch a cheerful singer’ – 22 April 1864, ‘how delightful and cheering is that old grey-bird [song thrush]’ – and so on . . . Their singing was always a pleasure to him; and he writes to my sister, 10 March 1852: – ‘I have often fancied that the thrushes know that I am pleased, when I am listening to them, from the cast of their little sharp eye down on me.’12





As a farmer, Cecil said, his grandfather always preferred the birds in the spring when they were singing, rather than in the autumn when they ate his fruit: ‘Even in the spring he writes to my father, 29 April 1849: – “I certainly do like to hear them sing, but it is vexing to lose all the fruit . . . I loaded my gun; but, when I came out, one of them struck up such a merry note that I could not do it – so I suppose the fruit must be sacrificed to my cowardice, humanity, or what you may call it.”.’13


While those living in Britain might quietly appreciate birdsong, visitors from overseas like Elihu Burritt from Connecticut were enchanted. A blacksmith by trade, he became a writer, lecturer and evangelist and lived in Britain for a decade from 1846, setting up the League of Universal Brotherhood and organising peace conventions. On a subsequent visit to Britain, from July 1863, he embarked on a walking tour, during which he was keen to record rural life:




There is no country in the world of the same size that has so many birds in it as England; and there are none so musical and merry. They all sing here congregationalwise, just as the people do in the churches and chapels of all religious denominations . . . I believe that everything sings that has wings in England . . . Every field is a great bird’s-nest. The thick, green hedge that surrounds it, and the hedge-trees . . . afford nesting and refuge for myriads of these meadow singers. The groves are full of them and their music; so full, indeed, that sometimes every leaf seems to pulsate with a little piping voice in the general concert.14





Some two decades later, in June 1884, a large party of tourists was similarly spellbound by birdsong. They had set out on a journey from Charing Cross in London to the West Country in an old-fashioned coach drawn by four horses, at the invitation of Andrew Carnegie, the Scottish-born American industrialist (who later became renowned for his philanthropy). One guest was an American editor and writer, John Champlin, who subsequently published an account of the trip, which he dedicated to Carnegie. In it, Champlin referred to himself as the Chronicler, Carnegie as Maecenas and Samuel Storey, the Member of Parliament for Sunderland, as The M.P.15


Everyone was appreciative of the beautiful landscape, but most memorable was the hamlet of Fairmile in Devon, a few miles from Honiton, where they stopped for lunch in a meadow by the trout stream:




Save the babble of the brook, the hum of bees, and the twitter of birds, scarce a sound broke the stillness of the scene. We could even hear the voices of the men talking on the hill-side behind us.


‘Hark!’ exclaimed Maecenas, looking upward, ‘There’s a lark!’


‘There are two,’ said The M.P., quietly.


‘Three! Four! Five,’ cried several of the ladies in a breath.


A flood of melody came down from the clouds. We could just see the five songsters soaring in the sunlight far above us, looking so small – such mere specks against the sky – that we could but wonder how their song could reach us at all. But every note was clear and distinct, reaching our ears even after the tiny specks had faded away in the azure vault.16





Before they had finished eating, Champlin said, more birds joined in:




The cup of delight of the lunchers at Fairmile was not yet full. As the voices of the larks died away, a cuckoo began to call its mate from the copper beeches over the brook, and a pair of wood-pigeons to purr in the willows by the road-side.


Maecenas could contain himself no longer. He clapped his hands in applause, and said:


‘My friend, God is good to you! You have come three thousand miles to hear a lark sing, and you have heard what I never heard before – five larks singing at once, and cuckoos and wood-pigeons thrown in!’


The Chronicler might have wept tears of joy at this announcement, and probably ought to have done so; but while he was searching industriously for a clean pocket-handkerchief to do justice to the occasion, The M.P. announced that the champagne, which had been cooling under his supervision in the brook, was of the proper temperature for testing, and so the opportunity passed away forever.17





Perhaps the Chronicler would have wept tears of sorrow if he could have foreseen that, little more than a century later, a major highway, the A30, would be constructed between Exeter and Honiton, with Fairmile being the centre of high-profile protests.18


In the 1930s the rural writer John Massingham was also journeying through southern England and paused for a moment at a prehistoric barrow on Normanton Down in Wiltshire, barely half a mile from Stonehenge: ‘Over my head passed a cloud of starlings, singing, and between them and the clouds in slow white sail above them, lapwings flew wailing and flashing their wings. The airy chorus chimed with the bright gongs of distant sheep-bells, and at this very moment a double rainbow flung its heavenly arch over the old grey ruin. The scene was a sudden hymn of the downs.’19 In a joyful, poetic turn of phrase, he sketched what is now a lost landscape – the peaceful chalk downland filled with the sights and sounds of innumerable birds.


On another occasion, in late autumn, Massingham stood on the ancient ramparts of the Iron Age hillfort known as Alfred’s Castle, 30 miles north of Normanton Down, and looked across the neighbouring estate. His attention was drawn to countless rooks returning to their roost: ‘When I was there, the rooks were coming home to bed in the woods that bosom Ashdown House, and their cawing in concert was like the voice of the sea above the green ocean of the encircling downs.’20 The start of autumn is the signal for many migrant birds to head off to warmer climates, but others such as rooks are resident all year round. They make nests in colonies high up in trees, but after the breeding season, these distinctive rookeries are abandoned in favour of roosting sites, where many flocks congregate to rest and sleep during the long winter nights, after feeding in the daytime.


Lines of rooks flying many miles each evening in a straight line to some distant roost gave rise to the phrase ‘as the crow flies’. It should be ‘as the rooks fly’, but typifies the failure to distinguish between gregarious rooks and solitary crows. The crow or corvid family consists of large birds, primarily black in colour, with sturdy bills or beaks, including carrion crows, hooded crows, jackdaws, ravens and rooks. They can be difficult to identify with certainty from a distance, but especially so before the use of telescopes and binoculars. Throughout history, the names ‘rook’ and ‘crow’ have been applied at random, interchangeably.21


The behaviour of rooks puzzled James Cornish when he was growing up in the 1880s in Childrey, a village not far from the Alfred’s Castle hillfort. He would see immense numbers of rooks flying northwards each evening, but nobody knew where they roosted – and there was no way of finding out. By chance, the mystery was solved in 1892 when he became curate of the town of Faringdon, some 6 miles north-west of Childrey:




To the north [of Faringdon] one has a splendid view over the Thames Valley, and the hillsides here are clothed with fine oak woods. To one of them, the Grove [Faringdon Grove] by name, rooks came in thousands during the winter months . . . and it was interesting to walk along the church path and watch flock after flock streaming in from every point of the compass to their chosen sleeping place: a black river of rooks, perhaps half a mile long, travelling steadily on their way when the light was fading on ‘a brief November day’. They came rather early in the evening and held lengthy conversations just as starlings do, before settling down to sleep.22





Because of their spectacular pre-roost aerial displays, starlings stand out among the various species of birds that have communal roosts. Like rooks, they are resident birds, but are joined in the autumn by many more from the Continent, and they can also fly miles in the evening to their roosting site. Just before settling down, they gather from time to time in enormous gyrating flocks called murmurations, a word that refers to the noise that is made rather than the spectacle. In about 1840, when walking over the Dorset downs with friends, the Reverend Charles Bingham was amazed at one display:




we saw, at the distance of about a mile and a half from us, what we at first took to be the smoke of a lime-kiln, or of some great mass of burning weeds; but . . . we perceived that it was a flock of starlings . . . For half an hour we watched their evolutions with the greatest interest; and indeed I have seldom seen anything more graceful than the variety of their motions, tumbling and rolling over in the air in, what one might call, the most harmonious confusion . . . we were struck by their resemblance to a light gauze scarf floating on the wind, – sometimes bellying out into transparency, and sometimes gathered up into an opaque mass.23





Half a century later, the ornithologist and writer Charles Dixon used different comparisons: ‘The aerial movements of these flocks are beautiful and curious in the extreme, resembling the collapse and inflation of a huge balloon, or the spreading of a gigantic net.’24


Far fewer murmurations are seen today because starling numbers, like so many other species, have plummeted. It was once also routine during winter to come across flocks of thousands of starlings roosting together in woods and in reedbeds, where they could cause significant damage. Dixon described the gatherings of starlings near his home at Torquay in Devon: ‘at dusk the birds congregate in chattering hosts, keeping up their noisy converse more or less intermittently throughout the entire night. Such a vast concourse of Starlings usually occupies the low chestnut and oak trees in the grounds fronting Torre Abbey.’25 Also in the 1890s, Arthur Gibbs at Ablington mistook their noise for farm machinery:




One night towards the end of September, whilst walking on the road, I heard such a loud, rushing sound in front, beyond a turning of the lane, that I imagined a thrashing machine was coming round the corner among the big elm trees. But on approaching the spot, I found the noise was nothing more nor less than the chattering and clattering of an immense concourse of starlings. The roar of their wings when they were disturbed in the trees could be heard half a mile away.26





Around this time, starlings began to roost in urban and industrial areas as well, selecting a variety of locations, from trees to bridges, gasworks, churches, museums and even monuments such as Nelson’s Column in London. In October 1912, after commemorating the anniversary of the Battle of Trafalgar, the Pall Mall Gazette adopted a patriotic tone:




Who, of the many who have this week paid their tribute to the memory of the hero of Trafalgar in the square that bears his name, have noted the starlings which come to roost at the top of Nelson’s Column? For over three years the roost has grown in popularity, and the birds now come in flocks . . . The fact that the first comers came singly or few together seems to show that the idea pertained to some original or adventurous spirits in the starling world, and there is a singular appropriateness in the boldest of the birds choosing a spot so honoured by the memory of a man of kindred qualities. As a matter of fact, none of our species so fully typifies the qualities on which we English pride ourselves – adaptability, pluck, and perseverance, cheerfulness under hard conditions, and adventurous spirit . . . If any bird should be selected as the bird of the British par excellence it should be the starling.27





The starling roost on Nelson’s Column did not last many years, but the birds did stay in the city, as The Times reported in 1928:




Not many years back they were chiefly to be seen at dusk, and heard far into the night, among the plane-trees, still in leaf, along the Victoria Embankment, in the Temple courts and groves, and other neighbouring coverts. Some slept, as they do still, among the carved foliage of the capital of the Nelson Column . . . But in recent years the jubilation of their innumerable voices chides so vehemently from such large carved buildings as St. Paul’s Cathedral and the British Museum that it overrides even the roar of modern traffic, and excites the attention of indifferent travellers on open omnibus tops.28





Other species of birds made their presence known when they crossed the country or migrated from the Continent in flocks, during which they frequently called to each other. The whimbrel is a large wading bird that overwinters in Africa, and they were often heard flying across Britain when returning to their northerly breeding grounds. Charles Dixon in Torquay said that they were always aware of them in May:




Great numbers of these birds pass over the Tor Bay district by night, as may be proved by their well-known cries uttered whilst on passage. On the still May nights we often stand and listen to the passing flocks, sometimes flying just overhead, at other [times] at heights so remote that their cries can scarcely be heard. They fly low on overcast, misty nights; high when the moon and stars are shining brightly. The flocks succeed each other at intervals of a few minutes, but sometimes much longer periods divide them. First the well-known notes may be heard sounding faintly from afar, louder and louder becomes the rapid chorus of tittering cries, until the birds are directly overhead, then they grow fainter and fainter as the flock pursues its way almost directly north.29





A few years later, during World War One, the popular writer and naturalist William Hudson put in a letter that he was spending the autumn of 1915 at Lelant in Cornwall as a convalescent, then mentioned one nocturnal incident: ‘Here I have the estuary of the Hayle before the window and can hear all day and night the piping and thrilling conversation of the curlews going on. A few nights ago we had a flock of wild geese to visit us too; their cries woke me up some time after midnight.’30


During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, there was an increased awareness that birds were disappearing. The economist and philosopher John Stuart Mill had stated in 1848 that it was not sustainable across the world for the human population density to increase, because society needed solitude as the cradle of thoughts and aspirations. It would, he said, be deeply unpleasant to see all the land used for the cultivation of food for human beings, with ‘every flowery waste or natural pasture ploughed up, all quadrupeds or birds which are not domesticated for man’s use exterminated as his rivals for food, every hedgerow or superfluous tree rooted out, and scarcely a place left where a wild shrub or flower could grow without being eradicated as a weed in the name of improved agriculture.’31 Even Mill could probably not have imagined that in less than two centuries, the natural world would have changed so much.


The present-day scarcity of birds is hardly surprising considering the pressures that have resulted from the enormous population growth in Britain and beyond. Over a period of a thousand years, the number of people in England alone has risen from about 1½ million (deduced from the Domesday Book survey of 1086) to some 56 million today. By 1348, the figure may have reached five million, at which point half the population was wiped out by the Black Death. The numbers crept up to about four million by 1600 and five million by 1700. In 1801, when the first census yielded more reliable figures, England had in excess of 8,300,000 people.32


The next two centuries experienced a population explosion. In the 1901 census it was reckoned there were 30½ million people, more than three times the number a century earlier, while the 2011 census recorded more than 53 million people, and the numbers continue to soar. A change has also occurred in the balance between the countryside and urban areas. In the medieval period, only about one in ten people lived in towns and cities in England, rising to one in seven by 1801. Over the next two hundred years, urban areas expanded, leading to a dramatic reversal, so that only one in twenty people now live in the countryside. Incredibly, the population of London today is roughly the same as all of England in 1801.33


Britain’s dwindling numbers of birds are not entirely due to local factors. Conditions across the globe affect migrating birds, and so a combination of complex reasons is responsible, driven by the vast rise in the human population worldwide. Increasingly, though, there is much at fault within Britain itself, and successive generations have voiced concerns about wildlife, pointing to the unsustainable numbers of birds shot for sport, eradicated as vermin, killed by cats, and taken for food and fashion, while also highlighting the effects of expanding towns, cities and roads, the loss of woodland and wetland habitats, soil compaction, pesticides and other chemicals, industrial agriculture, motor vehicles and aircraft, the effects of wind and solar power stations, climate change and the terrifying loss of insect life.


Birds cannot survive if there is no food. In about 1837, Archibald Hepburn, an inhabitant of the village of Linton, some 20 miles east of Edinburgh, described in one sentence what was once a typical rural scene in mid-May: ‘In the pasture fields, where thousands of insects are disturbed by the cattle, how beautifully they [the swallows] skim along.’34 Such a scene is now rare after decades of disastrous agricultural policies. The fact that vehicle windscreens no longer become covered in insect casualties during a long drive is proof that something is seriously amiss.35


Particularly from the late eighteenth century, millions of acres of fens and marshes were drained to create land suitable for producing food for the increasing population. This reclamation, as it was inappropriately called, included extensive areas of wetland like the Fens in East Anglia and the Somerset Levels, where a network of ditches and channels was dug. Glastonbury is in the eastern part of the Levels, and in 1810 William Holland, who lived several miles to the west, commented briefly in his diary: ‘My wife & I dined together on two snipes, which are now become rarities.’36


In the 1820s, when the naturalist John Knapp was living with his family at Alveston in Gloucestershire, he expressed his worries: ‘Some of our birds are annually diminishing in numbers, others have been entirely destroyed, or no longer visit the shores of Britain. The increase of our population, enclosure, and clearage of rude and open places, and the drainage of marshy lands, added to the noise of our fire-arms, have driven them away, or rendered their former breeding and feeding stations no longer eligible to many.’37 The scarcity of snipe, a wading bird, became a constant lament, because it was very good to eat. Knapp further lamented that ‘the extensive marshes of Glastonbury, which have afforded me the finest snipe shooting, are now luxuriant corn farms’.38


The Reverend Murray Mathew grew up in north Devon, and after becoming vicar of Buckland Dinham in neighbouring Somerset in 1888, he collaborated with William D’Urban, who had been the first curator of the Royal Albert Memorial Museum in Exeter. They co-authored The Birds of Devon, which was published in 1892, and one section described how snipe had been affected by drainage schemes:




the very great diminution in its numbers during the last half-century is one of the characteristic changes . . . which the enclosure and drainage of moorlands, salt-marshes, and wet highland farms have helped to bring about . . . Many a moor on which Snipes once nested numerously has disappeared to give place to corn- and turnip-fields. Many a meadow, formerly ornamented all over with rushes and full of soft splashlets, is now through subsoil drainage sound and dry . . . In old days there was not a warm ditch by the side of a hedge which did not harbour in the winter-time some half-dozen Snipe.39





Not only did birds disappear, but entire landscapes were altered, along with the lives of those whose existence had been formerly intertwined with their watery environment. To them, the drainage of the wetlands was not reclamation, but the destruction of a way of life. At the start of the twentieth century, the journalist William Dutt spoke of the impact that drainage was having on the Norfolk Broads and included a sorrowful verse in the local dialect:




several of the Broads marked on old maps of the district have wholly disappeared. Over the sites of some of them the mowing machines pass, cutting down hay crops where the reeds used to wave in the wind. As time goes on the reed and rush cutters will find their occupations gone, and they will have to seek other means of livelihood. This will be no easy matter, for the men of the rivers and marshes do not take kindly to change. ‘A Norfolk Lament’ in the Eastern Counties Magazine well expresses the views of one of them. In it an old marshman is made to say –







They’re a sluggin’ an’ widenin’ miles o’ the deeks;


I reckon the whool mash ’ull sewn ha’e to goo;


An’ us old mashmen ’ull fare like the freeaks


I see last summer at Barnum’s shoo.


Paarson say, ‘Bill, yew dew narthin but growl!’


Well, bor! I reckon theer’s plenty o’ rayson.


Whass become o’ the flightin’ fowl?


I never see fifty the whool o’ last sayson.


Whass become o’ the gre’t deeak eeals?


Shillun a stoon we wuz glad to get for ’em.


Gone! with the mallards an’ snipes and teeals!


If ye want any now yew ha’ got to sweat for ’em.40





The drainage of wetlands was only one method of bringing more land into agricultural production. The medieval system of agriculture was based on open fields, commons and woodland, with few hedges, but following the Black Death of 1348–9, land began to be divided by formal agreements into small fields enclosed by hedges, enabling farmers to graze sheep independently. From about 1750, the Great Enclosures took over, with hundreds of private Acts of Parliament allowing many more open fields, commons and so-called wasteland to be enclosed and turned into arable land and pasture, at times in the face of opposition and violence.41


This land grab was effectively privatisation, enriching the new landowners and depriving the poor of their communal rights to fuel, foraging and grazing, as well as putting small farmers out of business and disrupting the wildlife. Walls and fences were erected, new farms were constructed in previously isolated areas, and roads were laid. In addition, about two hundred thousand miles of hedges were planted, which actually proved beneficial to the bird population, helping to mitigate the loss of wasteland. With the enclosures, a chequered pattern of small fields developed, which has become symbolic of the traditional English landscape.


Only a few decades after this spate of enclosures, protective legislation was passed in 1791 that paid a bounty for exporting cereals when the price was low at home, which encouraged farmers to remove their old and new hedges in order to increase the amount of their land under cereal cultivation. Hedges did not just act as boundaries, but were important for timber for fuel and a whole range of other functions, from fences to shipbuilding. In February 1792, during a parliamentary investigation into the availability of suitable timber for the Royal Navy, several instances were cited of hedges being removed, including in the county of Hampshire: ‘The grubbing up of hedge rows is become general, and the growth of timber in them is therefore totally destroyed, owing to the great price given for corn since the bounty took place for exporting of corn and beer, which gives every farmer encouragement to grub hedge rows up, and convert them into corn land.’42


The old hedges tended to have many plant species, whereas the new ones were far less attractive to wildlife. When, in 1808, a survey was compiled for the Board of Agriculture on the county of Cheshire, one of the correspondents noted:




The inclosures in Cheshire are generally fenced by hedge and ditch. The ditches are usually three feet wide, and of sufficient depth to act as a drain. The soil and other stuff taken from the ditch is generally formed into a regular cop [heap], upon which the sets are planted (most commonly white, or haw-thorn), which are guarded in their infancy with rails and posts on one side, and sometimes on both . . . This is the common mode of making fences, where new enclosures are wanted . . . The ancient fences are composed of hazel, alder, white or black-thorn, witch-elm, holly, dogwood, birch, &c. &c.43





Enough decent hedges existed for Elihu Burritt to be captivated by the scenery a few decades later, in the summer of 1863, and he thought that they were an asset and a valuable link to America: ‘The three great, distinctive graces of an English landscape are the hawthorn hedges, the hedge-row trees, and the everlasting and unapproachable greeness of the grass-fields they surround and embellish. In these beautiful features, England surpasses all other countries in the world. These make the peculiar charm of her rural scenery to a traveller from abroad.’ He reckoned that all those people who had left the Motherland for other countries still clung to these distinctive features of the landscape, as ‘memories that are transmitted from generation to generation; which no political revolutions nor severances affect; which are handed down in the unwritten legends of family life in the New World, as well as in the warp and woof of American literature and history.’44


When being shown round a farm at Great Bardfield in Essex, though, Burritt was fearful for the future, because hedges were being replaced here by wire fences:




Locomotive steam engines, on broad-rimmed wheels, may be met on the turnpike road, travelling on their own legs from farm to farm . . . It is an iron age, and wire fencing is creeping into use, especially in the most scientifically cultivated districts of Scotland . . . Iron wire grows faster than hawthorn or buckthorn. It doubtless costs less. It needs no yearly trimming, like shrubs with sap and leaves. It does not occupy a furrow’s width as a boundary between two fields . . . It is not a nesting place for destructive birds or vermin.45





It saddened him to see hedges being removed, and he worried that the mature trees in these boundaries would also be felled:




Those little unique fields, defined by lines and shape unknown to geometry, are going out of the rural landscape . . . ‘Once destroyed, never can be restored.’ And destroyed they will be, as sure as science. As large farms are swallowing up the little ones between them, so are large fields swallowing those interesting patches . . . There is much reason to fear that the hedge trees will, in the end, meet with a worse fate still. Practical farmers are beginning to look upon them with an evil eye – an eye sharp and severe with pecuniary speculation; that looks at an oak or elm with no artist’s reverence.46





In 1860, exactly three years before Burritt, Walter White, who worked in London as a library assistant for the Royal Society, spent his summer holiday touring eastern England, during which he visited the model farm at Tiptree in Essex. The new methods of farming were impressive, but he too felt uneasy:




I thought there was a look of nakedness, which, however, might be occasioned only by the fewness of hedgerows . . . Already we see foretokens of the way in which the work will be carried out: by thousands of steam-engines and ingenious machines in the fields; by implements of ever-increasing efficiency in the barns and farmyards, until the operations which have formed for ages the especial charm of rural life shall have become prosaic and mechanical as in a shovel factory. For this, trees and hedgerows are grubbed up, banks are levelled, ditches filled, and large naked fields contrived; and farms are becoming mere factories of roots and grain. But here also is a matter for debate. Will our climate be affected by the destruction of foliage? will birds and small wild animals be as well able to play their part in Nature’s great scheme as heretofore?47





White’s next stop was at Broomfield Hall farm in the picturesque village of Broomfield in Essex:




When we came to the fields I could not help expressing my regret at the sight of fallen trees and up-grubbed hedges. The argument that steam-ploughing would not pay except in large level fields, afforded me but little comfort, for what will an English landscape be when deprived of trees and hedges? Is so much exposure to the sun good for the land; and will singing and warbling fill the air as now when the covert for nests shall have been cut down as a wasteful encumbrance?48





His comments were both perceptive and prophetic, as Broomfield itself is now a northern suburb of Chelmsford, while across the country industrial towns such as Birmingham and Manchester rapidly devoured the rural landscape. The capital city of London grew uncontrolled, especially with acres of shoddy dwellings put up by speculative builders. Only a few years after White’s tour, The Leisure Hour described London’s unwelcome expansion:




One of the unavoidable consequences of the monstrous and ever-increasing spread of the metropolis is that girdling fringe of waste land which encompasses it on all sides, and forms such an unpicturesque introduction to the capital . . . The first active measures taken for the transformation of the waste into a populous suburb is the making it a worse waste by converting it into a brick-field . . . involving as it does the utter annihilation of one pleasant and picturesque nook after another. To the north of Islington, stretching away towards the east, there is (we ought rather to say there was) a pleasant shady district, which has been the occasional holiday bourn of hundreds of thousands of Londoners for fifty years past, and known under the designation of the ‘Green Lanes’ . . . The route they once trod between the tall overshadowing hedges, where the wild-flowers grew and the linnet sang, now leads between the rows of bricks and the smothering reek of kilns.49





Another major change to both urban areas and the countryside was the construction of miles of canals and railways. Gervase Mathew, who was brought up with his older brother Murray in north Devon, worked as a clerk for the Royal Navy at Plymouth. One frosty morning in early December 1869 he was back at Instow on the River Torridge estuary, which he knew well: ‘The oozes, which formerly at this time of the year were frequented by vast flocks of ringed plovers, dunlins, curlews, turnstones, &c., were to-day, comparatively speaking, deserted.’ He remarked that many other types of bird had also disappeared, such as knots, curlew sandpipers and terns. ‘The cause of this is easily explained,’ he said: ‘railways, embankments and drainage are the foes that have driven our birds away. Hundreds of acres of salt-marsh, such excellent feeding-ground for all the Tringae [waders], have been reclaimed, and are under cultivation; a railroad from Barnstaple to Bideford runs close to the river, and the passing trains frighten the birds away as soon as they arrive.’50 This railway line opened in 1855, closed in 1965 and is now part of the Tarka Trail for walking and cycling.


While the railways destroyed habitats, birds did become accustomed to them. The line that passed through Lustleigh in Devon was opened in 1866, and Cecil Torr at nearby Wreyland could hear the reaction of tawny owls: ‘If there was no shunting, the train just waited at the station till the specified time was up. The driver of the evening train would often give displays of hooting with the engine whistle while he was stopping here, and would stay on over time if the owls were answering back.’51


The railway companies adopted electrical telegraphy so as to control signalling and introduce a standard time across the country, rather than use local time, which varied. Messages could be transmitted through wires that were placed underground, though from the 1840s they were carried above ground on wooden telegraph poles or even slung between buildings in urban areas. This communication system spread out across the country, not only for railway lines, but also post offices, and from the mid-1850s it was faster to send short messages as telegrams between two post offices rather than by post. Insulated cables that were placed underwater also transmitted messages worldwide.52 This revolution in communication led to untold numbers of birds being ‘telegraphed’ by the wires – killed or injured – as they flew at speed into these unexpected obstacles.53


In 1866 twenty-two-year-old Thomas Gunn, who would develop the largest taxidermy business in Norwich, reported:




I have observed several instances of the destruction of birds by telegraph-wires within the last two or three years. A specimen of the kingfisher was picked up a short time since by a man on the railway line at Lakenham. My friend Mr. Arthur Taylor picked up specimens of the cuckoo and wryneck, laying both together on the embankment of the railway near Somerleyton Station, in Suffolk, about a month since. I remember finding examples of the blackbird and redwing by the roadside, in the neighbourhood of Wymondham, two years ago. All . . . were killed in precisely the same manner, viz., across the throat, in one or two instances the windpipe being nearly severed.54





From the mid-1850s Robert Gray from Glasgow made many excursions in Ayrshire with his father-in-law Thomas Anderson, and they noticed skylarks being killed in this manner: ‘Some winters ago immense flocks of larks appeared during hard weather in some fields close to the town of Girvan [Ayrshire]. On rising from the ground, the cloud of birds appeared so dense as to obscure objects in the line of their flight. Large numbers were killed on the telegraph wires, and after the flocks passed it was found that many birds had been mutilated, their wings being torn off by the wires.’55 In America in 1876, Dr Elliott Coues, an army surgeon and naturalist, witnessed the destruction of horned larks:




I recently had occasion to travel on horseback from Denver, Colorado, to Cheyenne, Wyoming, a distance of one hundred and ten miles, by the road which, for a considerable part of the way, coincided with the line of the telegraph . . . The bodies lay in every instance nearly or directly beneath the wire. A crippled bird was occasionally seen fluttering along the road . . . I began to count, and desisted only after actually counting a hundred in the course of one hour’s leisurely riding . . . a distance of three miles. Nor was it long before I saw birds strike the wire, and fall stunned to the ground; three such cases were witnessed during the hour. One bird had its wing broken; another was picked up dying in convulsions from the force of the blow . . . sometimes two or three lay together, showing where a flock had passed by, and been decimated.56





High-voltage lines are still lethal, but over time, telegraph wires proved beneficial for some birds. Henry Stevenson was a respected Norfolk ornithologist, based in Norwich, and to him the sight of thirty to forty house martins sitting in rows upon the telegraph wires was curious:




Whether or not our British Hirundines believe that the telegraph wires were erected for their special accommodation, undoubtedly one of the strangest points in their modern history is the manner in which they avail themselves of these novel resting places. Indeed, when beholding, as I have done in autumn, each wire lined with their little bodies, more especially in the vicinity of our rivers and broads, one wonders, almost, how they managed without them, since no other perch seems half so suitable for their tiny feet, or affords so great facility for launching themselves upon the wing.57





Each modern development inevitably brought new dangers to the bird world, including telegraph wires, power lines, artificial lighting, illuminated masts, oilrigs and high-rise buildings. Numerous lighthouses were constructed around the perilous coast of the British Isles, mostly in the nineteenth century, introducing powerful beams of artificial light into a completely dark landscape. From 1880, Murray Mathew spent eight years as curate at Wolf’s Castle in Pembrokeshire, where he examined the reports of bird strikes maintained from 1879 by the local lighthouse keepers: ‘In fine weather the birds fly wide of, or high above, the light-houses, but in stormy, or misty weather, they flutter about them during the night and the early hours of the morning in a bewildered manner, and hundreds perish from dashing themselves violently against the lanterns.’58


Apart from lighthouses, very few lights would have been visible anywhere at night two centuries ago, until gas lamps began to be installed along urban streets and in buildings, luring migrating birds from their course. Stevenson reported on the death of a woodcock that was migrating by night over Norwich: ‘A fine woodcock in my own collection . . . was found on the 23rd of October, 1858, against the wall of Mr. Towler’s residence, adjoining Park Lane . . . no doubt, the lamps on Unthank Road, which passes in front of the house, had so dazzled it that the next instant it dashed with full force against the front of the building.’59 He was especially concerned about the glare of gas lamps in the city, and a few years after this fatality he talked about golden plovers moving over Norwich by night:




Probably many of my readers have remarked, at such times, the melodious notes of these plover, which would seem to be uttered incessantly in order to keep the whole body together; and as this always occurs when the nights are extremely dark, I believe the birds, once drawn within the radius of the city lights, become perfectly bewildered, and fly round and round for hours, till, at day-break, the spell is broken, and they resume at once their direct course of flight.60













CHAPTER TWO



[image: illustration]


VERMIN




Away, away, away birds,


Take a little bit, and come another day, birds;


Great birds, little birds, pigeons and crows,


I’ll up with my clackers, and down she goes.


Traditional bird-scaring chant1





Renowned worldwide as a Roman historian, the Oxford university tutor William Warde Fowler was equally passionate about birds, and in the latter part of the nineteenth century he lived in a cottage at Kingham in Oxfordshire, from where he could see the village allotments:




here all the common herd of blackbirds, thrushes, sparrows, chaffinches, and greenfinches help to clear the growing vegetables of crawling pests at the rate of hundreds and thousands a day, yet the owners of the allotments have been accustomed since their childhood to destroy every winged thing that comes within their cruel reach. Short-sighted, unobservant as they are, they decline to be instructed on matters of which they know very little, but stick to what they know like limpets.2





Such customary, systematic destruction of birds actually began centuries earlier under Henry VIII, at a time when he was pushing for the annulment of his marriage to Catherine of Aragon. This led to cataclysmic religious upheaval in England, with legislation being passed in 1532 that marked the first steps in transferring the authority of the Pope to the English Crown and severing ties with Rome. In January 1533 Henry VIII married Anne Boleyn, who was pregnant, and a few weeks later his marriage to Catherine was annulled.


During this turmoil, legislation about wild birds was passed, though it was not intended to protect wildlife. The population then barely exceeded three million, but the sheer number of birds meant that grain crops risked being plundered, causing poor harvests and famine, and the legislation tried to address that problem. The Act was the first state-sanctioned order to slaughter those birds blamed for the worst depredations – rooks, crows and choughs, though the word ‘choughs’ was probably used for what are now called jackdaws: ‘Forasmuch as innumerable number of rooks, crows and choughs do daily breed and increase throughout this realm, which rooks, crows and choughs do yearly destroy, devour and consume a wonderful and marvellous great quantity of corn and grain of all kinds; that is, to wit, as well in the sowing of the same corn and grain, as also at the ripening and kernelling of the same.’3


This was the earliest reference to the destruction of vermin, and the three named birds were also blamed for wrecking the protective straw or reed thatch on the roofs of houses, barns, hayricks and stacks of corn and hay. Instructions were therefore given to take measures to destroy these birds or else face a penalty: ‘in every parish township hamlet borough or village within this realm wherein is at the least ten households inhabited . . . during ten years next . . . make or cause to be made one net commonly called a net to take choughs, crows and rooks’.4 A bounty was to be paid by every farmer or landowner for each bird taken. It was specifically forbidden to kill pigeons, even though they raided grain crops, because pigeons were bred in dovecotes as a source of food for the wealthier classes.


Anne Boleyn fell from Henry VIII’s favour after giving birth to a daughter. In 1558 that daughter became Queen Elizabeth I, and during her long reign, further legislation added mammals such as foxes, badgers and hedgehogs to the vermin list, all requiring destruction, along with unbroken eggs and a range of other named birds that included ravens, magpies, jays, starlings, buzzards, bullfinches, kites, ospreys and kingfishers. Any bird that was believed to compete with humans for fish, fruit, vegetables and grain, either by eating or damaging it, was to be treated as vermin. The financial burden gradually shifted to parish churchwardens and overseers, who paid an agreed figure for the heads of specific vermin, funded through the church rates.5 Parish officers simply did what was thought to be effective and lawful, and much wildlife was treated as the enemy that needed eradicating. Cruelty was routine, because only the heads of vermin had to be presented for payment, encouraging children to decapitate birds.


Surviving churchwardens’ accounts show that payments were given for the massacre of hundreds of thousands of birds, as at Chipping Camden on 30 April 1689: ‘Paid for 25 dozen of Sparrowes heads.’ In the Yorkshire parish of Dent, the account books recorded that twopence was normally paid for each raven’s head, with thirteen in 1713 and further annual payments noted up to 1750. When Thomas Norwood was vicar of Wrenbury in Cheshire at the end of the nineteenth century, he examined the old accounts: ‘In 1755 and 1758, the owls were cleared out of the Church Tower. In 1786, the Parish paid for 708 dozen of birds’ heads . . . This havoc went on for ages. A motion to stop it was carried in the vestry in 1842, but rescinded the next year, when bullfinches were 3d. a head, and sparrows 3d. a dozen.’6


Payments were also made for gunpowder, guns and shot, as at Milton Bryan in Bedfordshire, with approval being given for crows and pigeons to be scared off: ‘for Gunpouder as was delivered to Nicholas [Clarke] to fright the Crowes and piggons in the wheatefield in the year 1697, for three quarterns of Gunpouder the 13 day of July 1s. 0d., for 1 lb of Shott the 16 Day of July 2½s.’7


Bullfinches voraciously consume the blossom and buds of fruit trees and bushes, and the increasing number of orchards from the seventeenth century led to these birds becoming a key target. In his 1737 book on songbirds, the naturalist Eleazar Albin described how bullfinches fed on the buds of fruit trees ‘and by that means do great damage to the gardeners; who, therefore hate and destroy them, as a great pest of their gardens. They say, in some part of the kingdom, a reward is given by the church-wardens for every Bullfinch that’s killed.’8 Numerous examples of such payments appear in churchwardens’ accounts, including Ashburton in Devon, where £3 10s. 4½d. was paid for 1,661 bullfinches between 1761 and 1820.9


With the enclosure of much open land in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and miles of hedges planted as boundaries around the new fields, sparrows were able to thrive.10 They became by far the most common birds killed for a reward, and in 1743–4 at Westoning in Bedfordshire, £1 3s. 4d. was paid for ‘138 dozen of sparrows’, while at the village of Cam in Gloucestershire, a total of £37 9s. 6¾d. was paid for 22,620 sparrow heads from 1819 to 1837.11


In 1836 the writer William Howitt moved with his family from Nottingham to Esher in Surrey, where he published The Boy’s Country-Book that included an account of him killing sparrows as a child in Derbyshire at the end of the eighteenth century:




Many a summer evening we went round the village with a ladder, visiting the eaves of almost every cottage, and even of the church itself, for sparrows’ nests. The eggs, young ones, and even the old birds, that we sometimes caught on their nests, we sold according to a parish custom, to the overseer of the poor. Three eggs for a penny, two young birds for a penny, and one old bird’s head for the same price . . . It was reckoned a good joke with many of them to watch the parish officer after they had sold him a quantity of sparrows [heads] and their eggs, for it was not unusual for him, when the lads appeared to be out of sight, to throw the sparrows into the street; having observed this, they would go presently and pick them up, and sell them two or three times over; and some lads have been known to put amongst them the heads of hedge-sparrows, buntings, and larks, for which the parish allowed nothing, but which the overseer did not always know from real sparrows.12





Farmers also tried to control birds in their fields, relying on the cheap employment of children as bird scarers, who started work as young as five or six years of age, with their meagre earnings often being critical for a family’s survival. Bird scaring took place over several months of the year, seven days a week, and without these children, much of the sown seed, as well as the young plants and ripening crops, fell victim to rapacious birds. Because birds were so abundant, the idea of protecting them for their own sake was inconceivable, and to admire and preserve wildlife was rarely an option.


Young boys especially, but also women, girls and elderly men, trudged up and down fields to frighten rooks, crows and pigeons, a task known variously as rook-starving, crow-clapping and bird-keeping. Until his death in 1900, John Atkinson was for forty-five years vicar of Danby in the North Riding of Yorkshire, where he also enjoyed being an antiquarian, but while growing up in Essex in the 1820s, he had dreamed of becoming a bird scarer:




What a jolly life I used to think the little village boys who were set to ‘keep the crows’ in that then wheat-growing county of Essex must lead. No tiresome school, dame or boarding, no multiplication table, or, worse still, pence-table, to learn, no work of any kind – for bird-nesting and cutting the bark off long switches in alternate rings clearly was not work – but just to halloa ad libitum from time to time when the crows might be coming, or the master or the foreman be within hearing – and what boy does not like kicking up a hullabaloo of that kind when it suits him?13





Atkinson simply yearned to create a racket, search for birds’ nests in the hedgerows and, most of all, discharge a gun now and then, but the reality was a harsh, lonely and impoverished existence.


In the early 1830s, while still living in Nottingham, Howitt often came across young bird scarers during his travels in the surrounding countryside:




I have seen little boys set to drive birds from a corn-field just sown, in the early spring. Afar off in the solitary fields they watched and wandered to and fro, from early dawn to nightfall, till their task became insupportably weary. Not a soul had they to exchange a word with; they had their dinner in a bag, a clapper to drive away the birds, and they would be found making a miserable attempt with turfs, and sticks, and dry grass, to raise a sort of screen against the wind and rain. I have found such a one cowering under a shed of this sort, or under a high bank, in the midst of Sunday, while the village bells sounded at a distance merrily, and told of people assembling happily together.14





The wooden clappers comprised a rectangular piece of wood with a handle, like a butter pat, to which a loose piece of wood was attached either side with wires or cord. In Wales, another device for frightening crows was the rhugylgroen, a rattle made from a dried sheepskin containing pebbles.15


When riding through farmland on one occasion within the desolate expanse of Sherwood Forest, Howitt noticed a lone boy:




It was a cold, raw, foggy day in February; the wet hung in myriads of drops on the hedge, and the dampness of the air clung about you with a dispiriting chillness . . . As I passed a tall hedge, I heard a faint, shrill cry, as of a child’s voice, that alternating with the sound of a wooden clapper, sung these words: –







We’ve ploughed our land, we’ve sown our seed,


We’ve made all neat and gay;


So take a bit, and leave a bit,


Away birds, away!







I looked over the hedge, and saw a little rustic lad apparently about seven years old, in his blue carter-frock [smock], with a little bag hanging by his side, and his clapper in his hand. From ridge to ridge of a heavy ploughed field, and up and down its long furrows, he went wading in the deep soil, with a slow pace, singing his song with a melancholy voice, and sounding his clapper.16





The sight of the boy distressed Howitt: ‘There was something in the appearance of that little creature in that solitary place, connected with his unvaried occupation, and his soft and plaintive voice that touched powerfully my heart; and, as I went on, I still heard his song, fainter and fainter, in the deep stillness.’ On his return journey that evening, in twilight, he again caught sight of the boy. He discovered that his name was Johnny and this was his first day of work: ‘Never did I feel a livelier pity for any living thing! . . . a neighbour who passed this afternoon and asked him how he liked his task, said he was crying; and that he said, the silence frightened him, and he wished himself at home again.’17


Because the boys were dispersed across different fields, the loneliness, tedium and severe treatment were difficult to bear. Joseph Arch was the son of a shepherd and later in life became an agricultural trade union leader and politician. He recalled the hardships of his first paid employment at Barford, near Warwick:




I was a youngster of nine when I began to earn money [in 1835]. My first job was crow-scaring, and for this I received fourpence a day. This day was a twelve hours one, so it sometimes happened that I got more than was in the bargain, and that was a smart taste of the farmer’s stick when he ran across me outside the field I had been set to watch. I can remember how he would come into the field suddenly, and walk quietly up behind me; and, if he caught me idling, I used to catch it hot. There was no sparing the stick and spoiling the child then! This crow-scaring was very monotonous work, and many a time I proved the old adage about Satan finding mischief, for idle hands. My idle hands found a good deal to do, what with bird-nesting, trespassing, and other boyish tricks and diversions.18





Looking back, he admitted that his lot was far better than that of a coal miner’s son, who from an early age would have been toiling down a pit. Even so, the long hours were exhausting, and children like him often fell asleep, as is evident in the similar rhymes and songs that were chanted across the country:




Fly away, blacky-cap,


Don’t you steal my master’s crap


While I lie down an’ take a nap.19





In this example, ‘blacky-cap’ refers to a crow and ‘crap’ is West Country dialect for ‘crop’.


In evidence given to the Poor Law Commission in 1843, John Peirson, who was a landowner and farmer at Framlingham in Suffolk, reported: ‘Children come at eight, bring their dinner, rest from twelve to one, leave work at five or six, according to season of year. They earn not less than 1s. 6d., nor more than 2s., by crow-keeping. Every person in the parish employs them in that way. I dare say at one time we had 50 or 60 children employed as crow-keepers.’20 A few years later John Glyde, a self-educated social commentator, addressed the plight of these young bird scarers in Suffolk:




There is a general complaint of the ignorance, and almost unreasoning existence of our agricultural population. How can it be otherwise, when a boy is taken from school before he can read with ease . . . Boys of tender age often go into the fields at day-break to drive away the birds from growing crops, or to attend cattle and sheep. Thus engaged, he watches the same flock of sparrows, walks the boundaries of the same field, leans against the same gate, and sits under the same hedge, for months together. Intellectual stagnation eats into the very soul of the child in performing his monotonous duty.21





John Bailey Denton was a land surveyor and engineer, and he continued this argument in a paper presented to the Society of Arts in London on agricultural labourers. Most children left school at the age of ten, he explained, and if a boy could not write,




he is consigned to the farm either as a bird-keeper, crow-clapper, ploughboy, pig-keeper, cowman’s boy, or shepherd’s boy . . . he may exercise his voice in singing while bird-keeping, but as this involves an effort, he only does it when he sees his master coming. This literally and truly has been, and still is, the occupation of nearly every village boy during that time of his life when his mind is most susceptible of useful impressions. Though not altogether idle, his mind is an empty one.22





The 1880 Education Act subsequently brought about the virtual cessation of child labour, making school attendance compulsory for those between the ages of five and ten, rising to fourteen by 1914. Once cheap child labour was no longer available for scaring birds, a greater reliance was put on scarecrows, mawkins or dudmen – grotesque images of humans, dressed in cast-off clothing, that were positioned in fields to deter marauding birds. The adventure novelist Rider Haggard had two farms on the Norfolk–Suffolk border, near the town of Bungay, and writing in 1898 he said that scarecrows were supposed to unnerve the rooks:




Hood [his steward] promises to set up some mawkins to fright them, but the mawkin nowadays is a poor creature compared with what he used to be, and it is a wonder that any experienced rook consents to be scared by him. Thirty years or so ago he was really a work of art, with a hat, a coat, a stick, and sometimes a painted face, ferocious enough to frighten a little boy in the twilight, let alone a bird. Now a rag or two and a jumble-sale cloth cap are considered sufficient.23





Haggard also advised boosting the message of these lacklustre scarecrows by ‘a dead rook tied up by the leg to a stick’.


William Sterland described a similar method of scaring rooks on farmland near Ollerton in Nottinghamshire, on the edge of Sherwood Forest where he grew up. In 1869, he published a book about birds of the region, in which he pointed out that although farmers seemed to understand that rooks were by and large beneficial, they did shoot the occasional one, ‘who, with wings extended by two split sticks, is placed in terrorem in the centre of a corn or potato field; and a very effectual scarecrow he makes – his constrained attitude is understood at a glance by his wary brethren, and they need no other hint.’24


Over a century earlier, in 1748, Pehr Kalm, who was a naturalist from Sweden, spent a few months in England before heading to North America. That July, he travelled round Gravesend and Rochester in Kent, where he saw numerous cherry orchards. He found that birds were kept off the fruit by suspending numerous dead jackdaws, rooks, crows and magpies from tree branches, producing a stench of rotting corpses.25


Growing up in the early twentieth century at Rottingdean in Sussex, the countryman and folk singer Bob Copper saw how rooks pillaged the fields each spring, when ‘five or six hundred sooty, ragged-winged robbers, from the rookery in the neighbouring village of Stanmer over the hill . . . used to fly down daily in droves . . . to raid the freshly sown fields’.26 Haggard likewise described the damage on his farm:




I noticed that the rooks are playing havoc on the three acres of mixed grain which we drilled a few days ago for sheep food . . . They are congregated there literally by scores, and if you shout at them to frighten them away, they satisfy themselves by retiring to some trees near at hand and awaiting your departure to renew their operations. The beans attract them most, and their method of reducing these into possession is to walk down the lines of the drill until (as I suppose) they smell a bean underneath. Then they bore down with their strong beaks and extract it, leaving a neat little hole to show that they have been there. Maize they love even better than beans; indeed, it is difficult to keep them off a field sown with that crop.27





In Bob Copper’s opinion, rooks grew accustomed to the sound of clappers and so needed a gun fired at them to teach them a lesson: ‘When-ever Grand-dad shot a rook I had to run and fetch it to him and he would tie it on to a thatching-rod and make me stick it into the ground some distance away. Here the unfortunate bird would swing from its gibbet as a grim reminder to those that got away.’28


Apart from birds being scared away by children, scarecrows and dead trophies, other ingenious devices prevented predatory incursions. In his The Book of the Farm, published in 1844, the agricultural writer Henry Stephens stated that rooks loathed the smell of gunpowder (probably because of the association with guns being fired at them). To protect potato fields, he recommended burning matches, which were slow fuses of cord coated with gunpowder paste and dried: ‘the burning of gunpowder matches here and there and now and then along the windward side of the field, the fumes of which sweeping across the surface of the ground, being smelt by the rooks, put them in constant trepidation, and at length to flight’.29 A more complex device was what he called a ‘rook-battery’, composed of a large circular piece of wood on a tripod, with slow matches arranged to fire a series of small brass cannons, aided by a woollen rag coated in gunpowder that produced smoke.30


A few tips on protecting vegetables, fruit bushes and trees were given in The Garden magazine of December 1872, one of which involved an imitation hawk: ‘Take a good sized sound Mangold Wurzel, and with a pocket-knife roughly shape it into something like the body of a bird, stick some turkey’s (or any large dark-brown) feathers in on each side for wings, not forgetting to add a good wide-spread tail.’ Using string and a flexible rod, this ‘hawk’ was suspended from a branch of a fruit tree so that it resembled a hovering bird of prey. Another creative suggestion was made: ‘A stuffed cat is also an excellent bird scarer, and, if placed in a conspicuous position, will protect a large batch of seed beds, or a number of trees or bushes. The skin may be stuffed in the rudest manner with hay, putting sticks into the legs. With a little care it will last for years. It should not be forgotten that before it is stuffed, it must be well salted or otherwise prepared against putrefaction.’31


Magazines and newspapers constantly advertised the latest contraptions, but Rider Haggard warned against sparrow-traps:




Of late, patent basket sparrow-traps have been largely advertised, and with them testimonials from gentlemen who say they have caught great numbers by their means. I purchased one of these wicker traps for five shillings, but the result showed that I might as well have kept my money in my pocket, as not one single sparrow have I been able to catch with it. I suppose therefore that the race must be more artful about here than in the neighbourhood of those gentlemen who give the testimonials.32





He complained bitterly about his adversary: ‘the bold, assertive, conquering sparrow, that Avian Rat, as someone has aptly named him, pursues his career of evil almost unchecked, producing as many young sparrows as it pleases him to educate. Indeed, I do not understand how it comes about that we are not entirely eaten up with these mischievous birds.’33 In July 1898, flocks of about a hundred were targeting fields close to his village: ‘A tenant of mine, whom I met this morning, tells me that he is “fairly crazed” with them, and that in one plot they have nearly stripped the ringes [rows] which are nearest the hedge. It is not so much what these vermin eat that does the mischief, as what they destroy. I believe that for every grain they swallow, they throw down six.’34


Sparrow clubs were established years before the Education Act limited the availability of children for bird scaring, and in December 1862 a letter was written by ‘A Real Friend to the Farmer’ about a club at the small market town of Crawley in Sussex. It was published in The Times under the heading ‘Sparrow Murder’:




Sir, – I think the following exploit of the ‘wise men’ of Crawley ought to be shown to the world in your widespread journal; it speaks for itself and requires no comments on my part. It is taken from a country paper of this week: –





‘CRAWLEY SPARROW CLUB.




‘The annual dinner took place at the George Inn on Wednesday last. The first prize was awarded to Mr. J. Redford, Worth [south-east of Crawley], having destroyed within the year 1,467. Mr. Heavsman took the second, with 1,448 destroyed. Mr. Stone third, with 982 affixed. Total destroyed, 11,944. Old birds, 8,663; young ditto, 722; eggs, 2,559.’35





On reading this same letter, William Sterland commented that too many farmers were ruthlessly destroying birds: ‘I do not know where Crawley is, but I feel ashamed of the profound ignorance and inhumanity of its inhabitants, and especially of the three individuals who carried off the prizes in their sparrow club.’36


At the village of Ablington in the Cotswolds in early November 1896, Arthur Gibbs received a postcard with a printed message: ‘A meeting will be held at the Swan Hotel, Bibury, on Friday, November 13th, at 6.30 P.M., to arrange about starting a Sparrow Club for the district.’ On asking a good friend of his, a labouring man, what a sparrow club was, he learned that it was for killing sparrows when they became too numerous,




paying boys a farthing a head for every bird they catch, and giving prizes for the greatest number killed. Boys may often be seen out at night, with long poles and nets attached to them, catching sparrows in the trees . . . I was disappointed that the ‘Sparrow Club’ for which a great public meeting had to be convened, was not of a more exciting nature. One was led to believe by the importance of the printed postcard that some good old English custom was about to be revived.37





Richard Jefferies, who had died a few years earlier, in 1887, wrote for many years about rural England, including sparrow catchers: ‘If you lived in the country you might be alarmed late in the evening by hearing the tramp of feet round your house. But it is not burglars; it is young fellows with a large net and a lantern after the sparrows in the ivy. They have a prescriptive right to enter every garden in the village. They cry “sparrow catchers” at the gate, and people sit still, knowing it is all right.’ In his view, this practice made cruelty acceptable: ‘The agriculturists in some southern counties give the boys in spring threepence a dozen for the heads of young birds killed in the nest. The heads are torn off, to be produced like the wolves’ of old times, as evidence of extinction.’38


By the end of the century, with a depression in agriculture, Rider Haggard said that in Norfolk sparrow clubs had disappeared, and the only effective way of controlling these pests was to use poisoned wheat, even though it became illegal in 1863:




but this, unless spread with great care in places frequented by sparrows alone, such as eaves and water-troughings, is highly dangerous to all life. Also the sale of it is illegal; indeed, we have convicted men for this offence before my own Bench. Still, farmers use it a good deal under the rose [secretly], and, I am sorry to say, not for sparrows only, but for pigeons and rooks also, with the result that a great deal of game and many harmless birds are poisoned.39





Gamekeepers and shepherds also hated and persecuted certain birds that were a menace to gamebirds and livestock, especially sheep and lambs. When touring the Highlands of Scotland in the summer of 1769, the naturalist Thomas Pennant passed Braemar Castle: ‘Eagles, peregrine falcons, and goshawks breed here: the falcons in rocks, the goshawks in trees . . . These birds are proscribed; half a crown is given for an eagle, a shilling for a hawk, or hooded crow.’40 A few decades later, the journalist Alexander Shand said that the Highland shepherds still worried about eagles: ‘if a sheep is crippled or ailing, the eagle is always on the look-out, guided by the ravens and hooded crows. For the eagle is the most voracious of gluttons, and the best chance of the shepherd taking his revenge, is when he weathers on him when gorged to the beak with drowned mutton. Then the prince of the air and the mountains may be knocked senseless with the staff.’41


An old shepherd on the South Downs in Sussex said that he once shot an eagle, the only one he ever saw. Usually, he was on the look-out for foxes and marauding birds: ‘If a yoe [ewe] happened to get overturned on a lonesome part of the hill, the ravens and carrion crows would come and pick out her eyes before she was dead. This happened to two or three of my yoes, and at last I got an old gun and shot all the crows and ravens I could get nigh.’42


John Atkinson mourned the fact that ravens had been killed off during his forty years of being in the Yorkshire parish of Danby. For much of his life he was interested in birds, but had sadly noticed many changes: ‘The barn owl – they used to breed in the church-tower – had gone a few years before . . . The beautiful merlins, too, are comparatively little seen . . . And I have not seen a harrier or a buzzard these thirty years . . . but the hawk I miss the most is . . . the kestrel or windhover.’43 He complained bitterly that gardeners and farmers were overrun by mice, and yet they slaughtered kestrels and owls, the very birds that would have reduced their numbers.


A rare early voice in support of birds was John Byng (who later became Viscount Torrington), and during his summer travels through Cambridgeshire in 1790 he stayed at the Haycock Inn at Wansford Bridge. One morning he was appalled to see nests of house martins beneath the eaves being wantonly destroyed. Later that day, he rode to Chesterton, where he deplored the new fashion for felling groves of trees in villages to open up the views, and so he was driven to pen a diatribe against the destruction of birds:




The rook (in my opinion) does one shillingsworth of advantage, by destruction of the slug, for a pennyworth of damage sustain’d by the corn. The blackbird, and bullfinch destroy the worms and insects inimical to greens, and fruits; and richly deserve their small reward of peas, and cherries. The sparrow hardly earns his poor pickings from the stack, by his destruction of the caterpillar. I once ask’d a lady, if she loved to be stung by gnats? She answer’d with horror No; ‘Why then, madam, do you order the swallows [house martin] nests to be pull’d down from the window, who wou’d keep them away from your chamber?’44





When Byng was writing, at the end of the eighteenth century, the war waged by cultivators against birds had barely begun. With a tendency to be pessimistic, he was sure that all birds were under threat:




The race of birds will be quickly extinct . . . for as ignorance is the offspring of barbarity, the farmer and gardener are taught to believe that all birds rob and plunder them, and that they should be destroy’d by every engine, and scared away by every invention. By these means the country is stript of a chief beauty; and the contemplative man misses a prime satisfaction. On the few remaining tall trees the rook is forbid to build! The blackbird and bullfinch are shot in the kitchen garden! The sparrow is limed in the farm yard! And the swallow is driven from ‘the coigne of vantage’!45





Birds were frequently killed in ignorance as vermin, when in reality many caused little harm and were even beneficial, preying not just on mice, but also eating prodigious quantities of insects, caterpillars, slugs, wireworms and other damaging grubs, something that ornithologists proved time and again when they dissected birds they had shot. In the mid-nineteenth century, John Blunt, an ecclesiastical historian, was a curate in East Anglia, and when his church was being restored, he climbed up a ladder to an oak beam, from which he extracted some lumps of lead, labelling them as ‘slugs from the guns of Cromwell’s soldiers’. Shortly afterwards, he was told that they were lead shot fired by the old sexton, John Wilkins, when slaughtering sparrows inside the building. Blunt criticised the folly of paying parishioners to kill sparrows: ‘while the farmers were thus expending the Church Rate the grubs must have laughed from the furrow into the faces of their ploughmen: and the wireworms must have sung merrily as they bored into the very hearts of their turnips’.46


Without modern pesticides, episodes occurred when insects or rodents caused considerable problems, and on occasions birds would flock to the scene as if from nowhere, something the landowner and ornithologist Hugh Gladstone recorded for cuckoos on his estate in Dumfriesshire: ‘In some summers, as in 1885 and 1903, this species is exceptionally abundant. In the latter year the oak trees at Capenoch (Keir) were infested with caterpillars innumerable and never in my life have I seen so many Cuckoos gathered together. They destroy the larvae of the antler-moth . . . or “hill-grub” which is so injurious to upland hill-pasture.’47


Field voles also caused damage to pasture land in Scotland, as happened in 1890–2. Gladstone’s friend Robert Service, a nurseryman from Dumfries, witnessed how short-eared owls thrived on such an abundance of food:




The vole plague of 1875–76 saw a big movement of these Owls, and they were accompanied by Rough-legged Buzzards, while the plague of 1890 and subsequent years brought an altogether marvellous immigration. In Dumfriesshire alone not less than 500 pairs of breeding birds were estimated as present. Probably there were three or four times that number on the vole-infested farms . . . It was a never-to-be-forgotten experience to see on mile after mile of the moorlands always a dozen of them in sight at once . . . The finest sight of all was when at midsummer of 1892 I had a chance of going along the hills at midnight. The night was bright and clear, and very still. The Owls were on all sides, flying like no other birds that I ever saw. The voles were scurrying hither and thither, squeaking and rustling as one stepped over and amongst them. The unfeathered owlets had left their nests, and were sitting blinking their eyes and contorting their bodies in groups on almost every hillock. The parents never troubled to alight amongst their offspring – they simply flew past, and flung the dead voles at their young in the byegoing. It was a weird and impressive bit of bird life, one my poor powers of description cannot do justice to.48





Service’s account is a reminder that birds can flourish in unlikely conditions and that the presence of these owls was a positive aspect of an otherwise devastating vole plague.










CHAPTER THREE
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HUNTING




It is most curious how some of the birds have been caught; some are held by a leg alone, others are wound round and round in a complete tangle, the fine twine of the net being buried in some places deep under the plumage. Some birds are caught by a wing alone, others by both; whilst yet again many are held by the neck and the wing. Many of the birds are drowned.


CHARLES DIXON on birds caught
in flight nets on the Wash mudflats1





 


From prehistoric times, birds have been killed for a great variety of reasons, not just to eradicate them as pests, but also for food, medicine, fuel, feathers, fertiliser for fields or for specimens that collectors were seeking. Live birds were also captured to be fattened for eating or to be put in aviaries and cages as pets. Until guns became predominant, the most practical weapons were slingshots, catapults, bows and arrows and crossbows, while devices such as simple snares, nets, traps and birdlime also enabled birds to be taken. Whatever the method, it was essential to lure birds within range, which meant employing decoy birds and call birds, lights and reflective mirrors.


For thousands of years, sticky birdlime will have helped catch all manner of birds, though in Britain its use was finally made illegal in 1925. The word is derived from the Old English ‘lim’, an adhesive substance, which came to be written as lym, lyme and lime. On several occasions Shakespeare used the term ‘lime’ or ‘limed’, meaning ensnared or setting a trap, as in Henry VI, Part II, written around 1591–2. The Duke of Suffolk was aiming to influence Queen Margaret, his lover, by speaking about Duke Humphrey’s wife, who she saw as her rival:




Madam, myself have lim’d a bush for her,


And plac’d a quire of such enticing birds.


That she will light, listen to their lays,


And never mount to trouble you again.2





In 1621 the prolific writer Gervase Markham published Hungers Prevention, a book that described the art of fowling by water and land – the word ‘fowl’ was then used for all birds. Intricate instructions were given on making birdlime:




To make then the best and most excellentest bird-lime, you shall take at Midsomer the barke of holly and pill [pull] it from the tree, so much as will fill a reasonable bigge vessell, then put it to running water, and set it one [on] the fire, and boyle it till the gray and white barke rise from the greene, which will take for the most part, a whole day or better in boyling, then take it from the fire and seperate the barke after the water is very well drained from it, which done, take all the greene barke and lay it one [on] the ground in a close place and a moist store, as in some low vault or celler, and then with all manner of greene weedes, as dockes, hemlock, thystels [thistles] and the like, cover it quite over a good thicknesse.3





The mixture was left for up to twelve days, turning filthy and slimy, after which it was pounded in a mortar and taken to a stream to be thoroughly washed: ‘then put it up in a very close earthen pot, and let it stand and purge for divers days together, not omitting but to skum it and clense it as any foulness rises, for at least three or four daies together, and then perceiving no more skum will arise, you shall then take it out of that pot and put it in another cleane earthen vessell and cover it close, and so keepe it’.4


Birdlime proved effective because birds are extremely light relative to their size, so that only the largest birds could break free. It could be smeared on bushes or else on straw, string, twigs or rods that were then placed in suitable locations such as hedges, open fields and backyards, but just before use, Markham said, more preparation was needed: ‘Now when you have occasion to use your lyme, you shall take of it such a quantitie as you shall thinke fit, and putting it into an earthen pipkin, with a third part of hogges-grease, capons-grease or goose-grease, finely clarified (but capons-grease or goose-grease is best) and set it on a very gentle fire, and there let them melt together, and stirre them continually, till they be both incorporated together.’5 He also gave advice for freezing conditions: ‘Now if it to fall out that the weather doe prove so extreme sharpe and frostie, that your lyme-roddes doe freeze . . . then when you mixe your grease and lyme together, you shall take a quater [quarter] so much of the oyle of Peter (which the pothecaries call Petrolium) as you do of capons-grease, and mixing them together well . . . that no frost how great or violent . . . shall by any means anoy or offend you.’6


In the late seventeenth century, while serving as the manciple for St Edmund College in Oxford, Nicholas Cox, who was also a bookseller and author, published The Gentleman’s Recreation, a book on field pursuits aimed at the young gentlemen who attended Oxford’s various colleges. Part of it was lifted wholesale from Hungers Prevention, including birdlime, and Cox’s own book was in turn plagiarised for many decades, reflecting how fowling traditions changed very little.7 In the late nineteenth century, though, in his book on taxidermy, Montagu Browne wisely said that birdlime was no longer worth making, as by then it could be purchased from any professional birdcatcher, but for those who wished to do so, he recommended boiling linseed oil, which gave a similar product.8


After setting up a sticky trap, it was advisable to stay fairly close and lure in the birds by mimicking their call or using an artificial calling device. Another method was to attract birds to the spot by placing a decoy bird or stale close by, the word ‘stale’ being derived from the Anglo-Saxon for a pigeon that was used to lure a hawk into a net. A living bird was tied to a pole, pinned down or put in a cage, or else a stuffed bird was displayed, giving the illusion of the safe presence of other wild birds. Sometimes owls or bats were employed as stales, because in the daytime they were perceived as predators, and so birds tended to mob them.9 Markham suggested placing two live bats near a lime-bush, saying that the birds would come down to gaze and wonder at them, but he also found owls effective: ‘Now as these night battes, so the owle is of like nature, and may be employed after the same manner; and by reason that he is lesse stirring and more melancholly than the batte, as also of greater quantity [size], and sooner to bee perceived, she is a better stale than the bat.’10 He then explained how to make a stale:
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