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Chapter One


EASTERN CURLEW


The sightings that season start in the far north – a bird here, a bird there. There are markers on the map on the online birdwatching portal eBird, lightly dusting the coasts of Queensland and New South Wales as birdwatchers submit their reports. As the spring of 2013 progresses into summer the markers thicken, the birds spreading themselves down the east coast of Australia and across the sea into New Zealand. 


They’ve come from the Arctic; you can imagine them falling down the globe like snow as the Siberian winter deepens and they flee the cold. But such an image doesn’t do justice to the sheer effort of their journey: from Kamchatka to Victoria, following rivers that separate countries, crossing oceans that separate continents, the birds flap their wings nonstop the whole way, losing weight until they arrive on the sand of Australia’s beaches gaunt and haggard, ready to gorge themselves and moult into crisp new plumage. Starting in September or October, some three dozen species of shorebird, or wader as they’re also known in the huge taxonomic order Ciconiiformes, migrate from their breeding grounds in the northern hemisphere. They travel through east Asia, across the Timor Sea into northern Australia, and from there disperse around the Australian coast. Millions of birds make this migration to spend the southern summer in Australia, feeding constantly, before migrating back to breed in the northern hemisphere. They fly tens of thousands of kilometres every year just to ensure that they never see winter. They aren’t waterbirds – they can’t swim, and their feathers aren’t waterproof. If they become exhausted and fall into the ocean, they die. Everything in their life depends upon them successfully completing their migration. To fuel this extraordinary lifestyle they need to feed voraciously. And with so much at stake they can’t leave anything to chance; they know where food is to be found, and they favour the same feeding grounds year after year.


In Victoria, where I live, the birds can be found along much of the coast. One of the more unusual and memorable locations, known as the Mud Islands, is just a daytrip away from Melbourne.


The Mud Islands are so low to the water you can barely see them, even when you stand on the upper deck of the ferry from Sorrento to Queenscliff on a clear summer’s day. Nine kilometres east of Queenscliff, the Mud Islands are an extrusion of the vast Great Sands sandbank that makes up Victoria’s Port Phillip Bay, which has an area of almost 2000 square kilometres, only 13 metres deep on average.


The Mud Islands are constantly shifting as the tide and coastal weather work at the sand that forms them, but they retain their fundamental shape: a ring of three islands, totalling about 5 kilometres in diameter, each separated from the other by narrow channels, with a shallow lagoon in the middle. 


If you lived in Queenscliff you might own a boat and maybe you could go out to the Mud Islands whenever you wanted to. But if you’re like me and you’ve come by bus from the inner northern suburbs of Melbourne you won’t have a boat, so the only way to get to the Mud Islands is by guided tour. 


~


It’s 16 February 2015, high summer, and the weather is perfect for my journey to the Mud Islands. The water around the islands is less than a foot deep, and the boat in which I and a couple of dozen other tourists are sitting slows to a crawl, the captain feeling his way forward. For the last half hour we’ve cut and slapped our way east from Queenscliff Harbour across the small waves of the bay, stopping to admire seals and gannets, seawater spraying our faces, our hands and our binoculars.


I’d first read about the Mud Islands in a newspaper article. The name wasn’t exactly promising: it sounded as if whoever had named the islands had been expecting something more and been disappointed. The islands aren’t even made of mud, but of sand – perhaps they were named on a wet day. The article talked about the Mud Islands as an undiscovered gem among greater Melbourne’s ecological attractions – a habitat of international significance no less, listed under the Ramsar wetlands convention. 


There’d been a murmur of excitement and camaraderie as I and my fellow passengers donned our lifejackets and boarded the small boat in Queenscliff Harbour – the kind of sound you hear among people who are indulging their passions and are pleased at the unexpected opportunity to do so. We’d each paid almost a hundred dollars to spend a Sunday afternoon walking around a ring of islands with no shade and no plants taller than a shrub. 


The water around the Mud Islands is too shallow for the captain of our small boat to safely navigate so we jump out and wade in knee-deep water onto shore. There are many birds to be spotted on the outer perimeter of the islands – terns in particular, and hundreds of black swans feeding on the seagrass beds that surround the Mud Islands. But it’s only on entering the lagoon in the islands’ centre, hidden from the shore by a kind of hedge of shrubs, that you see what makes the Mud Islands so special. The lagoon is where the great majority of shorebirds feed.


It’s one o’clock in the afternoon when our guide leads us round the edge of the first island. We sit down on the edge of the saltmarsh overlooking the lagoon and have lunch: a picnic, of sorts, on a tiny scrap of sand in the middle of a vast bay with the towers of Melbourne’s CBD in the dim distance to the north. A dozen or so sharp-tailed sandpipers forage in the shallow ponds scattered amid the saltmarsh, twitching warily at our presence, focusing on the necessity of their feeding but occasionally throwing sharp glances at us with their dark eyes. 


Despite their wariness, they don’t flee. 


After lunch we cross the lagoon, wading through the shallow water and holding our assorted cameras, telescopes and binoculars carefully up in the air. Our route takes us straight towards the godwits, knots and stints in the lagoon’s centre. They spy us coming but they only flee at the last possible moment, much later than I expect them to based on other bird encounters I’ve had. Every wing-beat a shorebird makes over summer robs energy from the coming migration; within the limited capacity of a bird to understand the intentions of a human walking towards it, fleeing must be treated as a last resort.


We reach the other side of the lagoon and continue our circumnavigation of the islands, eventually returning to the spot where we landed. Our guide radios the boat. We’ve been on the Mud Islands for about three hours and we’ve seen hundreds of individual shorebirds, in nine species, and sundry other birds as well. We think that the day is over but as our boat returns to Queenscliff it disturbs a group of four eastern curlews on a beach near the harbour. Most of the shorebirds we saw on the Mud Islands were small, scurrying close to the ground and frantically pecking at the mud. The curlews, at rest on the beach, seem imperious by comparison: many times larger than the smallest shorebirds, each curlew has a down-curved bill, like that of an ibis, which seems almost as long as its body. Their bodies are covered in cream and dark-brown feathers. As the boat approaches they stand upright and tall, watching us carefully, before making their decision; opening long, pointed wings each bird, the largest migratory shorebirds in the world, takes flight away from us, calling as they go in voices that occupy an uncertain zone between honk and wail. As they disappear our guide, who so far has been knowledgeable and happy to see any bird but has projected an air of having seen them all many times before, turns to face us. 


‘Weren’t they spectacular!’ she grins.


~


That was the first time I saw eastern curlews in real life. But the first time I ever saw their likeness, and became aware that such an animal existed, was in the pages of Simpson & Day’s Field Guide to the Birds of Australia. I was in my early teens and my parents’ insistence on taking me on bushwalks around Canberra, despite my loud protests, had finally had the intended effect and given rise to a deep love of nature. When my parents bought a holiday house surrounded by bird-filled bush on the Brogo River on the Far South Coast of New South Wales my father started cataloguing the plants found on the property; I started doing the same for the birds. Honeyeaters flitted into the garden outside the house, eagles soared over the valley, and migratory birds of all kinds suddenly appeared in the forest at Christmas time only to disappear again a few months later. One day I saw a small, colourful bird I’d never seen before. Captivated, I stared at it through my father’s binoculars. The ancient and unreliable bird book in the house couldn’t help me identify it. With a child’s hubris and naiveté I thought that I might have discovered a new species. But just to be sure, I bought the Simpson & Day field guide. The bird turned out to be an eastern spinebill – a type of honeyeater – but I was scarcely disappointed: the book was full of hundreds of birds, beautifully illustrated, and all I had to do was keep an eye out for them. I eagerly anticipated weekend trips to ‘Brogo’ and the promise of an endless well of birds hiding in the forest.


It was only ever the forest, though. The house was about half an hour’s drive inland from the small coastal town of Bermagui. The beach was easily accessible but my family never went there. The coast and fish and chips and the Pacific Ocean felt like another world from the steep forested hillside on which the house rested. Occasionally white-bellied sea-eagles or whistling kites flew high overhead, suggesting the proximity of the ocean, but for the most part the birds of Brogo were the forest birds I knew from home:  pied currawongs, crimson rosellas, grey fantails, superb fairy-wrens, red-browed finches. When my family and I weren’t spending weekends at Brogo we were at home in Canberra. I grew up there, inland, ringed by the mountains of the Brindabellas. My mum was from England and my dad was from Adelaide – we weren’t a beach-going family. They enrolled me in swimming classes when I was a child, more out of a sense of obligation than anything else, but I was never tempted by a summer beach and never wanted to dive into the sea. All the same I became fascinated by the coast and the animals that depended upon it.


On rare trips to the beach I loved nothing more than exploring rock pools, looking for wildlife. A crab was cause for jubilation and a fish was almost beyond belief. I tiptoed barefoot over periwinkles. I watched warily as waves hurled themselves against the rocks. Most of all, I desperately wanted to see birds. I’d watch each gull and cormorant flying parallel to the shore and try to will them into being something more interesting: a tern, a shearwater, even a lost albatross. I had no idea what these birds looked like in real life and that gave me licence to try to imagine them into existence. The back half of my Simpson & Day field guide, where all the forest birds were, became well-thumbed and familiar, but the front half that was home to the seabirds and the shorebirds was like another world – an enticing one. For kids obsessed with machines, ships promise the world; for kids who love animals, birds of the coast and the sea do likewise. They give some hint of how huge the world is if you can just get away from home.


I still have that Simpson & Day guide. It’s been rained on, dropped, yanked out of backpacks and jammed back in thousands of times, thumbed by my hands sweaty from summer bushwalks. It’s been used as a lunch plate and a tabletop. It’s been soaked by leaky water bottles and the covers have frayed and fallen off and been stuck back on with tape. The illustrations are still gorgeous – to my eye better and more vivid and lifelike than the illustrations in any other bird guide. 


When you go bushwalking you might sometimes come across a mixed flock of small birds, moving and foraging together: half a dozen or more different species, all gathered together in a single tree before moving on to the next. The pages of the field guide were like this: birds jostling for position, painted as if caught mid-action, each given their place on the page and none dominating the others.


Except the eastern curlew. When I’d leaf through Simpson & Day’s guide as a child the eastern curlew, on page 79, seemed to loom huge over the other birds it shared space with: like a giraffe among antelopes, incongruously large and eye-catching because of it. Looking back at the book now I can see how the illustrator, Nicolas Day, has shrunk the bird down to bring it more into proportion with the smaller curlews and sandpipers it shares the page with, reducing its scale so that the page is as carefully balanced in its composition as any other page of the book. But one feature that can’t be minimised is the eastern curlew’s enormous bill. As long and as curved as a scimitar, the bill instantly draws attention to itself. It’s the first thing your eye goes to – there’s no avoiding it. 


I spent hours with the book when I was a child; but for all the colour and variety of Australia’s nearly one thousand other species of bird depicted in the book nothing had the power to stop me in my tracks like the improbable and startling bill of the eastern curlew. I wanted to see the bird for myself. Birdwatchers are greedy; they’re always seeking out the new and the unusual, and in the birds that I saw every day there was nothing that looked like the eastern curlew. To be honest it looked ridiculous; it was as if nature was having a laugh. And what child with a lifelong interest in animals wouldn’t want to see an evolutionary practical joke? 


Scenery passed quickly from the back seat of my parents’ car, and on trips from Brogo into Bermagui I used to stare longingly at the small patch of low-tide mud in the mouth of the Bermagui River, trying to convince myself that maybe there was an eastern curlew out there. If we ever stopped at a beach I might sometimes spot an oystercatcher, or even a red-capped plover – but these resident shorebirds, these sedentary species, lacked the awe of their migratory counterparts. On page after page of my Simpson & Day field guide the migratory shorebirds crowded, tight-knit as their flocks are in real life. The representation in the book of that multitude gave a sense more tantalising than any TV show or movie that life contained whole other worlds: that the entirety of it was vast but also accessible if you only knew where to look. Australia, and southern Australia in particular, where I lived, was hosting one of the world’s greatest annual influxes of wildlife. The fact that this was normal, and that it was completely hidden from me by nothing more remarkable than simple geography, astonished me. The world was full of wonder.


~


The advent of DNA analysis in recent decades has revolutionised biology and taxonomy; the evolutionary history and interrelationships of organisms are clearer now than they ever have been before. But the shorebirds remain a confusing group, enormous and diverse. They include among them the plovers and their allies, family Charadriidae; but mention the words ‘wader’ or ‘shorebird’ to most birdwatchers and the taxonomic family they will immediately envision will almost certainly be the Scolopacidae: ‘Curlews, Godwits, Snipe, Sandpipers and allies’ as Simpson & Day put it. In Simpson & Day’s guide the Scolopacidae found in Australia run to six illustrated plates: species after species, the smallest being the stints, three species in the genus Calidris each barely larger than a sparrow, and the largest being the eastern curlew. Worldwide, there are almost one hundred species of migratory shorebird and eight of these are curlews: genus Numenius.


In between the extremes of stint and curlew are a baffling array of like bodies and near-identical plumages. In the non-breeding plumage that they wear in Australia the migratory shorebirds are all brown and grey, with often just the tiniest subtleties of speciation, which can take experienced birdwatchers years to master. Shorebirds are much easier to tell apart once they wear their breeding plumage. As the middle of the year approaches they become radiant, deep russet or jet black or shining bronze. The ruff, as its name indicates, grows an extraordinary necklace of plume-like feathers and becomes in appearance unlike any other bird. But with rare and partial exceptions the breeding plumage of shorebirds is never seen in Australia: the astonishing migratory behaviour that these birds have evolved ensures that.


Bird migration occurs across the world. Birds – not just shorebirds but many groups – migrate from North to South America; from Europe to Africa; from Asia to Australasia. And back again. No bird migration is one-way but must be completed in each direction, every year. Although routes vary between species, and the route taken by a species or by an individual bird may even be different in each direction, there are nonetheless clearly delineated migration corridors – like highways with multiple lanes. These bird highways are appropriately called flyways. There are nine of them in the world; the flyway in which Australia is located is called the East Asian-Australasian Flyway. The world’s flyways occasionally overlap, and to some extent so do shorebirds. Some species, such as the bar-tailed godwit or the great knot, are found around the world. Others are endemic to just a single flyway. The eastern curlew is one of these; it’s found only in the East Asian-Australasian Flyway. Australia is famous for its over-sized tourist attractions: the Big Banana, the Big Pineapple, the Big Merino. But go to the coast during an Australian summer and you might just see the Big Curlew.


~


The second time I saw eastern curlews, just under a year after I saw them on my Mud Islands trip, was on another island in Victoria – French Island. French Island is in Western Port and is immediately north of Phillip Island, but it’s as undeveloped as Phillip Island is popular. Despite having an area of more than 100 square kilometres French Island has a permanent population of only around one hundred people. It’s unconnected to mains electricity or water. The only cars on the island belong to the island’s residents. Cars can be taken across by ferry but it’s so expensive that most people don’t bother.


Yet French Island is easy to get to from Melbourne, particularly by public transport. From Flinders Street Station in the CBD, the travel time is only two hours: by metropolitan train to Frankston, then connecting train to Stony Point, then passenger ferry to Tankerville on the island.


Since my first visit to French Island I’ve returned again and again. The reason for each of my visits is simple: most of the island and much of the waters off its coast are national park, and the national park exists because of the great quantity of animal life the island supports. The island is ringed by tidal mudflats. When the tide is out you can walk along the beach and look out onto swans, ibises, spoonbills, ducks, geese. But best of all, if you go there in summer you’ll see migratory shorebirds.


Like the Mud Islands, French Island is an internationally recognised and protected habitat, and when I visited in January 2015 I went with the hope of seeing shorebirds. I walked along the coastal road that runs north from the jetty where the ferry docks until I found an overgrown dirt track. I followed the track at a right angle to the road until it reached the beach, and from there I ventured out onto the mudflats. They were wide – a couple of hundred metres, perhaps – and the tide was all the way out. I wanted to see what I could see.


What I saw was eastern curlews. Not many of them, but only them – to the exclusion of all other shorebirds. 


I was captivated. I’d seen them from the boat on the trip back from the Mud Islands, but that view had been fleeting and had only whetted my appetite. So when I saw them on French Island, I walked after them. I shouldn’t have, but I did. I didn’t realise at the time that eastern curlews have a reputation for being more wary, more given to flight, than other shorebirds. I wanted to get a photo of them – I’m not a bird photographer but I wanted to have some record, some proof for myself that I’d seen this bird that had fascinated me for so long – but they saw me coming, and as I approached they opened their wings and flew off down the coast. But I was energised by seeing the curlews, and though I regretted making them fly I felt myself drawn towards their world. I started to wander further out onto the mudflats, the sea to my left and the island to my right. Only a few metres off the beach I felt strangely as if I’d been freed from the land completely. It was intoxicating. But it was difficult to judge how far out I was since the mudflats offered no landmarks. Not quite on a beach, not quite at sea, it seemed as if I was in an in-between world.


Nature writing, as with any genre, has its buzzwords and perhaps the most clichéd of these is ‘liminal’. It’s supposed to convey a kind of deep thinking about place, a subtle consideration that can locate a particular landscape in two places or two traditions at once. It’s become a way for people to reward themselves for their imagination. Urban fringes are liminal; plantations are liminal; tidal mudflats are always liminal.


But to refer to a place, particularly a natural landscape, as ‘liminal’ demonstrates not imagination but a catastrophic failure of imagination. It is to refuse or to be unwilling to see a place for what it really is, which is above all else of itself. When I walked out onto the broad mudflats of French Island, naïvely trying to approach the curlews, I was not in some no-man’s-land between two landscapes, the beach and the tree line to my right and the abrupt surf of Western Port to my left; I was in the midst of a landscape, and a habitat, fully imbued with its own richness, and ecology and biodiversity. At some point, after another curlew and then another had flown, and realising that I was losing my bearings and creeping ever closer to the sea, I stopped and looked around me. The mud was specked with tiny dark dots. Spreading across the whole expanse as far as I could see they were unremarkable, part of the background pattern of the world. When I stopped walking and looked at them, though, I realised that they were crabs, light-blue soldier crabs. Thousands and thousands of them, all around me, fleeing into their burrows. It was these crabs, and whatever other small animals were hidden beneath the mud, that the curlews had been feeding on.


We don’t tend to value mud and we don’t value mudflats. We view them as wastelands to be filled in. To the curlew, though, and to its shorebird kin, and to the great variety of invertebrates on which the shorebirds feast to fuel their migrations, the mudflats are everything.


Shorebird migration is an act of extraordinary stamina. Although migration is a common occurrence among birds – a group of animals particularly given to movement, after all – no bird migration is more challenging or more taxing than that undertaken by the shorebirds. Songbirds migrating between Africa and Europe may fly a long way but much of their flight will be over land, and if they become exhausted or hit bad weather they can stop and recuperate. The Arctic tern is famed for its long flights over oceans but it’s a seabird, and if it gets hungry it can take food from the water. Not having this advantage, but migrating across the sea all the same, shorebirds must simply fly, and fly astonishing distances. 


At the most extreme end is the bar-tailed godwit, which has been recorded as flying more than 11,000 kilometres from Siberia to New Zealand nonstop over a period of little more than a week. Though other shorebird species may not match that, flights of thousands of kilometres at a time are routine.


The metabolic cost of such migration is high. Shorebirds are well-adapted to extreme migration. They have long, pointed wings for fast and direct flight. Internal organs not essential for migration shrink before the flight begins, the better to reduce weight and increase room for the fat that will fuel the migration – and shorebirds are able to put on as much as 5 per cent of their own bodyweight in fat a day. They’re more efficient metabolically than other birds, burning off 0.41 per cent of their body fat per hour. Nonetheless, a shorebird at the end of its migration may weigh only 60 per cent of what it weighed at the start.


In the weeks before migration shorebirds can be seen feeding frantically. Before migration a shorebird may have increased its body mass by 80 per cent. I weigh about 75 kilograms – if I wanted to live like a shorebird I might gorge myself on steaks and sausages until I weighed 135 kilograms, and then run a few ultra-marathons. When you consider that millions of birds from dozens of species perform this act twice annually, and that this huge amount of consumption takes place largely on tidal mudflats, you can begin to appreciate just how rich in life those mudflats must be.


Shorebirds are carnivorous. This isn’t unusual; most birds, in fact, subsist wholly or partly on the bodies of other animals. When we think of carnivorous birds we invariably think of eagles, or falcons, or owls: birds that eat other birds as well as reptiles, fish and mammals. In short, vertebrates killing and eating other vertebrates. This is what we take ‘carnivorous’ to mean. But the greatest variety and density of animal life by far is to be found among the invertebrates: insects, crustaceans, worms, and many others. Of all the animals that biologists have so far described, invertebrates outnumber vertebrates by twenty to one, and it’s generally accepted that there are likely to be an enormous number of invertebrates yet to be discovered by science. Invertebrates are essential to life on earth, and not least because they are eaten by so many other animals.


A detailed study of Roebuck Bay, next to Broome in north-west Western Australia, found that there were at least three hundred and possibly as many as five hundred species of invertebrate in the bay’s tidal mudflats. The vast majority of these – approximately ten thousand out of seventeen thousand individual animals collected – were polychaete worms, a large and diverse group of worms found in a variety of marine and coastal habitats. But crustaceans, bivalves, gastropods, and many other taxa were also found. It’s no coincidence that Roebuck Bay is a major habitat for migratory shorebirds: more than three-quarters of a million shorebirds from twenty-nine different species visit the area each year. The arrival of shorebirds, wherever it takes place in the world, is an extraordinary annual phenomenon, a great blossoming of life. 


But the shorebirds are in fact just the most obvious manifestation of an ecosystem that is as rich as it is unheeded. Just as I walked for a kilometre or more on the mudflats of French Island before I noticed the soldier crabs that thronged around me, literally at my feet, when we look at a mudflat we’re seeing a habitat that is saturated with wildlife … and we don’t realise it.


When I walked across French Island the crabs that fled from me were all running to their burrows. There they’d be safe from me, and safe from most predators. The eastern curlew, however, with its long, slender, curving bill, is able to reach into the burrows of crabs and other invertebrates and grasp the animal that lives at the end. When the eastern curlew probes a burrow it does so with its bill slightly open – the better to close it around its prey, of course, but also because doing so doubles the likelihood of finding that prey. If I dropped, say, a pin on a shag carpet, I’d be twice as likely to find that pin by combing the carpet with two fingers, instead of one. The lives of migratory shorebirds, with their immense food requirements, depend on simple calculations like this.


With their spectacularly long bills – up to five times the length of their head – eastern curlews are able to reach further beneath the mud than any other shorebird. So ingrained in our understanding of evolution is the phrase ‘survival of the fittest’ that we can forget that evolution isn’t only a destructive force but also a creative one. It can create organisms that can outcompete each other, but it can also just as effectively create organisms that avoid competing with each other. That there are more than ninety species of migratory shorebird across the world, all living remarkably similar lives in, for the most part, the same habitat type, is in itself a powerful demonstration of how rich that habitat is. An environment rich enough in prey to drive the evolution of nearly one hundred species of bird, each feeding on a slightly different variety of prey, isn’t an environment that should, or logically can, be considered marginal. 


The world’s mudflats sustain some of the largest and most energy-intensive mass migrations of animals in the world but few of us pay them any heed, or mourn their destruction. We tend not to value things that we do not love; and we tend not to protect things that we do not value.


~


Migratory shorebirds are valued and loved by those who know about them but most people are unaware of their existence. Lacking the insistent charisma of parrots, the upfront majesty of raptors, the self-evident beauty of songbirds, shorebirds live among us only briefly each year, often anonymously. This is despite their ubiquity: shorebirds are found, at one time of the year or another, in every continent on earth except Antarctica.


But that ubiquity is fleeting. That’s the enigma of migratory shorebirds: they seem to us to blink into existence, and then blink out again, as if teleported from one stopping place to another. They are only ever here, or gone. For us they do not exist in in-between states. Their epic flights aren’t witnessed, except by radio trackers and satellites. Their migrations are extraordinary, to our human mind inconceivable. Perhaps the sheer numbers – of kilometres, of individuals – involved in these migrations are only part of the reason for this: we can’t imagine an animal that we could cup in our hands flying across hemispheres for a week without stopping. The sheer physical fact of it makes no sense to us and we struggle to understand a thing that we do not see. When we carelessly scare a flock of shorebirds from the area in which they are feeding, and they fly across the mudflat to the next expanse of shore, how can we quantify that flight against the flight from country to country? If we as a species, with our enormous imagination, have one great flaw, it is our frequent inability to fully appreciate a thing that we have not ourselves witnessed.


Nor can we readily imagine an animal’s entire global population, whatever its size. The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) currently lists the eastern curlew as ‘endangered’, changed from ‘vulnerable’ in 2012. The IUCN’s explanation for this is direct and unequivocal:


This species has been uplisted to Endangered as new information suggests it is undergoing a very rapid population decline which is suspected to have been primarily driven by habitat loss and deterioration in the Yellow Sea region. Further proposed reclamation projects are predicted to cause additional declines in the future.


Evolution is a strange thing – it hits upon a solution and then follows it to the bitter end. The great weakness of the life strategy that the migratory shorebirds have evolved is precisely that it takes them across so many different countries. Or, more pertinently and more poignantly, the great weakness of the migratory shorebirds is that they exist in the same world that we do, and yet in another world entirely. In the Arctic, in the far north of Russia where so many migratory shorebird species breed and in neighbouring Scandinavian countries, the indigenous Sami people have been trying for countless generations to follow tradition, travelling across vast distances as they herd the reindeer with which they have always shared their lives. Nowadays they must find a way to live across national borders – to be simultaneously of a particular country and outside that country. Even in the early 21st century we don’t deal well with lives that transcend borders, whether those lives are human or non-human. 


In 1971 the Convention on Wetlands was signed in Ramsar, Iran. The intention of this international treaty is to preserve and oversee the responsible management of wetlands of international importance – such as those tidal mudflats on which migratory shorebirds depend – and yet degradation and destruction of those habitats continues. On 14 March 2015 the Taipei Times reported on severe damage to the Jhihben Wetlands, a major stopover point for migrating shorebirds:


Migratory birds have deserted the area, while fish and shrimp have died in the wetlands after parts of it were drained by what appeared to be heavy machinery, [birdwatcher Peng Ching-chien] said, adding that he noticed the destruction during a visit to the wetlands on Feb. 22.


Earthen embankments between the wetlands and the sea have been leveled, causing the drainage of some areas, said Peng, who has been engaged in birdwatching for more than 20 years.


Other birdwatchers said that they found tracks apparently left by excavators and jeeps across the wetlands, which are recognized by BirdLife International as a vital bird habitat.


The Jhihben Wetlands are in the East Asian-Australasian Flyway, through which fly the eastern curlew and so many other shorebirds to spend the southern summer in Australia. Besides Australia this flyway takes in Bangladesh; Brunei; Cambodia; China; Indonesia; Japan; Laos; Malaysia; Mongolia; Myanmar; New Zealand; North Korea; Papua New Guinea; South Korea; Russia; Singapore; Thailand; the Philippines; Timor-Leste; the USA (through Alaska); and Vietnam. Some of these countries are touched only lightly by the shorebirds, but some are visited heavily. China especially encompasses a huge amount of the migratory shorebirds’ flight path in the East Asian-Australasian Flyway. It’s also a country that is undergoing an extraordinary boom in growth and prosperity (booms in human growth rarely work out well for other animals). The Yellow Sea in particular, a body of water encircled by China and the Korean Peninsula, is a vital staging post for shorebirds on the East Asian-Australasian Flyway. At the beginning of the 21st century the area around the Yellow Sea was home to over 300 million people, including more than half a dozen cities of over two million people each.


As humans encroach upon coastal habitats, shorebird numbers decrease. We don’t need to strain our imaginations to think of precursors to the contemporary decline of migratory shorebirds. The passenger pigeon’s extinction is a familiar story: it’s one of the most iconic, if that is the appropriate term, of all extinct birds. Among birds perhaps only the extermination of the dodo is better known. The passenger pigeon’s extinction is famous because it was so spectacular: from flocks of millions upon millions of birds, flocks that seemed to change day to night as they passed, to nothing at all. It’s tempting to reach for a neat circle, to say that the bird’s very abundance was its downfall, that so great were its numbers that it was hunted with impunity. But while that’s true as far as it goes, it also neatly sidelines the agent of that extinction: the hunter, the humans. To say that the passenger pigeon was hunted to extinction, to put it in such passive terms, is to attempt to let ourselves off the hook. The passenger pigeon did not go extinct. Extinction must not be regarded as an adjective; it must be a verb. We ‘extincted’ the passenger pigeon. (An ugly verb, yes, for an ugly truth.)


So famous is our extermination of the passenger pigeon that the last known bird had a name: Martha. She died in Cincinnati Zoo on 1 September 1914. The extinction of the passenger pigeon is often held up as a cautionary tale. But of course to say that the extinction of a particular species is a ‘famous example’ of extinction reveals the sad truth: extinction caused by human action is an all-too-common phenomenon.


Only two years after Martha died a ban was enacted on hunting a variety of migratory shorebirds in the United States: the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. Like the passenger pigeon, shorebirds move in flocks of sometimes startling numbers; they can seem limitless, not so much an animal as a phenomenon like a sandstorm in a desert. 


One such phenomenal bird was the Eskimo curlew, a close relative of the eastern curlew. It was shot in incalculable numbers as it flew on in its spring migration from South America through the United States to its breeding sites in the North American Arctic. Perhaps hunters who had once shot the passenger pigeon were grateful to be able to switch to the Eskimo curlew instead. Rich with fat for its long migration, the Eskimo curlew was reputedly an excellent bird to eat. Hunters shot them in an almost casual manner; so abundant were the birds that they were scarcely valued, except for the quality of their meat. In his book Birds and People Mark Cocker describes how Eskimo curlews were blasted from the sky in numbers greater even than hunters could carry: ‘… the hunters who had killed [the curlews] lacked the time or opportunity to transport them to market. Their response was simply to leave the curlews to rot and go back out to the plains to kill wagonloads more.’ Abundance begot profligacy.


But an animal once great in number leaves a great absence when it is gone. When hunters told their children of the vast flocks of Eskimo curlews, and of passenger pigeons before them, the stories must have been no easier for those children to believe than it is for us, now. We live in the shadow of such spectacular extinctions. Our wildlife now is furtive, and diminished. Most of us can scarcely conceive of birds so numerous that they blacken the sky when they flock, any more than most of us can imagine gathering in our hundreds to shoot such flocks wholesale out of the sky.


It would be wrong, though, to mistake a lack of opportunity for a lesson learned. After the US enacted its hunting ban in 1916, the Eskimo curlew population did not recover. Hunting was only one source of pressure on the Eskimo curlew. As it migrated through North America the Eskimo curlew, rather than relying on coastal mudflats, depended on prairies for its food. Like mudflats, prairies are a monotonous, seemingly empty landscape, and as such they aren’t valued by people in the modern industrialised world. When we look upon them we see a blankness waiting to be filled. As the vast prairies of North America were turned into farms for human use, growing food for human sustenance, there was nowhere left for the Eskimo curlew to feed. Those birds that were not shot likely starved to death.


There is no Martha for the Eskimo curlew, though. We can’t put a pin on a timeline and say, ‘This is when the last Eskimo curlew died.’ We can’t be sure that the last Eskimo curlew has died. We can say that we believe that it is very likely that there are no more in the world but it’s impossible for us to be certain. This is the conundrum of migratory shorebirds: if a bird flies across half a dozen countries in only a few weeks; if it flies in flocks of similar species so great in number that individuals are lost amid the throng; if it migrates in its lifetime the equivalent of the distance from the earth to the moon; if it vanishes so completely into the great remoteness of the Arctic that it wasn’t until the advent of satellite tracking that we learned exactly where many migratory shorebirds breed – how can we be certain that it has vanished from the earth? How can we be certain that there doesn’t exist somewhere some tiny remnant population, passing among us unseen, taking the few scraps we have left for it amid its former habitat?


The IUCN hedges its bets on the Eskimo curlew for precisely this reason: until every last possible remote habitat can be searched conclusively the official status of the species is ‘Critically Endangered (Possibly Extinct)’. Birds such as the eastern curlew that are definitely still with us can be counted year to year, and it can be determined with concrete certainty that such species are declining rapidly; but the end point can’t always be identified with such clarity. So the Eskimo curlew exists in our minds, even if not in the world. It is a ghost bird, a figment of thought or hope.


The eastern curlew and other species of migratory shorebird that use the East Asian-Australasian Flyway are declining in numbers. Hunting accounts for some of this decline, just as it did for the Eskimo curlew and the passenger pigeon, but as for the Eskimo curlew the greater cause by far is habitat loss. Most obviously, the mudflats of the Yellow Sea on which the shorebirds of the East Asian-Australasian Flyway depend are being rapidly developed for human use. They’re being ‘reclaimed’: a word that neatly encapsulates our entire attitude to habitats that do not in themselves serve the needs of most people. We see ourselves not in a partnership with nature, and certainly not as a part of nature, but in contest with it. We recapture land from the world as a conquering army takes land from the vanquished. We re-claim it. It rightfully belongs to us. We are taking the land back.
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