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Waiting for birds is like waiting for God, but I don’t
think I’d wait three hours for God.


Priest, poet and birdwatcher R. S. Thomas,
on waiting for a sighting of an albino dunnock













Prologue
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I came to birdwatching late, and immediately loved being away from the noise and busyness of the world. Waiting for birds became a favourite pastime. Not that it has much to do with the passing of time, because the clock stops in the silences of wild places, and when they come, encounters with birds can be timeless.


My complete ignorance of ornithology would have been humiliating had not my friendly birdwatching mentor made sure it wasn’t. I wasn’t particularly interested in finding rarities or in counting like a twitcher (although later, seeing twenty thousand lapwings on the Ouse Washes, or a ring ouzel on passage in a nearby field, were to prove unforgettable thrills). I wanted to know more about ‘ordinary’ birds, never having really looked at or listened to them before. They’d always been there, of course, but I’d never stopped to notice how beautiful they were or appreciate their mystery. As I did so, I became aware of exploring a disappearing world, as human populations encroach on habitats fast becoming unsustainable for winged



creatures which evolved millions of years before we turned up. Every bird became an elegy.


The compelling science and natural history of birds— migration facts, anatomical facts, historical facts, every fact I could lay my hands on—absorbed me. But all that was an added extra to what birds came to mean to me. I came across the word ‘ornitheology’, and found its meaning in the nowness of looking at a yellowhammer, or catching a glimpse of a bittern flying over reedbeds, or watching the first fieldfares as trees changed colour in November, or seeing a red-throated diver at dusk on the sea: in the absorption of those moments, ‘eternity’.


A bit of a loner and with a habit of silence, the glove fitted: I discovered that I could sit for hours in wild places, alone, in stillness, and there was nothing more I could want. Except then the birds turned up, a kind of divine intervention or so it seemed. A sudden song, a flight formation or a detail of plumage awakened a sense of something I couldn’t name. The moments when I first saw a crane, or a ptarmigan, or a wood warbler, all sense of time and self dissolved. However freezing the feet and hands, the potency of the experience was more than the sum of its parts: as Victorian nature writer and mystic Richard Jefferies wrote, the soul finds itself in beautiful things. Like a mirror, the birds reflected back something of themselves. Standing in the bleak wastes of the Fens or the oakwoods of Wales or the mountains of Macedonia, the alchemy of landscapes worked their magic on me too. Aldo Leopold, the American author, philosopher and ecologist, describes this as the noumenon of the phenomenon, and explains noumenon as imponderable essence. The experience of each encounter burned into my mind’s eye, imprinting on the darkroom of memory: so I decided to write pictures about them.




*


What providence was at work one day in 2009 when a fellow traveller at Mycenae suggested a tortoise-hunting expedition? We’d been picnicking under the monolithic walls where wild cyclamen grow among boulders, he watching some distant birds from time to time and remarking that they must be migrants on their way to Africa for the winter. I thought, how does he know that? He mentioned there might be wild tortoises in the hills, and that did sound thrilling to me, so we set off, my friend stopping constantly to point out birds I would never have noticed. When he came to a full stop and cried, ‘There’s a woodchat shrike!’ I looked at him in bewilderment. I’d never even heard of one. Patiently he showed me where to look, and what to look for, and again I thought, how can he possibly know all this? (He had been doing it since he was six years old, I later discovered.) We continued, pausing for butterflies and wild flowers (where I was more in my comfort zone), scrambling and sliding over scrubby scree slopes looking for tortoises. As we clambered down over the slippy stones I realised I’d lost my sunglasses and also realised I didn’t care. He was concerned and wanted to retrace our steps but I said let’s just keep looking for tortoises. We found none, but I felt radiant with happiness as we returned, as if I’d fallen in love again. I had: with natural history, an early love neglected for years—and with a new love, of the avian variety. A window had opened on my life, and I had no idea that day how much it would change as the birds flew in.













JULY


Norfolk’s Brecklands, north-west Essex
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walking









Through that window lay the solitude of horizons, as coined by J. A. Baker in ‘The Peregrine’, unspoiled places where nature is left largely to itself. I’ve always been a walker, loving to be out in open countryside, and at one point I took up running, relishing the movement, the freedom, the exhilaration of flying along at speed. But the process of waiting for and looking at birds made me slow down and see things in new ways. My inability to be still, to wait and watch (more than challenged in a restless age) was gradually overridden by a new habit of stopping, listening and looking. I began to explore the world of birds. I became more of a saunterer, a word that comes from the medieval word for pilgrims to la Sainte Terre, the Holy Land: sainterreurs. Waiting for birds in their habitats did indeed evolve into a kind of holy land as the birds and their beauty awakened a sense of something more. I became wrapped in the mystery I sensed in wild birds, discovering in their simple presence, in their innate beauty, just by being themselves as they have been for millions of years, a place of absorption. Another world.





In the beginning, the world of birds appeared so vast I didn’t know where to start. There are over ten thousand species worldwide, and I knew next to nothing of most of them, nothing about ornithology, nor of the impact of birds on our cultural life and imagination, let alone how to identify birds.



But luckily I sensed there was no hurry: N’allez pas trop vite, as Proust said. For the world is too interesting to skip over the slightest detail (as Marcel himself went on to prove in one of the world’s longest novels). The man in the fur coat who spent years in his cork-lined bedroom with the curtains drawn, suffering, writing, was a man with time to think about time: the passing of time, temps perdu, temps retrouvé, timelessness and the timeless moment—and the complex detail of the commonplace. All of which are pertinent to watching birds. This new world would take time to explore, and I absorbed his further advice, that the real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new lands but seeing with new eyes.





Life consists with wildness, wrote Henry David Thoreau. The most alive is the wildest. Not yet subdued to man, its presence refreshes him. Thoreau, writer and rebel, philosopher and ever the individualist, built himself a wooden hut near Concord in the wilds of Massachusetts, where he lived for two years in the mid-1840s. Here he became acquainted with the local wildlife, sauntered, read a lot and wrote a famous essay on walking which contains one of his most quoted dictums—In Wildness is the preservation of the World. His credo, I believe in the forest, and in the meadow, came from the experience of having plenty of both, living on the edge of Walden Pond where he was surrounded by miles of dense, unspoiled nature. He came to love the birds, his encounters with them changed him, they taught him to look more closely, to listen more intently, leading him into their world just as they have done for others and were beginning to do for me: at a time of need, taking me down unexplored paths to new places. Where waiting for birds in wild places would be transformative.


Thoreau conflates the wild with the good: In short, all good



things are wild and free . . . Give me a wildness whose glance no civilisation can endure, to which I would migrate. Tameness, he declares, is synonymous with dullness.
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The following summer, James my Mycenae friend and I ventured out into the Brecks as the sun was setting. Norfolk, windless at twilight in high summer. Venus rose over the treeline in a cloudless sky, bright and bleached of colour. It was just after ten o’clock, a pine forest clearing on sandy heathland punctuated with silver birch. We stopped and listened in the dusk, inhaling damp smells of late evening. Wild flowers scrambled underfoot—wild mignonette, lady’s bedstraw, toadflax. Viper’s bugloss gleamed blue in the half-light, yarrow glowed ivory. A stone curlew called, clear in the stillness, a rare sound from a threatened bird: the call of the Norfolk Plover as they call it there, ringing over the Brecks at nightfall.


It wasn’t long till the churring started. Then again, a long-winded, soft, musical trill. We waited. After a while, the wing-clap of a male nightjar resounded into the stillness. Suddenly, we saw him in silhouette flying out of the trees, circling in our direction, soundless, sharp winged, swerving and tilting, ivory wingtips flicking in the gloom, white flashes on the outer tail feathers. Traced against the pale sky, he glided on raised wings, wheeling, twisting, turning, tail feathers fanning. Unearthly his streamlined beauty, a bird the size of a small hawk, spectral, elegant and mysterious.


Somewhere not far from where we stood, a female nightjar would spend the daylight hours of summer in an unlined



scrape on the ground, sphinx-like on her eggs, camouflaged by the dead-leaf cross-shading of her plumage. Her mate, dozing lengthwise on a branch, would be watching through narrow slits, his mottled feathers merging with lichens and tree bark and dappled leaf-shade, eyes screwed, almost closed (the Hopi Indian name for nightjar means ‘the sleeping one’). The nineteenth-century poet and naturalist John Clare describes the nightjar as a beautiful mottld bird variously shadowd with the colors of black and brown it appears of the hawk tribe its eye is keen its bill hookshapd and its mouth very wide with bristle like hairs growing at each corner . . . He noted the nightjar’s weird folklore, how it gets its specific name Caprimulgus europaeus from the word meaning goat-milker, since country people believed that, because it flew among livestock, the nightjar stole goats’ milk. The spirits of unbaptised children, said others, went into nightjars, hence their eerie calls—and ghostly they are, with notes emitted at between thirty and forty per second (a Norfolk name is Razor Grinder). Some country people called it Jenny-Spinner because of the machine-like sound it makes, others Nighthawk (as it’s widely known in the USA), Fern Owl or Moth Owl.





Nightjars are extraordinary creatures. Crepuscular and nocturnal, they are often seen flying with bats, strange, moth-like, otherworldly. Silent night-fliers, gracefully gliding on long narrow wings, short beak agape to catch night-flying insects, nightjars are birds of the shadows and the dimness of dusk, thus one of the world’s least known. But male nightjars are inquisitive and can be attracted by the flap of a tissue. They think the flash of white comes from the wingtips of a rival male: James tried it and it worked. Another nightjar flew up out of the treetops: on tapered wings he moved with swift



wingbeats, then disappeared. A rival male? The courtship wing-clap of the first male, made by clapping his wings over his back, resumed, the cracking followed each time by a short melodious song to attract the female. For more than half an hour we listened and watched as, between long churrings, the male nightjar emerged spectral from darkening trees, swooping, floating, agile. The intense rattle seemed sustained on an unending breath, with only the briefest of pauses (the fact that sound recordists have been able to analyse nineteen hundred notes to the minute highlights the limitations of our human hearing).





The far-carrying churr would have been heard on summer nights by a shepherd in his wooden wagon leaning derelict at the edge of the glade, a hut where he tended orphaned lambs, sleeping them with his sheepdog under the bench-plank that served as his bed. Summer after summer he would wake to look out on a green world through a mist of cow parsley, woken by birds hopping over the barrelled roof which echoed like a drum when rain fell, or by the drilling of a woodpecker, or the scrabbling of rabbits, or the drone of wasps. The iron wheels of the wagon had sunk into nettles, obscured by rosebay willowherb. The timbers had rotted, the corrugated tin roof was disintegrating, the stovepipe eaten away by rust. But every summer, year after year, in his makeshift home, this shepherd heard the nocturnal song of the nightjars until the time came for them to fly back to Africa for the winter.





The next time I returned to the forest clearing the wagon had gone.


*




Known to Aristotle, nightjars were first recorded in Britain in the tenth century, having been around for forty million years, ten times longer than we have: through strata of history and memory, predating our gods, birds connecting us to geological time. I have ever tried to isolate the invisible substance of time, said Proust. It took him twelve volumes to investigate how the involuntary memory of a distant time and place, triggered by sensory experience (the taste of a madeleine dipped into tea, in his case), is extra-temporal, beyond measurement of time. Equally, seeing a particular bird in a particular landscape, or hearing sudden birdsong, may awaken in us something ever ancient and ever new, as St Augustine has it, something archetypal in the winged creatures which have been on the planet as far back as 150 million years, intersecting with us in our lives today through layers of time—here, now, the same as ever, fragments of ancestral memory.


Ernst Haeckel’s Palaeontological Tree of Vertebrates of 1879 shows how, shortly after reptiles evolved back in the Carboniferous Period three hundred million years ago, two branches split off. At the top of one branch of his engraving sit the birds, at the top of the other, man. From shared reptile ancestors, beings with equal footing now look at each other atop their evolutionary branches. On one, man surveys what he regards as his world and still wishes, after millions of years, that he could fly. On the other, the birds, closer to heaven than to earth, show no tendency to emulate the exploitative barbarisms of Homo sapiens. Time will tell who falls off their branch first.





Sensing, at one stage in his evolution, the continuity of created things, mankind came up with the notion of a Great Chain of Being: how everything has its own place in the scheme of



things. From the lowest orders to the highest, in a hierarchy reflecting an ecological pyramid, everything is connected (Leonardo da Vinci said he saw actual lines connecting objects in a kind of visible geometry). From minerals to soil to plants to reptiles to invertebrates to insects to fish to birds to wild animals to man to angels to God, a chain of interdependence: that was the medieval Western angle. The Eastern point of view, summed up by the second-century Buddhist philosopher Nagarjuna, was that things derive their being and nature by mutual dependence.


Einstein (who once said that God was the garden and the gardener and that all his life he had been trying to catch him at his work) considered a culture that separates humanity from nature to be deluded. A human being is part of a whole, called by us the ‘Universe’, a part limited in time and space.[Yet] he experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings, as something separated from the rest—a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness.


The Great Chain of Being. Known today as ecology.
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I’ve always been a scribbler, and after the evening in the Brecks with the nightjars, I wrote a piece about them. I showed it to James and he encouraged me to write more. That was the beginning of a new direction for me. I was at one of life’s crossroads, lost and uncertain which way to go. Suddenly it became clear what I should do. Discovering birds became a lifeline at a time when I was unhappy and confused, they led me into the wild landscapes of their lives, showing me as much about the world inside as the world outside. The bird world opened up new avenues: I discovered habitats I’d never imagined I would,



both local and further afield. I met, and read about, people whose lives have been changed by birds, past and present. In a time of need, writers and artists who loved birds opened up new places in my imagination. They expressed qualities of birds I saw but couldn’t articulate—including those moments when ‘timelessness’ becomes an experience, when beauty offers a glimpse of something more, something of the vastness out there, of what we do not and cannot know.





That summer, harvest was late. Most of the roses in my cottage garden were over, deadheaded and waiting for their autumn flush. A few nasturtiums were peeping out of the crowded border among verbascum, clematis, lavender. There’s a raggedness about a July garden: valerian dying back, a hardy geranium bursting into magenta flower, an everlasting sweet pea, dazzling white, scrambling untidily over the rose-arch by the bird table. Apples were ripening on the Bramley, the lawn was brown from drought, long grasses under the tree in fescue glory. Bees and butterflies were busy around a repeat-flowering daphne, heavy with scent at twilight.


The village lay quiet. Lying twenty miles south of Cambridge, it’s cradled in a dip along a tributary of the River Cam called Wicken Water, a stream crossed by bridges to a row of thatched cottages infilled with newer houses. They nestle between fields in the heartland of East Anglia’s industrial arable farms, where the only ‘wild’ places left are a number of old bridleways and byways, patches of woodland, and a network of footpaths, some of which retain mature hedgerows. The village has a population of a few hundred people: its feudal manor house (long rebuilt) was mentioned in the Domesday Book, and the cottage where I’ve lived for three decades was built for generations



of stablemen who looked after the working horses (in 1925 the incumbent had six children in the two-bedroom cottage, a cooking range in the inglenook and an outside privy). Like most villages within fifty miles of London today, it’s mainly a commuter community, with a church, a pub and a village hall— and three farms. The shop and the school are but memories.


A nearly full moon rose low in the sky, gauze-white. A skylark was perched on the telegraph wire beyond the yew hedge, crest outlined against the washed-out sky, streaked breast feathers discernible as he flew off weaving and fluttering, all graceful lines and dipping flight. Dusk was gathering. I walked over the crest of the hill to where a tall hedgerow, remnant of old woodland, shields the top field from the north wind. The barley, ripening over the weeks from soft golden-green to bronze, was now bleached to blond and brittle whiskered. Some wild flowers had resisted the toxic onslaught of the farming year: buttercups shone from the edge of the footpath, busy with insects, and a few late butterflies fluttered into the sunshine: hedge browns, red admirals.


I stopped and listened. Skylarks were singing midsummer evensong as William Blake’s ‘mighty angels’ filled the sky with liquid sound. An exultation of larks was spiralling upwards, hovering high over the field, filling the air with polyphony, pouring out a rain of notes (thirty-six notes to the second when slowed down) for several relentless minutes before dropping like winged pebbles into the barley. I walked slowly back down the sloping field. Two skylarks perched in profile on the fence-posts. The barley rippled behind them in the evening breeze, silver in the late light.


The lark and the light are one, wrote Richard Jefferies of the minstrel of our fields that carries its song to the heavens. There



is sunshine in the song. Thomas Bewick, Northumbrian wood-engraver who at the turn of the nineteenth century wrote and illustrated the precursor to all bird guides, ‘British Birds’, noted how the skylark rises in the air almost perpendicularly and by successive springs, and hovers at a vast height, soaring as high as a thousand feet and becoming a dot in the sky as it sings its full-throated song. Gerard Manley Hopkins describes how from his height he gives the impression (not to me only) of something falling to the earth and not vertically quite but tricklingly or wavingly, something as a skein of silk ridged by having been tightly wound on a narrow card or a notched holder. Somehow, even in the intensive agribusiness of the fields around me, doing exactly that as they nest and breed, skylarks survive, year after year, the chemical drenching and the early harvest, some of them singing through even the severest of winters.





The time had come to cut the barley. All week the combine harvester had been trundling through the village, giant omnivore with roaring jaws that can mow the hillside in a single night. From my garden I watched the monster machine crawling over the crops, mincing the ground-nests of the blithe spirits of the fields. Later I walked up the naked footpath, inhaling the straw smell of stubble, sensing the shocked silence of fields after harvest. A few skylarks were skimming over shorn stalks where the combine had reaped their ground-nests. On one side of the path was a crop of as yet uncut oilseed rape: nervously they darted in and out, finding cover in an alien field. One skylark high above in the heavens was singing its heart out in what sounded like an elegy. Others were fluttering in and out along the path, confused by the obliteration of their habitat, looking for home. As I returned down the lane I watched them



scattering out of the hedge and flitting up from the ditch where they’d taken cover.


Skylarks declined by seventy-five per cent between 1972 and 1996, just one statistic in the loss of biodiversity that, according to the United Nations, is so crucial to our security, health, wealth and well-being. But who cares? When, in 2010, members of the public were asked what biodiversity is, eighty per cent of them replied, ‘some kind of washing powder’. O the world! Ah the world! cries Ishmael in ‘Moby-Dick’. The rebel in Thoreau had much to say about that, writing a discourse on the duty of civil disobedience and the necessity of protest against conformity to rules made by the wicked, famously declaring in his masterpiece, ‘Walden’, that the mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.





Given our island climate, there aren’t many evenings in July when completely calm blue skies and mellow temperatures invite you to walk for miles, watching the light change over the stubblefields. Wild grasses growing among ragwort and yarrow border the hedgerows, palest mauve scabious trembles in a slight breeze as the sun sinks. A wren hops out of the verge into the safety of scrub. Sunset lingers over the land. It requires a direct dispensation from Heaven to become a walker, says Thoreau. You must be born into the family of the Walkers. It’s the old adage solvitur ambulando, which roughly translates as ‘you can sort it out by walking’. Especially as you become aware of birds. Unknotting the tangled skeins of the mind, soothing the soul. I think that I cannot preserve my health and spirits, continues Thoreau, unless I spend four hours a day at least,—and it is commonly more than that,—sauntering through the woods and over the hills and fields, absolutely free from all worldly engagements. Walking as thinking time, mending time, learning time: You must walk



like a camel, he says, endearingly, which is said to be the only beast which ruminates when walking.


I felt increasingly at home wherever birds were. Walking in search of them began to open out the maps of my east-of-England homeland, widening its horizons as the row of Ordnance Surveys on the bookshelf grew longer. I discovered wildlife reserves, bridle paths and footpaths all over west Essex, east Suffolk and north Norfolk, including many previously unexplored ones close to home. I was drawn to record something of what I found: Matsuo Basho, seventeenth-century master of the Japanese haiku, coined a fitting phrase in ‘Records of a Travel-worn Satchel’:





To talk casually


About an iris flower


Is one of the pleasures Of the wandering journey





Or in my case, to talk—write—about birds: the pleasures of my wandering journey.
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An early morning walk is a blessing for the whole day, declares Thoreau. So I embarked on one where the River Stort winds languidly out of Bishop’s Stortford, its calm waters seemingly oblivious to planes flying overhead out of Stansted Airport. After a mile of outer-town wasteland the towpath passes a nature reserve, enchantingly (and optimistically, being bordered to the east by a busy road) called Rushy Mead. Here you are plunged into the emerald light of meadows, reedbeds and spreadeagled



trees—alder, oak and willow mostly, with hazel and black poplar growing among acres of nettles and bramble. The trees look happier and healthier than their counterparts lining the nearby roads, or punctuating the surrounding arable fields where they struggle with half a century of herbicides and pesticides. These trees, often standing in hedgerows flailed at the wrong time of year, in fields ploughed too close to too-narrow verges, are nourished on a fallout of agrochemicals. They look sick and about to give up, but those in the reserve by the river, protected by their location and a few good-willed naturalists, have grown full and lush into leafy canopies full of birdsong.


You enter a world of green where a grassy path tunnels through scrambling undergrowth past several ponds, opening into glades where stream banks are alive with dragonflies and wild flowers, where purple comfrey flourishes, hogweed stands tall, wild carrot, ragwort and teazel grow freely, and nettles tangle with bramble. A wooden plank crosses one of the brooks, choked with rushes, where an elderly pollarded willow sprouts withies from a gnarled and knotted base. A dead oak stands alone in a meadow, nettles growing from the hollow trunk charred long ago by a lightning strike.


I was standing by the river bank when a kingfisher flew up into a willow and perched on a cascade of weeping branches. In profile, he had the sun on his back, shimmering blue, dazzling, iridescent. I could see the orange-rust front, the snow-white neck patch, the dagger that is his bill. He was watching, listening, turning his head from time to time. After a while, with a deft hop, he turned to face away from me, jewelled flash of azure and sapphire. Eventually he took off for the bank and landed on a slender reed stem that bent under his minimal weight (a kingfisher weighs less than two ounces) curving into



an arch over the water. Like an acrobat he turned again on the almost non-existent balance line of the reed. He remained there watching, listening, waiting, revolving his head from side to side, scouting for fish before making a lightning dive, turquoise torpedo disappearing momentarily into the water with a plop, then out again on to a willow branch, fish in beak.


The kingfisher is the halcyon bird, bird of the Greek gods who hurled a thunderbolt at Alcyone’s lover and killed him, upon which she drowned herself for grief. Repentant, the gods turned the lovers into a pair of electric-blue birds who built a floating raft of fishbones on which to lay their eggs. The gods saw to it that the winds and the water were calm enough for the incubation period, ensuring that new life could emerge: halcyon days. Days to make the most of, for kingfishers are short lived. One year may be their allotted span. As they laser through our vision with flash of cerulean light, these ephemeral beings remind us by their beauty that Creation is the primary and most perfect revelation of the divine, as St Thomas Aquinas put it. Ice and sapphire conjure flame, wrote the Norfolk poet Peter Scupham of the king of fishers who can catch up to a hundred fish a day while feeding their young—and they can have two or three broods of up to ten, in a good year, so that’s a lot of fish. John Clare observes the bird at work, how it sits on a branch of a tree that hangs over a river for hours on the watch for any small fish that passes bye when it darts down and seizes its prey in a moment—they make there nests in holes on banks sides by the water . ..


Kingfishers were spirits of good luck in bird folklore, yet that didn’t use to deter Top-Predator sapiens who doesn’t generally appear to make full use of the brain capacity granted him: shore-shooters on the Norfolk Broads used to get one shilling a piece for a kingfisher’s skin. Too brilliant to be real, wrote the



pioneering photographer and ornithologist Emma Turner in the early 1900s, a tiny statue bedecked with precious stones of sapphire, turquoise, ruby—and scarlet feet. One of surprisingly few female nature writers (why is this, where are they?), Emma Turner considered writing about birds tantamount to interviewing an archangel. I decided to find out more about this woman.





The kingfisher shot off from its branch, rapier-fast streak of lapis and flash of rust, flying dead straight along the middle of the river, and disappeared around a bend like a missile, piping, a fleeting streak of bright blue searing the water to land somewhere out of sight. My heart felt lighter. That’s all it took, I needed only one bird a day to lift my spirits as I walked: I have two doctors, said the historian G. M. Trevelyan, my left leg and my right leg. Walking, absorbing myself in birds, in tiny details of the natural world, proved more powerful medicine than any drug. I had embarked on this new path during July, the middle of the year, month of high summer, metaphor of the cycle of any life. I was alone, grieving the sudden ending of one of the closest relationships of my life. Where my entry into the avian world would lead me I had no idea, but something told me that birds were involved. I obeyed that voice.


While I was watching birds, time disappeared and self dissolved. I felt a calmness birds can bring to people, writes Barry Lopez in ‘Arctic Dreams’ about being out in wild places with wildlife: quieted, I sensed here the outlines of the oldest mysteries: the nature and extent of space, the fall of light from the heavens, the pooling of time in the present, as if it were water. Walking in the woods and fields of East Anglia I began to notice things I’d not seen before: opening my eyes and ears for birds was sharpening my awareness of



the beauty around me. Whether in the arable prairies of eastern England, or on the flat and mysterious Fens, or walking tracks through Thetford Forest in the ‘broken lands’ of Breckland, or along the windswept north Norfolk coast, the solitude of horizons became my favourite habitat. Above all, do not lose your desire to walk, Søren Kierkegaard instructed his niece. Everyday, I walk myself into a state of well-being & walk away from every illness. I have walked myself into my best thoughts, and I know of no thought so burdensome that one cannot walk away from it . . . Thus if one just keeps on walking, everything will be alright. I believed him.


The birds of the air are unconditionally joyful, wrote Kierkegaard in one of three devotional discourses called ‘The Lily of the Field, the Bird of the Air’, a sensibility akin to Gerard Manley Hopkins’ Sun and stars . . . glorify God, but they do not know it (which he underlines). The birds sing to him, wrote the priest-poet in his journal, they make him known, they tell of him, they give him glory, but they do not know that they do. The Jesuit who wrote one of the best-loved poems of the canon about the kestrel, ‘The Windhover’, also wrote one for the kingfisher, beginning: As Kingfishers catch fire, dragonflies draw flame,his lines erasing the delusion of separateness, capturing the enigma of beauty that is not the measure of words. The priest-poet’s kingfisher reveals how





Each mortal thing does one thing and the same


  . . . myself it speaks and spells


Crying What I do is me: for that I came.





While I walked in the evenings under calm July skies, they paled to palest of blues and faded pinks. An orange glow nimbed the sinking sun. I remembered something that Roger Deakin, environmentalist, writer and close observer of nature,



wrote in his journal: It’s when I do all my thinking—when I’m walking. Wild flowers lining the hedgerows and fields were spent now, those late-summer flowers of thistle and mayweed, bindweed and burdock. The only sound was the crunch of cut straw under my feet as I walked. Crossing tramlines, sliding on silky stems of stubblestalks, I inhaled the smell of ripened wheat. Sunset cloaked the fields in the colours of its changing light. A sparrowhawk chipped its alarm call, and a green woodpecker flew swooping and dipping into a copse where a stag oak impaled the sky. Gradually the evensong of the birds faded into silence. The sun sank over the silent land as the reaped fields fell quiet.


[image: images]


I became greedy for everything avian, determined to absorb as much information as I could take in. I hadn’t known James for long, but we’d clicked immediately. He too was a writer, of nature-travel books and books on birds and art, and we had much in common including a similar sense of humour. He was a great mentor. His husband was a musician, a singer with a fine tenor voice, a sweet funny man I came to adore. James knew little about my private life and didn’t ask. I preferred it that way: I think he sensed my sadness, but we kept the two worlds separate and I was glad of that. Among his mnemonics for bird ID were ‘the black and white bird with a carrot in its mouth’ (oystercatcher), ‘the sound of jangly keys’ (corn bunting) and ‘hairy armpits’ (how to tell a golden plover from a grey plover in flight: the former with white patches under the wing near the body, the latter black). Looking back, I still



don’t know what prompted him to take me metaphorically by the hand and lead me into the bird world, a world he knew so well and in which I was a total novice. But he did, generous with his time and more than patient as I slowly tried to pick my way through what seemed a mountain of visual and factual information. I forgot as much as I remembered, despairing that I would ever begin to master such a huge subject. But loving every moment—and laughing, sometimes a lot.





The birds of the air are unconditionally joyful. ‘Joy’ is one of John Clare’s most commonly used nouns, which might seem enigmatic for a man who was incarcerated in Northampton General Lunatic Asylum for the last twenty-two years of his life. Diagnosed as mad, today he would have been treated with drugs: but then the world would have missed out on the late poems of his madness, some of the most powerful and moving in the English language. Landworker and jobber who lived from 1793 to 1864, Clare was largely self-educated, and desperately poor. Though he was condescended to by the literary establishment as a ‘peasant-poet’, time has proved him to be in a class of his own, a rare combination of true naturalist with a unique and authentic poetic voice. He was also an unwitting prophet of environmentalism. The point for Clare was that, in spite of his inner anguish, joy was all around him in the fields and woods, in the wild flowers and trees and birds and small creatures. For everything I felt a love / The weeds below, the birds above. He discovered, as did Kierkegaard, that this joy is achieved by being in the moment . . . Joy is the present tense, with the whole emphasis upon the present. Thoreau got that too: Above all, we cannot afford not to live in the present.


*




Otherwise known as meditation.





Beyond the verbiage (ever ancient and ever new) about meditation, this age-old practice has a simplicity that makes it universal. Meditation . . . can take place when you are walking in the woods full of light and shadows . . . It is when the heart enters into the mind . . . it cannot be learned from another. Thus world-teacher Jiddu Krishnamurti, who spent much of his free time walking alone in wild places. Wherever he went as he travelled the globe, teaching, he would seek out the hills and woods to be alone, to walk, to empty himself of thoughts, and commune with what was around him. To connect. To pay attention. Most of the time we are oblivious to the detail of what is around us, we don’t even see what we’re looking at. Meditation is a state of total attention, he wrote, and in that attention there is no frontier, there is no center, as the ‘me’ who is aware or attentive. That attention, that silence, is a state of meditation.


I soon recognised that the attention required to watch birds was a form of meditation: the stillness and absorption it required took me out of myself. Waiting for birds, observing birds, I lost myself in what Krishnamurti calls the immensity of the present. He spoke of how meditation is never in time: it is freedom from thought, the ending of experience, the action of silence. Meditation, he goes on, is the seeing of what is, and going beyond it—which became my experience of watching birds, where the spirits are lifted, when time and self are irrelevant—and that which has no time is the everlasting, as he says. Thoreau, alone in the woods near Walden Pond, would agree: he had found a kind of heaven under his feet. It wasn’t somewhere else, or some time in the future. It was right here and now.




Krishnamurti kept a journal for seven months in 1961, recounting his experiences of walking, mostly alone, in places as various as his home in Ojai in California, London, Gstaad, Paris, Rome and all over India. He describes a strange light that you see not only with your eyes but with your heart, [when] the heavens are very close to the earth, and you are lost in the beauty . . . The beauty . . . seemed to be everywhere—about you, inside you, over the waters and in the hills. Meditation is this.


[image: images]


There’s a feel of fulfilment in the countryside in July with its long days. Waving grasses and tall nettles repose in untidy old age. Hogweed presides over hedge woundwort and spikes of lemon-yellow agrimony. Self-heal makes a splash of imperial purple, knapweed glows amethyst in the darkening foliage of high summer. The smell of harvest filled the evenings as I walked up the footpath behind my cottage. Instead of watching my feet, wrapped in my thoughts, or gazing without seeing, as I would have done before, now I was looking out for birds. I spotted yellowhammers perched on fenceposts near the top of the hill, this year’s youngsters, plump, fresh canary yellow and tawny. I caught sight of buzzards circling over the treetops, sometimes with their young, shimmering in the late light, floating on thermals. I heard a parent skylark singing high above its nest in a patch of unharvested wheat now ripened to old gold, the seeds cracking and popping. One of its fledglings was attempting to balance on top of one of the ears, looking around, unsure, on its maiden flight perhaps, as if wondering what to do next.
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It used to be respectable to collect birds’ eggs. Oologist, egg collector, from the Greek oion meaning egg. Regarded as a valid scientific pursuit, it was an approved way to learn about avian life cycles and bird behaviour before the days of binoculars and scopes, let alone electronic tagging and tracking. Shooting birds was regular practice in the cause of ornithology, as was collecting their eggs. Today it’s illegal except under special licence. For all his love of birds and passion for the countryside, John Clare as a boy was an inveterate egg collector and bird-nester, although later he repented his ways and left them alone.


Clare, a prolific scribbler, compared himself to the yellow-hammer, known as Scribble Lark since its eggs are marked with scribble patterns (according to the Welsh, whose name for the yellowhammer translates as ‘servant of the snake’, the scribblings warned snakes of impending danger). Close observer of small things, Clare describes how his children found, in a gooseberry bush in the garden, a yellowhammer’s nest with five eggs in it: it is a bold bird [which] builds its nest on the ground & in low bushes of dead grass & twitch & lines it with horse hair layes five eggs of a fleshy ash colour streaked all over with black crooked lines as if done with a pen & for this it is often called the ‘writing lark’.


Clare was still incarcerated in Northampton Asylum when Gerard Manley Hopkins was a young boy. All the world is full



of inscape, wrote the latter, the word expressing for him what he regarded as God’s immanence through created things. Although he never called it that, Clare would have understood what the priest-poet meant: at face value ‘inscape’ implies that inner and outer worlds reflect each other, as in the way every landscape is a condition of the soul. But inscape is more than that, too, it’s a perception of the isness of things. In that creation never repeats itself, ever. Nature’s fingerprint is unique and specific: no one snowflake is ever the same as another, nor has ever been. No bird either. The mystery of matter was to Hopkins a mark of sanctity. A century or so later, the quantum physicist Niels Bohr pointed out that the universe is not only stranger than we think, but stranger than we can think. Every individual identity acted out dynamically in a life was, for the Jesuit Hopkins, a reflection of the stamp of Creation. Imago Dei.


[image: image]


Only months after my bird-epiphany I caught sight of a flock of yellowhammers without knowing what they were. It was spring, and as I was walking along a grassy path beside a ditch, a sprinkling of sulphur-yellow sprayed out of the hedge and dissolved again into the thicket ahead of me. I walked slowly on, and the yellow birds whose name I didn’t yet know gained ground again and again, dispersing in a burst of gold each time, before disappearing into scrub behind the hedge. Even before that, in the middle of the winter, I’d disturbed a flock of citrinebellied birds which came fluttering out of the hedge down into the brassicas where they fed for a while before skittering up



again, flying close to me, splashes of gold on a leaden February day, fixing a snapshot in my memory. Yellowhammers.


By the time it came to the following August, I knew what these lovely birds were and could recognise a yellowhammer’s song. Their music took me off-piste one damp afternoon, down a lane towards a copse. Cloud shadows crept over the fields and it began to rain, lightly, the grey sky darkening above lines of trees and hedgerows that stretched into the distance. The patter of raindrops on leaves. Two yellowhammers flew out of the woodland edge with a flash of sunshine-yellow, disappearing with long jerky undulations—and fast, but not before I could clearly see the bright canary head, olive-brown back dashed with yellow, the chestnut flanks, the longish tail with white tail-corners. They called urgently, a sharp tsit tsit as they fled. I sheltered for a while and waited. The drizzle stopped. From the silent wood they started up their song, the wheezy ditty of tinkling notes ending in a nasal tseeeeeeeee. ‘A little bit of bread and no cheeeeeese.’ Richard Jefferies loved it: There is sunshine in the song, he wrote. I remember the yellowhammers most, whose colour, like that of the wild flowers and the sky, has never faded from my memory.


One day at the end of the month, walking along a footpath I’d not discovered before, I came across another flock of yellow-hammers. Alerted by the sound, I focused my binoculars on a young ash tree where several dozen had spilled on to the branches, canary yellow against a dull sky. That elegant shape, long tail, dash of chestnut, dark eyed. They took off across the path like drops of sunlight and disappeared, leaving me with a smile. I was reminded of the ballerina Lydia Lopokova’s remark, When I am on the Downs in the morning I feel I am having a cocktail with God.




Hogweed and scabious lined the verges among long grasses where fescues and cocksfoot and wild oats were fading to pale and nearly over. I walked on. At the top of the hill I stopped to watch skylarks fluttering high over the fields, wondering at the unique identity of every bird I happened to see. Their inscape. A yellowhammer was singing from the top of a fencepost as I returned home. The notes sprinkled into the air like light rain. Yellowhammers would become regular companions on my walks until autumn.





Yellowhammer numbers are in steep decline, a species in dire straits and still falling out of control, wrote Chris Mead in ‘State of the Nation’s Birds’ in 2000. Hedge-trimming at crucial times of year for nesting birds, hedgerow removal and the autumn sowing of crops depriving birds of winter stubble have all contributed to the loss of breeding pairs. The ever-increasing pressure of human populations, as predicted by the evolutionary biologist Julian Huxley as long ago as the 1960s (and not long after Rachel Carson’s equally prophetic ‘Silent Spring’), will do nothing to improve things for the yellowhammer.


I miss them when they go quiet in the winter.
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John Clare, subject of major biographies and beloved of many, wrote some of the best nature poetry in any language. He knew the natural world intimately and at first hand, and for him there was no divide between the physical and the metaphysical. Clare was born in July 1793, a month of sultry days and dewy nights, seventeen days after Gilbert White, the



clergyman-naturalist, had died in Selborne. A twin, his sister, died within weeks, leaving him for ever wistful for an innocence untainted by sin and shame. He lived in a landworkers’ cottage in Northamptonshire, in a gloomy village . . . unknown to grandeur and unknown to fame: Helpstone, now Helpston—and now more famous than it was, thanks to its native poet.


An agricultural labourer as befits his name (a clayer is a man who marls and manures the land), Clare was doggedly self-educated: I always had a thirst after knowledge in every thing. His only formal education was as a child at the church school in Glinton two miles away, but he was well versed in the family Bible, knew many of the Psalms by heart and much of the Book of Job. After chancing on James Thomson’s ‘The Seasons’ he became an avid reader of poetry. He learned about the natural world from gypsies camped in the woods around Helpston, and exchanged botanical notes with a handful of friends at Burghley. Clare writes of the quiet love of nature’s presence as he evolved his unique personal diction. He would dream of islands of Solitude as he wandered alone through the woods and fields, book in pocket, peering closely into wild flowers, watching birds and insects, and climbing trees for birds’ nests: I found the poems in the fields / And only wrote them down. He was happiest in places untouched by human hand, where he was left free in the rude rags of nature where my wild eye in rapture adores every feature. The villagers of Helpston thought he was crazy. As a boy, truanting Sunday church with his mates, Clare found his religion in the fields: we heard the bells chime but the fields was our church and we seemed to feel a religious feeling in our haunts. He experienced the interconnectedness of things, and felt their beauty deeply.


Although they never met, in his time he was briefly as



famous as his contemporary Keats, who described Clare’s work as the poetry of earth. Clare dubbed Keats child of nature warm and wild, but with reservations about his classical allusions which seemed superfluous to the country lad. Clare was grounded in what he saw and who he was, and his sense of wonder at the beauty and diversity of nature never left him: the wonders of great nature’s plan coloured his view of life. It was the perspective from which he viewed humanity:





In trifles insignificant and small,


Puzzling the lower of that great trifle, man,


Who finds no reason to be proud at all





But Clare’s popularity didn’t last: the fickleness of fame tormented him as he faded from the literary world, it exacerbated his blue devils and probably contributed to the insanity of his old age, considered by doctors to be caused by ‘years addicted to poetical prosing’—although today he would most likely have been diagnosed as a manic depressive. He was plagued with mental illness throughout adulthood, and abject poverty also played its part in his condition which would have been alleviated by more consistent recognition (as well as a healthier income).


Birds appear everywhere in Clare’s work, he wrote more than fifty poems with specific bird titles, and knew from personal observation about a hundred and forty-five. To him, as to St Francis of Assisi, the birds of the air and the creatures of the fields were his kin, the boundaries between the human and non-human worlds only nominal. He would watch for birds for hours on end: of the lesser spotted woodpecker he wrote (with characteristic lack of punctuation):







for half a day


Ive stood nor seen them till they flew away





Clare became ‘the master of the startled moment’ in Ronald Blythe’s phrase, capturing in words the flight habits, the ‘jizz’ of birds: through his poetry they swing and bounce and flop, they dash and suther and sail and whirl and swee. The crow goes flopping from wood to wood. We hear birdsong as he evolves a vocabulary to describe their sounds (the holy grail of authors of bird guides). We hear the call of the heron cranking a jarring melancholy cry, the sweet jug jug jug of the nightingale, the fire-tails’ tweet tut, the chiffchaff’s chipichap, the quail’s wet-my-foot, and the whew of the nightjar’s wings.


Clare made a bird list in 1831, naming birds long since disappeared from his native Helpston: the black-necked grebe, the bittern, the red kite (now reappearing), harriers including the Montagu’s, the black-tailed godwit, the ruff and the spotted crake. The wryneck was a familiar breeding bird to him, and detailed observations crowd the pages of his notebooks: what the heron feeds on, the buzzard’s nesting habits, the injury-feigning and dust-bathing flourishes of the grey partridge, the mating flight of the lapwing, the intruder-display of the wryneck. Notes on the nest habitats of the skylark are a master-class on the subject, likewise his description of the domestic habits of corvids. Through all his scribblings shines love, his love for them all, the thrushes and nightingales, the willow warblers and spotted flycatchers, the bumbarrels (long-tailed tits) and little trotty wagtails who inhabited his world.


In ‘The Robin’s Nest’ Clare poetises his wandering solitudes, soodling (his word for sauntering) in the fields and woods around his village. The Oxford botanist Dr Druce saw him one



day, a solitary looking up at the sky. He was a walker faute de mieux, he walked everywhere, his footfall inscribing the local landscape across the seasons, a Scribble Lark making word-music, trudging for miles free as a bird through the wild journey of the cheerless sky, dropping down to get a closer look at a wild flower, a ground-nesting bird’s eggs, an insect. He writes what he sees, directly, and about how it feels to see it, with a lack of rhetoric or artifice unknown to city writers of pastoral idylls whom he dubbed college poets. His attention to detail relishes the ordinary and the everyday, the tiny and the specific, down to the detail of a leaf or a feather, and in that intense focus perceives infinity. His was a sensibility not of the crowd.


But Clare, mild-mannered contemplative, was angry: he lived in a time of devastating changes to his countryside. The twentieth century would have appalled him further, with its unleashing of toxic chemicals on to farmland, the ripping out of hedgerows, the obliteration of swathes of ancient woodland and the ploughing up of herb-rich grasslands leading to the loss of ninety per cent of our meadows, with the resulting decline of bird and insect life and disappearance of wild flowers. In his day, the Enclosure Acts swept away the pattern of feudal England, unchanged since the thirteenth century, where narrow strips of land were cultivated by village people within open fields, beyond which lay large areas of common pasture and wild places where anyone could roam free as the winds, that breathe upon my cheek. This effective privatisation of the fields for larger-scale agriculture, and the coming of the railways, shattered Clare’s world. He grieved painfully and angrily as he watched the countryside of his childhood destroyed before his eyes.







Inclosure, thou’rt a curse upon the land


And tasteless was the wretch who thy existence plann’d





The footpath up the hill into open fields behind my cottage is called The Gap, poignant reminder of a track through native woodland, now under the plough. Once a green lane through forest and undergrowth, the trees were felled during the twentieth century to make way for the mechanisation of modern farming. Before he died in the 1990s, my elderly beekeeper-neighbour Frank Bailey reminisced about a First World War childhood when small fields around the village were full of wild flowers and birds in an abundance we can only imagine, when ploughs were drawn by teams of working horses, and when the women and children helped bring in the harvest every summer. He remembered corncrakes calling, stooks in the stubble, and harvest-home celebrations up at the Manor House. The last echoes of John Clare’s world.


The weather had turned unexpectedly autumnal for August. On a chilly afternoon a group of swallows colonised the aerial of Frank’s cottage chimney, still named after his ancestors the Baileys: some had settled, others were darting about, navy-blue winged, copper throated. A string of them gathered on the telegraph wire that crosses the lane, neat as table-football figures. One individual achieved a seemingly impossible balancing act on a metal pole of the TV aerial, preening, tail streamers twitching as it poked its bill under its wing, head jerking at an offending pest. Periodically it fanned its tail to prevent itself toppling off, revealing long windows—the transparent oblong ‘lights’ on the inner tail feathers—before snapping them shut, valving and unvalving to regain balance.


Later that evening, as the air grew colder, these graceful birds



were flying high above the village, distant silhouettes in the dying day, calling their shrill twittering song, wings glinting in the late light. Swirling and calling, they swooped down into the field beyond the top of the garden, circling restlessly, nosediving and darting, zooming, wheeling low, then flashing white underbellies as they banked into the wind and floated upwards on wide wings.


I found a Gerard Manley Hopkins poem of 1866 which captures exactly the moment of the swallows on my neighbour’s aerial:





The swallow, favourite of the gate


Will on the moulding strike and cling


Unvalve or shut his varied tail





For Hopkins, holiness itself is grounded in things, not in intellectual ideas or abstract ideals. It’s not a notion swilling around inside the head, it’s a being thing. Inscape as innate, concrete. For the passionate priest, every creature speaks of itself, and by doing so of its origins in God. This revelation may be experienced serendipitously, irrelevantly even, in a moment of illumination—like Proust’s madeleine, or in what Wordsworth called spots of time, and in that flash, an experience of timelessness, a glimpse of the unity of all creation. Birds opened up that world for Hopkins: he mentions twenty-six of them in his writings, his words revealing a close observer: pigeons go jod-jodding around the yard, the woodlark issues So tiny a trickle of song-strain, leaves on an autumn tree Hang as still as hawk or hawkmoth, and The lark in wild glee races the reel round.
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