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Tunza mazingira yakutunze.


Sustain the environment so it may sustain you.










Introduction



I grew up somewhere between the wild and the city. On land that had not yet been fully ‘tamed’ but was beginning to show the hallmarks of so-called civilization. It was land where pastoralists had once roamed freely alongside their ‘wild’ animal neighbours and agriculturally inclined human counterparts. Land with layers of stories and struggles – land that was never truly settled. The 6,000 acres that Karen Blixen once tried and failed to farm for coffee had been appropriated from local peoples and divvied up by the British colonial government for European settlers. When Blixen returned to Denmark seeking treatment for syphilis, her legacy endured through the land’s name, which became known thereafter as Karen. She later wrote of her experiences in a book that went on to become a Hollywood film, Out of Africa, starring Meryl Streep and Robert Redford.


Remy Martin went on to develop the land,* and many decades later Karen became firmly established as a Nairobi neighbourhood, complete with schools, churches, essential amenities, restaurants, shopping malls and a variety of housing estates, many of which were gated. When I was growing up, from the mid-1970s to 1980s, it was seen as a last stretch of bush clinging to the edges of Nairobi’s shirt tails. Our local shop was a colonial-style, red-roofed brick building that seemed to rise out of the dust, looking more like an out-of-place country dwelling than a modern-day supermarket. It was set within a scattering of low-rise buildings that included Gethin and Dawson’s petrol and service station, a bank, a post office next to another far less popular supermarket, and the Horseman restaurant, all set against the backdrop of the iconic Ngong Hills.


Ngong, meaning ‘knuckles’, was the name given to the hills by Maasai peoples who had lived in the area for centuries. If you clench your hand the hills perfectly resemble the knuckles of your fist.


The story goes that, in the days when the earth was young, a giant roamed the land, terrorizing Maasai peoples by devouring their cattle. Fearing that once the cattle disappeared they would be next, Maasai peoples turned to their Laibon (spiritual leader), who in turn appealed to the Queen of the Termites.


Moved by their plight, the Queen promised to help. She assured them that when the giant returned, she would rally her termites to do whatever they could to stop him. Sure enough, the giant came back, rampaging through the land and gobbling up the last of the cattle. After his feast, he collapsed into a deep, satisfied sleep. That evening, the Queen kept her promise. As darkness fell the termites sprang into action, working tirelessly through the night to bury the giant. But as dawn broke, the giant was not completely buried, and only the back of his knuckles remained visible. Those knuckles, it is said, became the Ngong Hills we see today.


This story captures the complexities of Karen, a place where boundaries blur, and histories are both visible and hidden. It is a myth that explains a natural landmark: an echo of folklore that was shared among people who lived on this land long before Kenya’s colonial era. It is an area whose original name was erased and replaced by a European one. A suburb that emerged from the heart of the savannah.


*


We had arrived – it seemed to me – in a magical place. My parents struck a deal with an architect who had begun building a house in Karen for a client who lacked the resources to finish it. As a result, we moved into an unfinished home with an equally unformed garden, a steep plot that sloped down to a stream, overgrown with tall mabingobingo grass, also known as elephant grass (Cenchrus purpureus).


I spent every moment that I could out in the back garden among the trees in the long grass. I was convinced that little people must live there, and I’d often go out to look for them. One day what I found instead, when I pulled back some grass, was a large and long snake. It was just there, nestled in the mabingobingo, silent and unmoving. It was only when I slowly raised my hand to reach out towards it that I saw a slight shiver, so I pulled my hand back so as not to disturb it. Its shiver made me pause. If I had been sleeping, and someone had reached out to poke me, I would not like it at all. The snake looked back at me as if it understood that I just wanted to look. It was a dark colour, and seemed to go on forever; certainly longer than my toddler height. We both stayed very still, as if acknowledging that it was nice to be hanging out at a respectful distance. When I did finally move away I did not do so in a hurry. I had enjoyed the snake’s company, and something had passed between us – something peaceful and calm and in direct contrast to the mayhem that ensued when I told my mother about it later.


The snake had to be dealt with immediately. The mabingobingo was to be cut back. And I was to stay indoors. Oloo, the gardener, was called, and a conversation that began within my earshot continued out of it. I knew that something major was going to happen, but the full effects of how the garden would be rearranged would take several weeks to unfold. Eventually, the little people would have to find a new home as short and tidy Kikuyu grass (Cenchrus clandestinus) replaced the wilder mabingobingo. Once things had calmed down, my mother reassured me that the snake was no more, that the threat had gone. I failed to explain that I did not feel like that about the snake. We had shared a world just fine. The words did not come, and in any case would not have been heard. The grown-ups were busy shaping the natural world beyond our veranda to make it safe for me to be in. If the snake had been killed, it was my fault. I should not have said anything. Something in me registered that loss. The hush that followed the cutting of the mabingobingo never quite left me, and I think it’s part of why I’ve listened to environments I live in ever since.


Something fundamental shifted for me in that moment. My mother, in her well-meaning panic, had enforced a boundary between me and nature, a boundary I hadn’t even known existed. It seemed to me that both the snake and I ‘belonged’ in the mabingobingo. More than that, I began to wonder, why was no one considering the other perspective? What if, instead of the snake being the intruder, it was I who had entered the snake’s world?*


*


Nairobi is the only capital city in the world with a national park within its borders. Despite the park’s modest size of 29,000 acres (117 square kilometres), it supports a diverse array of wildlife, from black rhinoceroses to lions. The park offers a striking landscape of open grassy plains dotted with acacia trees and scattered bushes, creating a classic feel of East African savannah. The backdrop of Nairobi’s city skyline forms a unique contrast to the wild setting, blending nature and urban life. Its terrain includes rolling hills, small streams, and patches of dense forest along the banks of the Athi River. Seasonal wetlands attract a variety of birdlife, while the expansive plains serve as grazing grounds for zebras, giraffes and antelope. Both the animals and the welcoming climate attracted European settlers to this ‘exotic’ and yet highly habitable place.


Before British settlers arrived in the late 1800s, the Athi plains were home to thriving wildlife and an ethnically diverse mix of transitory settlements. The park’s establishment reflects both colonial conservation ambitions and the displacement of local communities. With the arrival of colonial rule, white settlers claimed the fertile highland territory for their homes and farms. The impacts of European settlement around what is now Nairobi have been well-documented for two communities: Maasai and Kikũyũ peoples. The pastoralist Maasai coexisted with the region’s wildlife, herding their cattle across the open plains, while Kikũyũ* peoples farmed the fertile, forested highlands situated above Nairobi. The European settlers displaced people from the nature they had long stewarded, and in ways that had simply not existed prior to this time. It’s a place where people and wildlife have always lived side by side, sometimes in harmony, sometimes in conflict.


*


My parents taught me how to read a city such as Nairobi. Without maps or guidebooks, we would learn by observing how people connected with the natural world around them. I was shown how to pay attention to the small things: which trees lined the streets, how people gathered in parks, or even how water moved through a city. My parents also made it a rule to always be respectful whenever we travelled to other places by learning the basics of the local language – how to say hello, please, thank you, and even how to count to ten. Looking back, it’s probably no surprise I became an anthropologist. Those early lessons sparked a lifelong curiosity about the world and the constant interplay between people and nature.


Growing up in Nairobi, I saw this relationship unfold everywhere, and those early experiences taught me that the lines we draw between nature and human life are more blurred than we like to think. My fascination with cities and the natural world within them grew as I watched Nairobi transform around me. Take Karen, for example, where the old two-storey Horseman restaurant is now a modern multistorey building. The open fields where I used to ride horses have been fenced off, replaced by homes and business parks.


But it wasn’t just what happened outside our compound that left an impression.* Inside our home was another kind of world – a place where people from all over Kenya and beyond would come and stay. Some came for a weekend, others for years. My parents, like their parents before them, kept an open house. Visitors brought with them stories of places I had never heard of, photographs of cities I could only dream of, and invitations to visit. I have been fortunate to travel to more than fifty countries and an endless number of cities.


Another place to which I feel deeply connected is London. My parents met and married there when they were students, something I have reflected on all my life, given that they come from markedly different parts of what was then the Colony of Kenya. When I was a child, my father would remind me, as we stood at Charing Cross, of how his colonial education had taught him to think of this notional centre of London as the heart of the British Empire. It was not until I was an adult that I appreciated the vast differences he would have had to navigate, from the fresh wetlands he grew up on to the smoggy London streets of the 1960s. My parents taught me to traverse cities, not through an A-to-Z or Google Maps, but through the ways in which nature and culture intersect. For me, London is a network of waterways, from the canals you can follow on foot from north-west London to the city’s centre, to the Thames weaving through its heart. The city is a patchwork of markets, from Liverpool Street to Shepherd’s Bush, and an ever-changing expanse of parks, from the grand stretches of Hyde Park to the wild beauty of Hampstead Heath. London, like many cities around the world, is full of nature – from tiny mosquitoes that live only in the London underground to whales that sometimes make their way along the Thames.


It’s all there if we learn to pay attention.


This book is an invitation to reconsider our relationship with nature, especially in urban spaces. It’s easy to think of cities as human domains, as places that belong to us alone. But the truth is that nature is always present, always finding ways to thrive, even in the most unexpected places. If we take the time to look, to really see, we might be surprised by how intertwoven our lives are with the plants and animals around us. Cities are ecosystems too – complex, dynamic and full of life. Yet we often walk through them with blinkers on, unaware of the richness that exists just beyond our sight.


This book uses history, cultural commentary and the stories I grew up with to trace our relationship with the natural world in our shared spaces. It begins in the intimate terrain of memory and experience – moments that shaped my understanding of what it means to live with nature rather than simply in it. By describing the wide variety of more-than-human neighbours that we live with, from those that dispose of our waste to apex predators, this narrative considers what it means to live well alongside animals we might loathe or fear. It explores how communities create and care for green spaces, often in ways that challenge dominant narratives about what cities are for and who they serve. And it examines the broader systems – policy, history, language and design – that shape the possibilities for coexistence in the urban environment. Woven through each layer is a central invitation: to notice more closely, to care more deeply, and to imagine more courageously what kinds of lives – human and more-than-human – we might nurture in the places we call home.


Because, ultimately, this isn’t just about noticing nature, it’s about what we risk losing when we forget we are part of it. As cities grow, as landscapes shift, the danger is not only ecological but emotional. We lose memory, meaning, connection. We forget how to live well with other beings. If we want a future that is not only liveable but meaningful, we must learn to care differently. That begins by paying attention – to the cracks in pavements, the stories in trees, the silence that follows loss.


This book is my attempt to explore the relationship between nature and humanity and to invite you to look at cities with new eyes. It is an invitation to marvel at the resilience and adaptability of nature, even in the most urbanized environments. It is a call to reconnect with the wonder that comes from recognizing the presence of life all around us, in places we might not expect. From the weeds growing in pavement cracks to the birds nesting in high-rise buildings, nature is always there, quietly insisting on its place in the world.


As you read, I hope you’ll be inspired to look more closely at the urban spaces you inhabit. There’s a richness there, a beauty in the way life persists and thrives despite our best efforts to control it. And perhaps, in doing so, you’ll find that the question, ‘What’s it doing here?’ becomes less about intrusion and more about belonging – about recognizing that we are all, in our own ways, just trying to find our place in the world.










Chapter One



Border Crossers: Urban Animals and the Boundaries They Blur


I hesitate before getting into the taxi. The driver is easily six and a half feet tall, burly, missing a few teeth, and his tattoos run like stories down his arms. His long dark hair is pulled back into a messy ponytail. But after 45 minutes of waiting, as taxis rushed past me despite my increasingly desperate waving, and with the characteristic San Francisco drizzle beginning to seep through my clothes, I climb in.


I ask him to take me to a bar near City Lights bookshop. The thought of returning to my lodgings – thin-walled and noisy, filled with the unsettling dramas of strangers – makes me shudder. After a long day in an office where everyone discussed evening plans that pointedly did not include me, the bustling anonymity of Polk Street’s nightlife isn’t the kind of soundtrack that will assuage my loneliness.


Our eyes meet briefly in the rear-view mirror. Without thinking I blurt out, ‘No taxis would stop for me.’


‘That’s because you’re black,’ he replies, evenly.


A moment passes. A black woman and a white man size each other up, each of us confronting instant judgements – and then we burst into laughter. When we reach the bar, he refuses my money with a gentle shake of his head.


‘We’ve all had that kind of day.’


I step onto the street feeling light enough to pause, noticing a pigeon gliding down to join another, sheltering under a narrow ledge from the drizzle. There’s something quietly reassuring in their instinctive companionship, finding solace together in the midst of the city’s indifference.


Inside, I order a drink at the bar and an elderly man moves to sit beside me. Normally I’d recoil, retreating into guarded solitude, but tonight, buoyed by the unexpected kindness from the taxi driver and perhaps even by the quiet pigeons outside, I don’t shift away.


He tips his black trilby forward slightly, introducing himself as Tony. Surprising myself, I respond with my real name. Loneliness has a subtle scent. It’s the passenger who sits beside you a little too cheerfully on the bus, sharing their soul in more detail than you’re comfortable hearing. Often, we pull away, fearing to see ourselves reflected back. Two lonely people who might otherwise have connected end up isolated by a mutual wariness. Tony and I pick up that scent on each other now. Tonight, instead of retreating, I remain open, quietly waiting to hear what this stranger might say.


It turns out that Tony once lived with a pigeon. He says this matter-of-factly, as though it’s a common arrangement. Initially unconvinced, I glance at the bartender, who meets my gaze with an amused nod. Tony’s pigeon, apparently, is a known quantity around here.


Tony found her on the sidewalk outside his apartment, sick, feathers in disarray, utterly vulnerable. Without much thought, he took her in. With patience and care, he nursed her back to health, though he insists that she healed him just as much as the other way round. Over weeks and then months, the pigeon grew stronger, healthier, never once showing any desire to leave. Even with windows wide open, offering her the sky, she stayed, hopping behind Tony from room to room, a steadfast companion in his solitary life.


As Tony speaks, affection softens his weathered face. His silent gratitude is palpable, reserved for the unexpected presences in our lives, those brief yet profound companions reminding us that we’re not entirely alone.


‘Then this morning,’ Tony continues, ‘after breakfast, she just left. Flew straight out the open window.’ He smiles, halfway between sadness and amusement. ‘Left me a little farewell present on the table, too. Her way of saying goodbye, I guess.’


We laugh softly, sharing the space left by the absent bird.


Tony’s pigeon reminds me of my mother’s long-forgotten pigeons, and so I share my story with him in return.


When I was a child, Uncle Aden frequently visited our home, often arriving in a car packed with as many relatives as he could, just about, legally squeeze in; aunties and children, all of them tumbling out in a lively chaos that always delighted my mother. Among the surprises that Uncle Aden regularly brought, one particular gift stood out: a small flock of homing pigeons.


My mother, who generally approved of animals only if they were either useful or strikingly beautiful, made a rare exception for birds. She adored them all. Uncle Aden, fully aware of this, convinced her to let our gardener, Oloo, construct a carefully designed pigeon loft behind the cowshed. On a lazy afternoon, from my usual perch on the veranda, I overheard snippets of their conversation – Uncle Aden passionately instructing Oloo on the finer points of pigeon care, training and homing instincts.


My mother’s voice, cautious yet hopeful, carried across the garden: ‘Are you sure they’ll come back?’


‘Of course,’ Uncle Aden assured her with unwavering confidence. Oloo nodded along enthusiastically, his smile suggesting either total comprehension or polite bafflement – I could never quite tell which.


Weeks later, my family gathered expectantly as the pigeons took their first flight from their new loft. We stood watching, eyes wide with excitement, hearts buoyed by Uncle Aden’s optimistic predictions.


It was clear, by dusk, with the sun slowly dipping, that the pigeons weren’t coming back. I remained outside long after everyone else had retreated indoors, staring at the empty loft as though sheer hope could summon them home. Inside, my mother was already on the phone to Uncle Aden, who swiftly promised another flock. But this second group vanished just as decisively as the first, leaving the carefully built loft empty once again. Eventually, Oloo dismantled the pigeon house, quietly repurposing its wood and wire elsewhere.


Even as a child, pigeons stirred conflicting emotions within me. Part of me yearned for the thrill pigeon fanciers speak of, the joy of watching beloved birds soar confidently into the sky, then faithfully return home. Yet another part of me cheered silently at their defiance, their fierce autonomy. The birds chose freedom over comfort, adventure over predictability. Whenever I spot pigeons in city streets these memories resurface – reminders that even in the most human-centric spaces, wildness persists, and animals retain the power to chart their own paths, subtly redefining what it means to adapt to urban life. As I finish relating this to Tony he smiles knowingly. ‘Seems like pigeons have their own ideas about home,’ he remarks gently.


Sitting here, sharing these stories, I realize that both my mother’s pigeons and Tony’s quietly unsettle the categories we like to rely on: wild and domestic, pest and pet, intruder and guest. They remind me that animals we dismiss as background noise in our cities are often making complex decisions about safety, survival, even affection. We might recognize them as adaptable, but maybe what’s really confronting is their refusal to be contained by our expectations. If pigeons can define where and how to belong, then perhaps we need to reconsider what urban belonging looks like. It might not always be about fitting in, but rather about finding ways to stay on your own terms. That realization takes me back further still, to when I was five and sensed for the first time that belonging wasn’t a simple matter of who was invited but of who insisted on being present.


My parents had agreed to my having a cat because they hoped it would make a good indoor playmate and keep me away from the allergies that flared up when I was in the garden. Hopscotch, a grey tabby, was my first true pet, in as much as cats ever can be such a thing. She was an extraordinary hunter, a skill that endeared her to my otherwise pragmatic mother, who values animals only if they ‘earn their keep’. For my mother, this didn’t just mean being useful in a practical sense – by controlling pests, say – but could include simply being beautiful. Hopscotch fulfilled both criteria, excelling as a hunter while possessing the charm of a sleek and striking tabby. Sadly, she only lived with us until it became clear that I was allergic to her too. Even so, she left a lasting impression on me, not just for her companionship but for the role she played in my early understanding of how animals fit into human spaces.


When I was five, Hopscotch and I were so close that she used to sit on my shoulder, a bit like an old-fashioned pirate’s parrot, whether I was sitting reading or even if I was wandering around the house. And we were indeed playmates. Alongside the toys my parents bought for us, from the time she was a kitten I loved making my own – mostly versions of wool strings with small balls or other objects attached. I delighted in teasing her, dragging these along the floor and then snatching them away just as she pounced, watching with endless amusement her determined attempts to catch them. And she had her own way of ‘calling’ me to play. If I was reading at the dining table, for instance, she would weave around my legs and let out a short, higher-pitched purr – her signal that she was in the mood for a game. One day, thus called, I followed her into the sitting room, expecting to find a toy she had retrieved. Instead, I was startled to discover a group of six baby white mice, which Hopscotch proudly presented to me.


I remember the moment with vivid clarity. As soon as I saw the tiny white pups, I understood: Hopscotch had killed their mother. That meant that no one would be feeding them, and so of course they must be hungry. I tried to reason it out the best way I knew how. Mice ate human food – that much I’d learned from the way we kept them out of our pantry. But these weren’t full-grown mice. They were babies. And babies, in my limited experience, needed something different. Human babies drank uji (traditional East African breakfast porridge made from millet, sorghum or maize flour, fermented or unfermented), but mice seemed to prefer raw things. So, I thought, maybe wimbi (finger millet, Elusine coracana) would be perfect – still soft, but more natural. It made perfect sense to me at the time. I was determined to save them. I had a plan.


First, I needed a home for them – a cardboard box would do, and if I poked some holes in it they’d be able to breathe. Then they would need somewhere soft to sleep in the box. Pamba (cotton wool) would be ideal. I’d turn one corner into a bedroom, and another into a little dining room. I felt very proud. They would be warm. They would be safe. They would have everything they needed. I would take care of them.


I also knew two critical things as I sought to protect the mice: first, if my mother discovered them their fate would be sealed – she would regard them as pests and dispose of them without hesitation. Second, Hopscotch couldn’t be trusted, given her role in how they had come to be in my charge. Determined to look after them, I hid the pups in what we called the attic, a chaotic space filled with odds and ends that my mother believed might one day prove useful. It seemed the safest place to keep them away from both my mother and Hopscotch.


Keeping the pups a secret soon proved to be a monumental task for a child of my age – not because I was tempted to tell anyone (I relished the thought of them as my special, secret friends), but because the demands of a five-year-old’s life left little room for clandestine caregiving. Mealtimes, bath times, and supervised playtime constantly pulled me away from my mission. Asking an adult for help was out of the question, knowing that any hint of my new friends would make its way back to my mother.


Despite my best efforts (and because what I was feeding them was entirely unsuitable), within just a couple of days the pups died. When my mother eventually found them, she assumed that Hopscotch had simply finished what she’d started, and my beloved cat was rewarded with special treats for her ‘efforts’. I said nothing at the time, but those tiny, helpless pups lingered in my thoughts for years. Only much later did I realize that they were probably albino rats (Rattus norvegicus) – rare in the wild but common in urban settings, bred specifically for laboratories. Reflecting on this, it struck me as deeply ironic: we often tolerate – even encourage – rats in our cities, provided they exist within tightly controlled environments. Inside labs, we dictate how rats live, and, inevitably, how they die. Yet the moment these animals step outside those boundaries and into spaces we call our own, they are quickly dismissed as vermin – pests to be exterminated without thought or care.


Looking back, it seems that those tiny albino pups, doomed though they were, offered me my first real glimpse into the lives of animals we usually ignore. Even as they clung to life in the attic of a suburban home, their presence forced me to question the tidy lines we draw between what belongs and what doesn’t. In cities around the world, creatures like rats, pigeons and foxes don’t just survive, they adjust, innovate and endure. Their genius lies in being constantly overlooked, in quietly reading the urban landscape and bending it to their needs. I didn’t know it then, but those pups were early guides into a deeper truth: our cities are not solely human creations. They are shared, shifting ecosystems shaped as much by animals as by our own designs.


*


Manuel Berdoy, an award-winning zoologist at the University of Oxford, became curious about the behaviour of lab rats – animals meticulously bred for life in artificial environments. It led him to conduct an experiment that challenges our understanding of what it means to be wild or tame. He took 75 rats, whose ancestors had been born and raised in cages without any exposure to the natural world for 96 years (or about two hundred generations), and released them into a farmyard to see what would happen. The rats were moved from a sterile environment of plastic cages with artificial lighting, temperature control and a steady supply of nutritionally balanced pellets to an open space the size of a tennis court – with grass, stones, straw bales and hurdles like ladders. Though lab pellets were available in the new environment, they quickly expanded their diet, trying a wide range of food from fruits to eggs.1


The remarkable result was that, instead of descending into chaos, the rats began to form social hierarchies and quickly established well-worn paths, known as ‘runs’, which criss-crossed the farmyard. These were the routes they used repeatedly to move between shelter, food and nesting areas, a clear sign of organization and adaptation within just a few days of arriving in their new home. Despite the fact that lab rats are bred to be more docile, it turned out that they hadn’t lost their adventurous spirit and they displayed an uncanny ability to adapt to what was for them a new more natural environment.2 They quickly re-learned how to forage, defend territories and even avoid predators – behaviours thought to be far removed from their laboratory lineage. This experiment suggests that natural instincts deeply ingrained from millennia remain just beneath the surface, ready to emerge when circumstances demand.3


Berdoy’s study reveals just how blurred the boundaries between the domesticated and the wild truly are. Even in cities, where we often assume that animals are either fully tamed or entirely feral they are shifting between roles, environments and behaviours in ways that defy neat categories. Rats, pigeons, foxes and countless others navigate our urban ecosystems with remarkable ingenuity. They aren’t ‘city animals’ by nature but creatures responding to a specific environment – one defined by us yet shared with them. In another setting, they would behave entirely differently, just as humans would. A rat scuttling through the London underground or nesting in a research lab isn’t fundamentally separate from its forest-dwelling relatives; it’s simply living in a different context, proving its ability to adapt. But our perception of these creatures reveals our ability to underestimate them.


It remains a fascinating paradox that, despite being taught that these creatures are vermin, they continue to exert a hold on our imagination, and a sympathetic one at that. In popular culture and in folk tales, mice are cast as loveable domestic and often rural creatures, who are just doing their best to survive in a big and intimidating world.


It’s no coincidence that I found myself rooting for Jerry in Tom and Jerry. Although I was enamoured with cats, it was Jerry’s cuteness and inventiveness that earned a place in my heart, something that I think stemmed largely from the near-universal appeal of support for the underdog. This was just the kind of world a small child could imagine, but also the kind that adults could retreat to when everything seemed to be going against them.


A classic example of this type of underdog is Fievel Mousekewitz, a young Russian mouse who stars in the 1986 animated musical An American Tail. Separated from his family after immigrating to the US, Fievel must navigate a new and dangerous world in the hope of being reunited with them. Similarly, in the 2008 film The Tale of Despereaux, a heroic mouse takes on the role of rescuer, confronting a villainous rat named Chiaroscuro who has imprisoned the human Princess Pea. Despereaux is an outsider, not just because he has lost his mother, but because he doesn’t quite fit in with the other mice. E B White understood this deep-seated empathy for the underdog and took it one step further with Stuart Little, a character who isn’t just mouse-like but a mouse-child hybrid: delicate, vulnerable and determined. By blending human traits with the mouse’s innate charm, White tapped into our impulse to root for the overlooked. Small, determined and endlessly creative, mice effortlessly invite identification – especially when the odds are stacked against them.


In the ancient world, mice weren’t always seen as loveable. In fact, their association with danger and power runs deep. One of the more surprising figures connected to mice is Apollo, one of the most multifaceted gods in Greek mythology. Known as the god of light, prophecy and order, Apollo was also linked to both disease and healing – and, curiously, to mice. In Book I of The Iliad, the priest Chryses appeals to Apollo to punish the Greeks after Agamemnon abducts his daughter. Apollo responds by unleashing a devastating plague, an act that sets the central conflict of the epic in motion. Because mice were understood at the time to be harbingers of disease, Apollo earned the epithet Smintheus, or ‘Lord of Mice’, embodying both destruction and cure.4 This duality was immortalized in temples, statues and coins – some of which depict Apollo with a mouse near his hand or foot. The ruins of one such temple still stand in the village of Gülpınar, on the Biga Peninsula in Turkey.5 These ancient associations remind us just how emotionally charged and culturally embedded our relationships with mice have always been – swinging between reverence and revulsion, utility and fear.


Yet not all rodents have been granted such symbolic complexity. If mice have been mythologized, rats have been vilified. Unlike their smaller cousins, rats remain burdened by a reputation shaped not by storybooks or symbols but by centuries of fear and disease. The bubonic plague, often referred to as the Black Death, was one of the most devastating pandemics in human history, peaking in Europe between 1347 and 1351. The name comes from the darkened patches that appeared on the skin of those afflicted. Caused by the bacterium Yersinia pestis, the disease spread rapidly, killing an estimated 25–50 million people, which was roughly a third of Europe’s population at the time. Symptoms included swollen lymph nodes, fever, chills and, if untreated, a high likelihood of death. The consequences were far-reaching, triggering labour shortages, economic collapse and massive shifts in Europe’s social fabric.


For generations, it was understood – and taught – that the plague had been spread primarily by fleas that lived on infected rodents, especially black rats (Rattus rattus), who thrived in the close quarters of medieval cities. These rats, living in such proximity to humans, were believed to act as disease reservoirs, enabling transmission. The historical records focused on human experiences, so although rats could be infected, it remains unclear how lethal the bacteria was to them or to other species. Still, while rodents as a group – rats, mice, squirrels – were implicated, it was rats who became the primary symbol of pestilence.6 Plague-spreading mice rarely appeared in the popular imagination.


As the research has deepened, it turns out that the correlation of rats with the problem of the plague is complex. The unsanitary conditions of medieval life also played a critical part in the disease’s spread. And, despite its profound impact, the exact mechanisms of plague transmission are still not clear. Historical and archaeological evidence supporting the claim that rats and their fleas were the primary vectors of the disease is increasingly being challenged. Recent research suggests that human ectoparasites, such as body lice and fleas, may have played a more significant role in the spread of such epidemics in pre-industrial Europe.7 This evolving understanding of the plague forces us to reconsider long-held assumptions about rats and their role in historical urban environments.8 While they’ve long been cast as villains in the narrative of disease and decay, closer scrutiny reveals a more nuanced picture.


*


One of the clearest embodiments of the tension between humans and rats is the figure of the rat-catcher – a person tasked with outsmarting an animal that seems, in many ways, to mirror our own intelligence and determination. At the heart of this conflict is a battle over both space and food. In rural areas, rats consume crops; in cities, they thrive on the excesses of human life – our wastefulness, poor sanitation and decaying infrastructure. The abundance of discarded food in urban areas does more than attract rats, it allows them to flourish. Once established, they are notoriously difficult to remove. Their intelligence, adaptability and caution, particularly around new objects like traps, often frustrate even the most seasoned exterminators. We may call them pests, but rats reflect us back to ourselves in uncomfortable ways: opportunistic, resourceful and always alert to danger.9


City exterminators, who often express mixed feelings about rats (not enough of them and they’d be out of a job), note how rats’ behaviours echo our own lives. Writer Robert Sullivan spent a year studying rats and those who deal with them in New York City, documenting the resilience of these creatures and their complex social structures. Rat-catchers, on the one hand, take pride in their ability to outwit rats, but they also grapple with the ethical implications of extinguishing such resourceful lives.10


I stumbled upon the long history of rat catching almost by accident, when my friend Daisy was, as she put it, being terrorized by a rat in her house. She had tried everything short of poison, but she was consistently outmanoeuvred by the rat. Exasperated, she was on the verge of using poison when I suggested she borrow our family dog, Bear, a dachshund/Jack Russell terrier mix with a clear hunting instinct. Daisy later recounted how she’d never seen two creatures move so fast. In a blur of movement, Bear chased the rat out of the house and to its demise. Following this adventure, Bear took quite a liking to Daisy. Although I would have preferred the rat to have been relocated rather than killed, the episode sparked my curiosity about rat-catching methods and the ways in which humans have interacted with rats in urban spaces throughout history.


*


It turns out that Victorian England also struggled with rats, and, much like Daisy, people weren’t just concerned about the diseases the animals could spread. The very sight of them often caused mental distress. Terrier dogs, like our beloved Bear, became highly valued for their rat-dispelling abilities. Rat catching even became a profession, providing livelihoods for many. The most notorious rat-catcher of the era was Jack Black, who styled himself as ‘Rat-Catcher to Her Majesty The Queen’. Based in Battersea, London, Jack was as much a showman as an exterminator, dressing in flamboyant outfits adorned with a leather sash decorated with cast-iron rats. Notably, he didn’t kill all the rats he caught. Any with unusual colouring were spared, bred and sold as pets, reportedly even to Queen Victoria herself.11


This shift in perspective, from seeing rats not simply as threats but as fellow urban inhabitants, has surfaced in unexpected places, including art. The graffiti artist Banksy, ever attuned to the overlooked and subversive, has long used rats as stand-ins for the urban everyman: scrappy, resilient and constantly adapting. In his 2005 exhibition Crude Oils, which involved live rats, the message was clear: the animals we dismiss as pests may be some of the most successful cohabitants of our cities. Banksy’s rats are both symbols of rebellion and a reminder that adaptability itself is a form of genius, quietly thriving beneath our feet.


Taking his cue from the enduring myth that in London you’re never more than six feet away from a rat, Banksy’s Crude Oils, staged in London’s Notting Hill, featured around 150 live rats roaming freely among the artworks, which included boldly reimagined classic paintings and sculptures. One striking installation, which involved the rats darting in and out of a human skeleton posed as a gallery attendant, created a particularly unsettling juxtaposition. The presence of the rats heightened the atmosphere of decay and disruption, transporting visitors into a dystopian vision of urban life where the boundaries between art, life and decomposition collapsed. Only rats running across sandalled feet could create that sort of visceral reaction.12


The alteration in our attitude to rats can also be seen in popular culture, such as in the film Ratatouille (2007). This animated film cleverly subverts the traditional image of rats as filthy, unwanted creatures by presenting Remy, a rat with refined tastes and culinary dreams, as its hero. Instead of being a signifier of disease or decay, Remy is depicted as intelligent, creative and, when given the chance, capable of extraordinary achievements. His journey, in which he overcomes human prejudice in order to pursue his passion, could be said to mirror the cultural shift towards recognizing the complexity and adaptability of rats.


As well as challenging the long-standing stereotype of rats as villains, this portrayal invites us to reconsider our relationships with animals often dismissed as vermin. By placing a rat in a setting as inherently ‘human’ as a gourmet kitchen, Ratatouille bridges the divide between human and animal worlds, highlighting the unexpected connections we share.


One such connection has been found in the greening of urban spaces. Greening cities benefits both humans and rats, though in ways that might initially seem paradoxical. Greener cities such as Eindhoven in the Netherlands often host larger rat populations, but these rodents are less visible (and as such less mentally distressing for human beings), living in undergrowth and other natural habitats. They quietly support urban ecosystems by cleaning up waste and serving as prey for predators, enriching biodiversity. At the time of writing it is too early to draw definitive conclusions, but studies in Dutch cities have laid the groundwork for further research.13 These findings suggest that a balance is possible, whereby, as cities grow greener and human behaviours encourage rat abundance, we might find new ways to live alongside these creatures who we often malign, even as they have the power to improve our lives.


I think again of Tony and his pigeon, and the way his whole face softened when he described her loyalty, her presence, the unspoken comfort of her just being there. She wasn’t exotic or rare. She was, by most measures, vermin. But she gave his life a kind of rhythm, a thread of companionship in the city’s often anonymous sprawl. And perhaps that’s what these overlooked animals do best, not so much offer something back as interrupt the scripts that we have written about who belongs where and why. A flash of wings, a rustle underfoot, and suddenly the world feels less sealed off. They force us to live with contradiction and to make room for the wild in the most controlled environments. Tony did more than rescue a pigeon. He invited nature back in. And maybe, without quite realizing it, she reminded him that not all connection needs explanation.


In previous generations, this kind of closeness wasn’t unusual. Animals were woven into the texture of everyday life. Pigeons, in particular, weren’t merely tolerated; they were kept, trained, relied upon. People bred them, housed them and carried them across borders and battlefields. Their presence in cities was often intentional. They lived in our attics, our sheds, our eaves. And perhaps that long history of proximity is why, even now, we respond to them in ways that are more complex than we realize. We’ve shared space with pigeons for so long that, whether we acknowledge it or not, they feel familiar, straddling that strange line between pet and wild creature.


In wartime, pigeons were nothing short of heroes. During both world wars, they carried crucial messages through dangerous conditions, often saving lives. One of the most famous is Cher Ami (Columba livia domestica) who was one of 600 homing pigeons used by the US Army Signal Corps in France during the First World War to provide crucial battlefield communication. Homing pigeons possess an extraordinary ability to navigate back to their home lofts, even across unfamiliar terrains. They do this by using low frequency sounds to create a ‘sound map’ in their minds.14 Messages were written on small notes and placed in canisters attached to the pigeons’ legs, allowing them to carry vital information across battle zones as telephone and radio communications were still unreliable at that time.


Cher Ami carried out his heroic service during the Meuse–Argonne offensive in October 1918. Serving with the 77th Division, also known as the ‘Lost Battalion’, Cher Ami faced his most dangerous mission. The battalion had been cut off behind enemy lines, enduring relentless bombardment by the Germans who had also shot down all other pigeons. The battalion was running out of options to make their position known. Their dire situation left them with only one pigeon – Cher Ami.


Under heavy German fire, Cher Ami carried a message from Major Charles Whittlesey that saved 194 men from friendly fire. Despite being shot through the chest, losing a leg and becoming blind in one eye, he flew 25 miles in under 30 minutes to deliver the crucial note. Cher Ami’s bravery earned him the Croix de Guerre from the French government.15 Other pigeons were employed by postal services around the world, ferrying letters and tiny packages before modern communication methods replaced them. For centuries, these birds served as a bridge, connecting people separated by geography and conflict.


*


Given their significance, I was devastated when Ken Livingstone, London’s first elected mayor, declared his war on pigeons.16 To me, they had always been as much a part of London as its rodents, a fixture of the city’s vibrant and messy ecosystem. At the time I was working on the Strand – a historic and bustling street in central London, known for its unique blend of culture, commerce and history. Running parallel to the north bank of the River Thames, it stretches from Trafalgar Square to Temple Bar, acting as a gateway to some of the city’s most iconic landmarks. My lunchtimes were often spent either ‘towards the water’, sitting on a bench on a quiet section of the Embankment, or, on warmer days, in Trafalgar Square. There, I would watch tourists, feed the pigeons and think about my parents as I looked at Charing Cross.


Trafalgar Square, in particular, evoked the blurring of boundaries that defined so much of my childhood. I would stand very still in the square, arm outstretched with birdseed, imagining myself as the Bird Woman from the classic children’s film Mary Poppins (1964), hearing the song ‘Feed the birds, tuppence a bag’ playing in my head as I waited for the pigeons to come. Often, my pigeon feed ended up in the hands of young tourists, much to their delight (and sometimes to their parents’ dismay). There was something about the simple act of feeding pigeons that made the city feel softer, more connected. In that sense, I was not unlike Phil Daniels, who in ‘Parklife’, Blur’s 1994 Britpop song, talks about how good he feels about feeding pigeons and sparrows.


And then came Livingstone, a man who lived just a few stops away from me on the Tube line, threatening to bring it all to an end. His campaign to banish the pigeons felt personal, a dismantling of one of the rituals that tethered me to the city. I remember the day I saw him on the platform as I headed into work. Before I could think, I called out, ‘Ken – leave the pigeons alone!’ He turned without hesitation and shouted back, ‘They spread disease – flying rats!’ before stepping onto his train and disappearing. I was so startled by the exchange that I forgot to get on the train myself and had to wait for the next one.


Livingstone’s retort stayed with me, both for its brusqueness and for how casually it reduced these creatures to nothing more than carriers of disease. It was the same narrative we use to dismiss so many urban animals, as if their existence is only justified by their utility or lack of inconvenience to us. Yet for me, feeding the pigeons had never been about utility – it was about the way in which both pigeons and people had adapted to the city, and those small, almost imperceptible moments where the borders between human and animal dissolve, even in a city as bustling and fragmented as London. What, I began to wonder, could we learn if we stopped seeing pigeons – and by extension, all urban wildlife – as problems to be solved?


Reflecting on those tiny, helpless pups I had tried and failed to save, I keep circling back to a more unsettling question: who truly belongs in the city? The thing that unnerves us about urban wildlife is not just the risk of mess or disease – it’s the quiet collapse of boundaries we thought were firm. Between wild and tame. Nature and civilization. These animals don’t seek permission. They appear, endure and often thrive in spaces we assume to be ours. Cities are supposed to be human-made, human-run. But creatures like rats, pigeons and foxes slip through the cracks, chart their own paths, and build lives from what we discard. They do more than adapt to urban life – they expose how unwilling we are to share it.


At the time, I saw the rats simply as vulnerable. But now I see them as something more complex – messengers, in a way. Their presence delivers a truth we often choose to ignore: that not all lives are welcomed equally in urban spaces. By labelling certain animals as vermin, we erase their stories, their agency, their astonishing capacity to adapt. And that act of erasure isn’t just something we reserve for animals. We do it to people, too.


In cities around the world, people too are told – implicitly or explicitly – that they don’t belong. That they are out of place. That their presence is inconvenient, unsightly or disruptive. This sense of exclusion echoes the logic we apply to rats and pigeons; a logic that says that some lives are compatible with city life while others are not.


But these animals teach us about a quiet form of resistance. A way of saying: I will live anyway. That’s what Tony’s pigeon did. That’s what the lab rats in Berdoy’s study did. And that’s what the rats we try to forget, erase or poison still do. They persist. They take up space.


In the city’s bones


Claws lay claim to what we waste


Rats refuse to die.


In these brief lines, rats become survivors quietly retrieving space from a world designed to exclude them. They remind us to reconsider not only the animal we label unworthy but also the people pushed to societies margins. Those living at the edges of recognition. Those whose presence feels too noisy, too raw, too complicated for the kinds of clean, curated cities we imagine we want.


If we start to take seriously the idea that more-than-human life deserves a stake in our urban future, then what does that mean for how we design and defend the green spaces within it? It begins, perhaps, in the overlooked cracks of the pavement – where even the most unloved lives insist on being seen. And from there, it reaches towards gardens – where we will turn next – and the ongoing fight over who has the right to thrive, to breathe, to belong in the spaces we share.
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