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This one can only be for Eddie – wild companion



Where would the world be, once bereft

Of wet and wildness? Let them be left,

O let them be left, wildness and wet;

Long live the weeds and the wilderness yet.

GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS
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1

IN A VULNERABLE PLACE
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We were high as a couple of kites – or maybe marsh harriers – so Eddie and I went out to listen to the marsh. There were only us two at home that evening, so it was a bit of a lads’ night out. We were high because we’d had a visit from our soon-to-be-ex-neighbour Barry. ‘ ’Allo mate!’

He made a great fuss of Eddie, as he always does. Good egg, Barry. Sorry we’re losing him but . . .

‘Just wanted to let you know that it’s gone through, mate. All yours now.’

We’d completed, then. The sale had gone through. But not his house. His marsh. Two or three acres of it. A bit less than two years of negotiation. Relief and joy fought for the mastery. Handshake: Barry is an ex-copper, and with a Barry handshake you always get the idea that something has been settled. Sorted, as he would say himself.

‘Thanks, Barry.’

‘Cheers, mate.’

The day was already dark, the year was already past the autumn equinox, though only just. I should have been organising Eddie’s bedtime, but hell, it’s not every day you buy a marsh. So we took a small walk in the dark.

I brought my new toy with us. It’s a bat detector: it translates the ultrasonic squeaks of bats into sounds that we humans can hear. When you get good at it you can tell one species from another by the clicks and bonks and splats that come through the hissing speaker. I was no good at all: just smart enough to tell a bat from a cricket. Naming is always good, but it’s never everything.

Eddie, my younger son, was 15 then. He loved and loves nature with a sense of driving, inspiring joy. He also loves nature as a thing we share. What does a buzzard eat? Where do ducks sleep? What do bats do in the day? I wonder how many times I read him Bat Loves the Night by our friend Nicola Davies. A brilliant book: ‘Bat shouts her torch of sound . . .’

‘Do you remember how a bat finds his way in the dark?’

‘Echolocation.’

A huge word. Articulated with some clarity, too. And to celebrate we picked up a bat: his torch of sound spattering and puttering through the speaker like a bongo drum. Here was a kind of magic: you can’t see it, you can’t hear it, you don’t know it’s there, so it doesn’t really exist, but turn this little machine on and you don’t just find a bat, you seem almost to create a bat. I experienced the wonder of it and I watched the wonder of it in Eddie’s face: together we listened to the soundscape of the inaudible world.

We stayed out a little longer, for the night was cool and still. A tawny owl called out rather suddenly, as if he had been working himself up to it for some time. It was a terrible hoot, a truly pathetic attempt at being an owl. This was a young bird setting out to seek his fortune: trying a hoot or two and hoping to discover a hoot-free zone where he would be free to hunt without opposition. You’ll have to work on that hoot, mate, if you want to convince the tough old owls that live round here.

Still we lingered. And then a sudden roaring bark, a sound full of anguish and pain, like the hound of the Baskervilles calling for its prey. ‘A long, low moan, indescribably sad, swept over the moor. It filled the whole air, and yet it was impossible to say whence it came. From a dull murmur it swelled into a deep roar, and then sank back into a melancholy, throbbing murmur once again . . . My blood ran cold.’

It was a truly fearsome sound: one that you’d have thought has been echoing round the marshes of East Anglia for countless centuries, a sound that contained every element of wildness that you’d associate with a wild marsh and the darkness: the fanged spirit that haunts the wet nights of this watery and sinister place.

Eddie knew that one too: ‘Chinese water deer!’

It really does have fangs: the males wear long canines rather than horns. And in fact it’s a pretty recent arrival. They’ve only been around here since the 19th century, released and escaped from private collections and doing very nicely, thanks, on the Broads and in the Fens. Just as well, I suppose: they’re declining in their ancestral habitats of East Asia. They’re officially classified as Vulnerable.

Vulnerability, eh? There’s a lot of it about. That’s why we wanted to buy this bit of marsh. Not really to own it, that’s a relatively minor pleasure. To stop it being vulnerable.

So many vulnerable things. So many things I wish I could make less vulnerable. Starting with Eddie, who has Down’s syndrome.



We were looking at a house on the edge of the Broads when I heard a Cetti’s warbler sing out – loud, assertive, unmistakably himself.

‘We’ll take it.’

An exaggeration, but not by much.

The song of a Cetti’s means that the place is wild and wet. The garden’s boundary was a dyke, and beyond it there was a marshy no-place that had been left to its own devices. It was runnin’ wild, lost control, runnin’ wild, mighty bold . . . as Marilyn sang in Some Like It Hot. The thought of living next to a wild, wet place where a Cetti’s warbler sang out, telling the whole world that the place was indeed wild and wet – well, it was at once intoxicating.

The worry, of course, was that the wetland, being vulnerable, would be damaged, destroyed, ploughed, chemicalised, dug up, built on and silenced. So we tried to buy it . . . and my wife, Cindy, negotiating with skill and tenacity, succeeded in buying four or five acres of the stuff. We wanted more, of course, you always do, but Barry was able to buy the rest when he moved in. We put up a fence to divide our two chunks of marsh, for that was the deal: one half managed for wildlife, especially for warblers, and the other kept open for Barry’s dogs. He also put in a nice little pond. He and his wife loved the place.

But then they decided to move.
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I didn’t decide to move away from The Times, where I had worked for more than 30 years, writing about sport and wildlife. My departure was involuntary and not altogether easy. Interested readers can learn more with a little internet research, but it’s all ancient history now, and there’s no profit in raking over it again. What matters in this story is that the Wildlife Trusts turned up trumps. They took trouble over me in troubled times and I’m forever grateful to them – and it’s thanks to them that the marsh became a possibility. So in the end, it was wildlife that got the benefit of the trouble taken by the Wildlife Trusts.

The Trusts invited me on a trip to Cornwall, where we went out on a boat looking for dolphins and instead caught a magnificent passage of Manx shearwaters. Then I was asked to go to Alderney, one of the Channel Islands. I was there on the first day of Wimbledon, as it happened. This turned out to be a trip of immense personal significance. Had I still been working for The Times I’d have been checking in for a fortnight’s work at the Wimbledon tennis tournament. I had scarcely missed a day’s play at Wimbledon since the 1980s: great sport and (I know I’ll never convince you) rather seriously hard work in sometimes depressing conditions. But instead of taking on a fortnight’s hard labour in a long, low, dark room, I found myself scrambling up a rock in the middle of the English Channel, wearing protective glasses and a hard hat, helping to attach satellite tags to half a dozen gannets. I was the wing-clasper. My job was to keep these mighty birds still while the specialist attached the trackers. Another person had the job of keeping that beak – which is like an unusually ferocious spear – wrapped up safe. She used an old sock, pulling it over the eyes so that the bird, finding itself in darkness, ceased to struggle, while she held the bill closed in her other hand. Then all three of us, in a coordinated movement designed to keep the bill away from us, let the gannet go: and each time the bird extended its vast wings, wide as a tall man is tall, and flew.

‘Would you like to give this one a name?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Eddie.’

And Eddie Gannet moved away from the rock and circled around it, making the classic cruciform shape. When we had fitted all six transmitters, I sat there for a while as the two conservationists took down all the necessary data. I was within a few feet of nesting gannets, totally surrounded by these bloody great birds, while looking out to sea at many more of the same. I felt as if I was sitting in the vaults of heaven surrounded by angels, not a thought I had often had in the press-room at Wimbledon. It was like being slapped in the face by beauty and wonder and glory, and I was unable to avoid the message that Eddie Gannet and the rest were bringing to me with such glorious and unsubtle insistence.

Enough! Time to move on.

So gannets have become a personal totem of the good challenges: a bracing call to order, to get on with it, facing forwards towards the future, rather than gazing wistfully in the rear-view mirror. Get on with it. Deal with it. And when in doubt, turn to the wild.

I now have a nice woodcut of gannets on the wall above my desk and a photo of the Alderney gannets as the wallpaper on my phone: twin bracing calls to the present and future joys of wildlife and a prohibition against the temptation to look back at past glories. Self-pity, resentment, anger, hate and nostalgia are all forbidden by the gannets, and they accept no backsliding.

The Trusts then commissioned me to write an ebook about Charles Rothschild. A great man. He was a banker, as Rothschilds tend to be, and a public figure. And he was absolutely nuts about wildlife. He was also a visionary, though what he saw wasn’t good. He was one of the first people to see that the wildlife and wild places of Britain were vulnerable. Not only vulnerable but finite. And what’s more – what’s a good deal more – he was just about the first person in England to do something about it.

In 1912 he founded the Society for the Promotion of Nature Reserves, and four years later, the Society produced a list of 284 sites ‘worthy of preservation’. This is now called the Rothschild List. The sites were chosen for two reasons: for their wildlife value and for their vulnerability. It was the beginning of wildlife conservation in Britain.

It was a slow start. In 1916, people had other things on their minds than butterflies, other things than the future of the planet. It was only during the Second World War – and long after Rothschild’s suicide in 1923 – that the SPNR and the Rothschild List were accepted as something of genuine importance. In the post-war rebuilding, the SPNR morphed into the Wildlife Trusts, and the Rothschild List showed the way forward. And Rothschild was revealed as the hero, prophet, pioneer and even martyr that he was all along.

It was an honour, then, to celebrate such a man, and to mark the centenary of the Rothschild List with this writing project. I called it Prophet and Loss. I began my research with a visit to his favourite place: a little hut in the middle of a marsh. Now it happens that I went on to write the words for the Rothschild project, just as I wrote the words for this book, in a little hut in the middle of a marsh. Different hut, different marsh, same love. Rothschild loved his hut surrounded by wildness and wet, and he went there whenever he could, away from banks and money and public life, and towards the wilder life that we all crave at some level.

Rothschild loved Woodwalton Fen. He bought it because it was vulnerable. He tried to give it to the National Trust to look after, but they turned him down. They said it was ‘of interest only to the naturalist’. It’s now a National Nature Reserve: owned, that is to say, by you and me, and generously under-funded by the public purse. But it’s still a fabulous spot. I had a picnic in Rothschild’s hut at Rothschild’s table, though I didn’t use Rothschild’s thunderbox that stood uncompromisingly in the back of the hut. While I was there I saw a marsh harrier from the window – and I bet Rothschild never did. Marsh harriers were shot to extinction by Victorian gamekeepers.

And all of a sudden I had a fantasy. I was right here in the hut with Rothschild 100 years ago, looking out of the window and waiting for him while he got his bug-hunting gear together – and that very moment I had a first for Woodwalton Fen. ‘Look!’ (Problem: how should I address him? We could never have been friends, the social and financial distance was far too great, and nor was my expertise enough to bring us closer than social convention would permit. But in dreams and fantasies such matters are infinitely flexible:) ‘Charlie! Marsh harrier! Male, flying left to right! Got it?’

‘Yes! Far out! Cheers, mate!’

Whatever our differences, the joy – undisguisable, unmistakable, unfakable – of a great wildlife moment would unquestionably have been a shared thing. I have shared a thousand such moments across the world with near-strangers and with close friends; I know such times with immense precision. They’re also startlingly intimate, for there is an intimacy with the creature observed as well as an intimacy in the shared joy of sighting it: yes, there, drifting onward, moving beautifully on the very edge of a stall, see how it catches the light and shows off all three colours, silver, russet, black. Marsh harriers came back from extinction during the First World War, but were hammered again by pesticides and reduced to a single pair in Great Britain. Now it’s just a part of our landscape, accepted and if still remarkable, no longer headline news. Bloody wonderful, yes? Cheers, mate.

Sometimes I think marsh harriers, recovering from this not-quite-double extinction, by means of their own vigour and by the tenacity of humans who love wildness and wet, are the most significant birds on the British list. They are certainly the most significant birds on our own patch: configuring the seasons and sending us constant messages about the health of the marsh they harry. Without good marshes there are no marsh harriers. Every visit from a marsh harrier tells you that stuff about the marsh that only a real expert on marshes could know. And marsh harriers are experts all right.

I visited five other Rothschild sites as I did the research for Prophet and Loss. Two were still perfect, one was a little damaged and overshadowed by industry, one was much diminished but still great and one was almost completely trashed. I wrote about the past and present of conservation: and, of course, the future. The future of the most vulnerable thing of all. You know – the bloody planet.

Whenever Charlie had a little spare cash – which was most of the time – he liked to buy up wonderful chunks of beautiful, valuable and vulnerable wildness. As a result of writing the ebook, I found myself in possession of a little spare cash myself. Well, not exactly spare. A smart person would have used the money to pay off a chunk of mortgage, an increasingly pressing need in these hard times. Or perhaps to upgrade the faithful vehicle that has been carrying us about for a dozen years and more. We needed this money to stabilise ourselves: we really ought to be grown-up and sensible for once. To be totally and brutally frank, we couldn’t afford to do this. So many worrying things could be solved with this money. But – well, as you see, we made the other decision. It was an act of knowing folly. Do you think that’s wise, sir? The eternal question of Sergeant Wilson to Captain Mainwaring. It all depends on what you mean by wisdom, doesn’t it?

Besides, what would Charlie have done?

So we did the same. Cindy did the deal, of course, not me. And Barry accepted.

Handshake.

Thanks, Barry.

Thanks, Charlie.

Cheers, mate.
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At 14.21 on 21 September the earth’s Equator passed across the centre of the sun, with the result that all over the planet, day and night – light and dark – were approximately equal in length. The equinox, no less: an appropriate place in which to start, and an appropriate time to acquire two or three acres of Norfolk marsh. Some prefer the term ‘equilux’: equal light, rather than equal night. Some call it the autumnal equinox, to distinguish it from the vernal variety, but that’s pure hemisphere chauvinism. The equinox is a planet-wide event, occurring when the border between night and day is perpendicular. So let’s call it the September equinox.

An equinox doesn’t feel exactly like a beginning, I admit, unless you’re working to the routine of the academic year. It’s a milestone: neither a starting nor a finishing point. It’s a point where you can stop and eat your sandwiches and admire the distance you have travelled while contemplating the distance you still have to go. And that’s appropriate because this business of the marsh was and is all about continuity. We hadn’t taken it on in order to change it: we were there to make it carry on. Steady as she goes. We were a safe pair of hands, not a new broom. Our basic job was to keep it safe. To make it Not Vulnerable, which is not the same thing, alas, as invulnerable.

All the same, it’s nice to have a sign. A portent. You don’t have to believe in such things to rejoice in their significance. It’s always pleasing when you find something auspicious: and that’s a word derived from ‘birdwatching’ in Latin. I have always liked the idea of ornithomancy, of understanding crucial things in life from the movements and sounds of birds. It was a serious business: in The Odyssey an eagle appears three times carrying a dove in its claws, foretelling the return of Odysseus to Ithaca and his slaying of his wife’s suitors. An augur is someone who reads the signs made by birds.

So what would the augurs make of the moment on that day of the September equinox when I went to the barn to collect hay for the horses? I approached the barn – open at one side, with space for a vast double-door that we can’t actually afford – and as I was about to cross the threshold a silent white shape passed silently and purposefully over my left shoulder. Not quite brushing against me.

What did this sight mean? Tell me, sad augurs. Was it there to establish an appropriate mood for dealing with the new chunk of marsh? I had often seen barn owls hunting over the marsh – no doubt this individual most of all; and knowing wild creatures as individuals, rather than as members of a species, is a significant thing, as I was to understand with still greater intimacy in the course of the unfolding year. This barn owl had been using the barn as a regular roost for some time, acting all affronted when we paid visits to remove hay, the tractor or Eddie’s trike. The darker corners looked a trifle disgusting as a result, because his heaved-up collection of stout black pellets looked horribly like human turds, and there were probably 100 or more of them beneath his favourite perches.

Cindy, who has clever hands, and Eddie had several times dismantled pellets and teased out the contents: matted fur, pin-thin bones and a sinister little row of skulls: so many deaths in one great vomited slug of unwanted stuff. Posing the question: how many more little lives out there under the rank grasses and the clumps of vegetations? How many shrews on the marsh? How many more shrews than the barn owl needed? Without a vast superfluity, there is no future for a predator. It is a truism of ecology that the abundance of prey controls the numbers of predators, not the other way round. So in a sense, our job on the marsh was not owls but shrews, not shrews but insects, not insects but the plants on which insects feed, not plants but the earth itself. An elemental task then, involving earth, water, fire and air, the fire being the fire of the sun. The barn owls and the other predators were messengers: a top predator is prima facie evidence that everything else in the environment is OK, at least for now.

Dawn and dusk are when barn owls are at their best: not darkness but low light. They love the times of transition. Well, today between hunts he would have the opportunity for an equally long daytime and night-time doze.

This was supposed to be the first day of autumn, but it felt like nothing of the kind. The weather was making specious claims that winter would never come, that late summer would carry on forever: bright sun offering real warmth and a fleet of red admirals parading on the quarter-deck of the ivy flowers. Have you ever noticed that ivy has flowers? It was a relatively new concept for me. No one stops much for an ivy flower: only butterflies.

But to work, to work. I went to my hut and looked out over the marsh. Gannet woodcut above the desk but no thunderbox in the back. Yesterday from my desk I had had a very unsatisfactory glimpse of a large raptor; from my half-second glimpse it looked too dapper to be one of our regulars. What the hell was it? It had flown, dipped, and disappeared behind a particularly annoying blob of a bush. It was no longer Barry’s bush: I – or rather we – could make a decision about its future. We could decide all sorts of things.



In Norfolk we call this place a valley and do so without a shred of irony. Half a mile off you can find Hill Farm; a friend visiting from Herefordshire asked why they didn’t go the whole hog and call it Lookout Mountain. But out here in the Broads there are traditionally two kinds of pasture: hill and marsh. Our lower pasture is marsh: flat and prone to flooding. The higher one, slopey and easily drained, is therefore hill. Well, by the time you reach the top you are a good ten feet higher than marsh, so where’s the joke?

The lower meadow is next door to the garden, which is mostly orchard with a collection of rather odd shrubs; family conferences on their future always end up with them staying, despite my vote for a more bracing outlook. The boundary beyond the garden and the lower meadow is a dyke about six feet wide. Not so very deep, you can see the mud at the bottom when the light is right, but God knows how deep the mud goes. I tried to cross it once: I never found footing and hauled myself out in mild panic with the help of a tree.

The far side of this dyke is where the country goes wild. Wild and wet. This is the marsh proper. It’s grazing marsh that’s been let go: wet, scrubby, impassable, in many places too soft for easy walking. It’s as flat as the lower meadow, for we’re on a flood plain which stretches to the river that passes around 600 yards from us, not quite on three sides as it makes a great bend. The river wall has been built up as a sturdy green rampart. Part of me longs to see the river reconnected with the flood plain, a river runnin’ wild again. The part of me that owns the house thinks otherwise: we’re on the farthest edge of the flood plain and we’d be within the river’s range in what the Environment Agency calls an Event. On the far side of the river the plain extends for a while before rising in a gentle slope, which is, of course, the other side of the valley, if those in more lumpy counties can accept the term. To the left there is a stand of trees. The rest is dominated – overwhelmed – by a great stand of sky. We may not do great hills in Norfolk, but when we do sky we do sky.

A Cetti told us to buy as much marsh as we could when we bought the house, but we didn’t want to own a Cetti. We wanted a Cetti to own his own place. We wanted to hear that mad shout of song. We wanted to hear that mad shout of song and know that we would hear it again.

So when we moved in we took on the first chunk of marsh covering four or five acres, stretching as far as another fat and treacherous dyke. We set up the fence that divided our bit of marsh from Barry’s: a fence that told us that essentially our job was half-done.

Barry’s piece is more open than our first chunk, and drier. It has a different feel as a result; the transition wasn’t just a matter of fencing. Conservationists talk about ‘a mosaic’ of habitats; the more subtly different types of habitat, the more biodiverse the place. The richer the place, that means.

But then Barry’s piece became part of ours, the fence came down and was re-erected. It now divides our seven or eight acres – savour that, seven or eight actual acres of actual marsh – from our new neighbours’ garden. When the Chinese water deer make a mad charge across the marsh they don’t have to leap or dodge or – dreadful thought – crash into the wire mesh. They have a clear run at it.

So in the week of the September equinox there was a sense of completion. And with it, a sense of beginning.
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Paths are full of meaning. The marsh is criss-crossed by paths, but not all of them are easy for humans to follow. The most obvious are those made by the deer. Like most of us, deer have preferred routes from A to B, and the more they walk them, the better the paths become. Use creates use. The paths link feeding spots and resting spots and other important places in cervine life. You can pick them out from what seem like faint shading across the vegetation: slightly darker with use, and following a logic of their own, which is not a logic as humans see it. Often the path has a roof of low trees or curving grasses, more tunnel than road, making it nice and cosy and secure for a deer, but hard going for humans.

Get closer to the ground and you can pick out lower and more subtle paths, used by smaller and still more secretive mammals, some of them carnivores. And more subtle even than these are the paths made by rodents and insectivores, often more like tunnels below the top of the rank grasses and sedges. The short-tailed field voles mark these secret paths with their urine, establishing ownership and reminding them of the way so they can travel along them at improbable speed. The kestrels that visit the marsh can pick out these urine trails because they can see them. They pick up the fluorescence of the urine because they can see ultraviolet light. They are tetrachromatic: they see in four colours, while we humans see only in three, as any television engineer will explain. (Most mammals see in only two colours; primates are the exception. Colour is not an objective fact about the object perceived but about the equipment of the perceiver. A colour-blind human doesn’t see it wrong, he just sees it differently.)

Paths are important for humans too. First, they provide access. More than that: paths are welcoming. They invite a human into a place dominated by non-human life. A path makes you feel more comfortable, more at ease in a place. Obviously a path makes it possible to walk from one side to the other without looking at your feet with every footfall. But more than that: it says that humans have a place in this landscape. It passes on a message that the apparent neglect of this landscape is the result of human choice. It’s wild, but you have no need to feel alienated. You too, poor human, are welcome here. And in late September there was no sign of the vegetation dying back. Without paths, most of the marsh would be inaccessible or require strenuous effort to get anywhere.

Once a path is established, it gets used. After all, few of us object when life is made a little easier. So the paths that humans make soon become used by all the other local mammals. Drop your eyes every so often: you never know what the next corner will show you.

So when Cindy set off to make a path across the new section of marsh, it was an act of some significance. It was taking ownership, taking responsibility, adding an element of human participation and human pleasure to the life of the marsh. She did so in the toy-tractor we have: a game little Kubota with a cutter on the back. Cindy, as you will gather, is good at stuff. My job was to walk in front, like the man with the red flag, not to slow her down but to fall over any unexpected tree-stumps, tussocks, dips, pits and mounds, rather than waiting for the tractor to tip over.

So round we went, the roar of the engine in my ears and the scent of watermint and meadowsweet in my nostrils: ahead of me tangled banks of vegetations, behind me a new sweet-smelling and inviting path. Cindy, driving with immense competence, even relish, looked like a Soviet poster for the joys of collective farming.

Job done, Cindy put the tractor back in the barn. We then took a bench from the garden out to Barry’s pond. Eddie came too, and so did Joseph, our older son, aged 22 and studying music. We brought apple juice for Eddie, San Pellegrino for Joseph – he’s an abstemious chap despite paternal example – and for Cindy and me, a bottle of Tesco Premier Cru.

Pop! To Charlie! To the marsh!



In a few moments the sun had done an astonishing thing. It started to set in the east. I’m no expert in these matters, but something told me that was wrong. Perhaps it was the end of the world . . .

It was an illusion, of course, the result of a particularly odd cloudscape. And we’re good at cloudscapes here. The clouds in the east had picked up the last few rays of sun, which was now coming across almost at right angles to the flat terrain of the marsh, and they were lit up in a flamboyant array of salmon pink and blue – like a jay’s wing – mixed in with improbably lush shades of orange. And all that from the first glass.

A sound from Barry’s pond. ‘What’s that?’

‘A moorhen, Eddie.’

‘Show me.’ So I found a picture of a moorhen on an app on my phone, and played back the call. Prooop!

A little owl called, trying to hurry the dusk along. Eddie knew that one all right. Barry’s pond was now more of a reedbed. Joseph wondered how easy it would be to remove the colonising reeds. Using all his not inconsiderable strength, he managed to pull out a single clump and then collapsed theatrically. He does quite a lot of things theatrically. It was clear that if we wanted the pond to be a pond, we’d need a digger. And we’d want to take out some of those sallows over there in the winter, wouldn’t we? And get some of the scrub cleared. Yes, but not all of it. Maybe if we let the reed develop we’d get breeding reed warbler. Now that’s a thought. It was another of the God-decisions you have to make when you are managing any form of land, remembering that doing nothing is also a drastic form of action. You can be managing a window box or a field or a forest or Broads National Park: you have make decisions about what grows and what does not, and what species of animal can live here and what cannot.

Barry’s marsh seemed to be giving fresh life to the bit we already had. It was like New Year’s Eve: the same old life given a bracing new start. We sat for a while longer, finishing the champagne. One of those rare moments in family life when everything is still.

A furious bark. Eddie correctly identified Chinese water deer.

Sometimes ordinary moments go awfully deep.

Eddie wrote a poem when we got back.


on the marsh

it was nearly night

there was white mist

on the grass

it was lovely

we sat on the bench

by the pond

we had crisps

a moorhen house

in the reeds

the moorhen calls near me

and a little owl

a long long way away

maybe in the wood

it was misty cold and wet

I felt excited

the dead tree was dark

against the sky

grey clouds

and black trees

we walked back in the dark

home for a bath
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A PLACE OF SMALL IMPORTANCE
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[image: image] Morning chores and a skylark. Two herons blot out the light.



It’s not much, this place. Have to accept that. But then it’s also the most important wildlife site in the country. I have to accept that, too.

It’s not hard to find a place with greater biodiversity, much greater bioabundance. There are many sites packed to bursting with superstars.

Drive half an hour to Hickling Broad and you can see cranes, gorgeous glamorous six-footers that were extinct as breeding birds in this country for 500 years. Or drive an hour south to Minsmere, where avocets, bitterns and marsh harriers all breed. Head north to Cley and you can find spoonbills and, in winter, sky-darkening flocks of geese. Or go west to Welney, with colossal numbers of whooper swans, or to Strumpshaw, just the far side of the Yare River, where in season there are swallowtail butterflies shining bright yellow and as big as bats. These are wildlife sites in the way that Gerard Manley Hopkins and T. S. Eliot are poets.

Three other sites. All a good bit nearer. I never knew they were there. Beck Meadow, Chedgrave Common and Hillington Low Common. All either in private hands or leased from the parish, and all managed with wildlife in mind, two privately, one by a local wildlife group. Three charming, unassuming places. I visited them with Helen Baczkowska, conservation officer of Norfolk Wildlife Trust. We saw a peregrine flying over one; in another, a grass snake pouring itself away from my boots with what I don’t suppose I can call a nice turn of foot. Helen and I dropped to our knees in delight at a turd – well, it was an otter’s, so who could fail to rejoice?

None of these places is a superstar. They are, if you like, the holding midfielders, the wicketkeepers, the spear-carriers, the members of the chorus, the corps de ballet – unglamorous but essential parts of something greater. They are called County Wildlife Sites in Norfolk; in other counties they are sometimes called Local Wildlife Sites. They get their designation from the local county Wildlife Trust, and must fulfil criteria that determine their – well, you can’t say ‘importance’ because they’re not important. Their relevance, then. They’re not really important at all. Merely essential. They work because they are many. They work because they join up the superstar sites and stop them being islands. They soften the brutality of the agricultural countryside. They make room for species other than our own; they make room for life.

They don’t have legal status – though legal status is a frail enough protection even for the most extravagantly categorised patches of land. The planning for the mad vanity project of the HS2 train seems to have been a matter of joining up the wildlife sites with the highest level of legal protection – Sites of Special Scientific Interest – much as you join up the dots in a book of puzzles. Why not? After all, there’s always less fuss about trashing an ancient woodland than putting a business concern to mild inconvenience. Still, the status of the title of County Wildlife Site does at least – sometimes – add a certain moral force when it comes to questions of planning and can make it easier if you’re looking for grants to develop such a site for the benefit of wildlife. There are 1,300 of them in Norfolk: a quiet network that binds together places that people cross the country and the world to visit.

And I was at once filled with a crazed ambition. I wanted our bit of marsh to be a County Wildlife Site. Not to get a grant or to stop anyone building on it, but out of – well, a sense of vanity on behalf of the land itself. I didn’t want to say: look, we’ve got a County Wildlife Site and you haven’t. I wanted the land to receive an honour it deserved. I wanted the land to be able to say to itself, I’m a County Wildlife Site. I matter.

That’s a bit silly, I know. But I felt that the land – well, deserved it. So I asked Helen if she would take an informal look at the place. She very kindly accepted.

I have a fascination for people who can do difficult things that I can’t do at all. I like to watch mechanics, woodworkers, mathematicians, artists, pilots, musicians, farriers: people wholly confident in an unfamiliar skill. I especially like watching people with wildlife skills beyond my own. It’s an education to be with better birders than me. I love being with experts on invertebrates. Also botanists: people who see the land in ways quite different to my own and yet love it in the same way. Birders sometimes refer to botanists as ‘stoopers’: forever on their knees while we’re looking at the heavens. But that’s mostly an affectionate tease. It’s as if we’re looking at different worlds – but it’s the same world all along, and it all adds up: that sprig of green I ignore is as important as the distant shape in the sky I am gazing at.

So Helen strolled around the marsh and I watched her botanising with an admiration that’s way beyond envying. She found fleabane, marsh chickweed, and was thrilled to find devil’s bit scabious, a gorgeous little purple pompom. Also fen bedstraw, meadow vetchling, and as we walked we crushed stems of watermint and its sweet sharp smell filled the air deliciously.

‘At first look I’d say it was up there,’ Helen said. ‘I’ll need to get back and do a proper survey in late spring or early summer. But this place looks pretty rich.’

I felt like one of those secret poets with an exercise book full of verse, written alone, pondered over in secret, never telling a soul about their existence and certain that no one else will ever read them . . . and then by chance they escape and become known to real poets and real judges of poetry and they say yes, this is good. This is the real thing. It may not be Wordsworth or T. S. Eliot, but it’s proper poetry.

And that matters. It’s the words that count, but being told that you’re a real poet makes the words themselves better, richer, more tightly packed with meaning.

This is a nice place. But I wanted it to be a CWS. Packed with meaning.


[image: image] Chores on a rain-drowned morning. Even the robin’s song is a little damp.



Eddie and I took an after-school stroll onto the marsh. Apple juice for him, a beer for me. That sort of stroll. We do it quite often. Get used to it: it will become a recurring theme of this book: beer and apple juice and, often enough, baked beans in a jar. It was still warm enough to do this without being brave: one extra layer each, that was all we needed. On the way to our favourite sitting-place we found a shell collection: coiled and subtly coloured, this one whorled as an emir’s turban. We counted them: two dozen in all: houses from which the resident had departed to no good end. The shells themselves were largely undamaged, though a few had a small hole, as if carefully drilled.

What brought them together? The answer should be song thrush, birds who like an escargot or two. They collect the shells in the same place because they use the same stone for bashing them: a classic example of tool-use in non-humans. Tool-use was once considered a trait that separated humans from the rest of creation, but it doesn’t. Like all such traits.

There was no stone nearby. No easy explanation: a snail’s graveyard; a molluscan long barrow; snailhenge.

Eddie and I took our seats and drank our drinks. A couple of herons flew rather haphazardly over us and around the marsh, lacking the sense of purpose that most herons seem to have with the slow, measured beats of those big arched wings. Youngsters, I bet, still working out what herons are supposed to do. Old term for such birds: hansaw, or sometimes even handsaw. When the wind was southerly, Hamlet could distinguish one from a hawk. So can Eddie and I; we are but mad north-north-west.



One of Eddie’s great gifts is for contemplation. Joseph was always ready for the next thing, desperate that life shouldn’t escape him even for one second, but Eddie likes to sit still, when the occasion is right. This is not just about lax ligaments and so forth, which are part of the lot of a person with Down’s syndrome: he likes stillness for its own sake, when in the right place and the right mood. This evening was one such. I looked at the landscape and scanned the sky for birds; Eddie became part of the landscape. This isn’t just sitting like a pudding, though he can do that in other moods and other places. Sometimes out on the marsh he finds a great calmness, which becomes a shared thing, and I’m grateful for it because great calmnesses are not the most obvious part of my life. Eddie shows me as much as I show him.

There were still red admirals on the wing. And a swallow: yes, a lone swallow, southing fast, flying from where we sat at the far end of the marsh towards the house, over it and gone. Every swallow a precious jewel now. The other morning I had seen a bird of prey, but not well enough to get a good ID on it. I thought about that dapper bird of prey I had seen a day or so earlier, obscured by the blob of bush, which was a sallow, the default tree on the marsh. The bird didn’t look quite right for a marsh harrier or a buzzard, birds we see all the time. Sometimes a mystery is a good thing, but I would have liked a better look at this one. I kept half an eye open for his return, but in that sweet, slow evening no big bird flew. And it was time for Eddie to get to bed.

‘Come,’ I said. ‘The sky is beginning to bruise and we shall be forced to camp.’ He doesn’t know the film – Withnail and I – or the quote, but he liked the silly voice.


[image: image] A break in my battle with the inbox. A stray shard of sun has turned a black-headed gull into an angel.



The best thing about running a website is not my irregular blogging or even the hero pictures of me in Africa. It’s the occasional emails that come from strangers. Here’s a paragraph from one such.

‘I took your article about Hickling Broad to heart and my daughter and I visited it in May on our way home from a few recuperating days in Overstrand following my husband’s sudden and unexpected death in late January. We only had an hour to spare and alarmed the keen birders with our brisk striding down the paths, but it was the magical place you described. The hides were silent places of joy. Thank you, and more power to your elbow.’

The wild world is good for you. Non-human life is essential to us humans, not just for sustenance but for sanity. Eddie knows that as well as I do, as well as the widow does. But it’s easy to be sententious about this. Sure, it’s great having seven or eight acres of marshland that I can walk on any time I choose, but that doesn’t mean I spend my life in a bird-happy daze. I’ve known dispiriting days when the soft green acres make little difference, or only in a bad way, when I think of tasks I should have completed, or ways of enjoying it that I’ve missed out on: a double guilt that can make the marsh feel like one more burden I have to carry.

There’s a popular notion that people who have enormous quantities of money could never possibly be unhappy even for a minute. It’s presumably wrong, though most of us would be willing to put the theory to the test. So here’s one more guilt to throw in: how can life ever be less than ideal when there is so much wonderful nature on my doorstep? I must feel guilty for any passing moment of unhappiness.

But here in this email was a gorgeous and humbling message. The idea that I have helped someone at long range in a bad time is a monstrously life-affirming thing. I wrote back and said something of that. But the fact of the matter is that the way I helped had nothing to do with me, nothing to do with me at all. It wasn’t me that mattered: it was what I was pointing at. I had written of Hickling Broad, and of an encounter with cranes. After five centuries of absence – they took part in too many medieval banquets – they dropped in at random to a spot in Norfolk in 1979, birds of incomparable grace and beauty and among my favourite living things on the planet.

But I wasn’t just pointing at cranes. I was pointing at all the wonders of the wild world: at all the stuff that lies beyond our own species. It wasn’t me that helped to console the widow and her daughter: it was Hickling Broad. It was wildness and wet; it was the places where wild things are. I had the privilege of being the signpost, the pointing finger. In the same way, this book may not give you poetry that will live with you forever, like T. S. Eliot or Hopkins, but it will point at the wild world – and that, I hope, will be a part of you for the rest of your life, and if I help in the smallest way with that process, then I am deeply honoured to play the part of the pointing finger.

A rushed visit to a lovely spot is not everything you need to cope with bereavement – but all the same, apparently it helped. There are moments of extraordinary elation that come from the wild world: moments of great stimulus and excitement. One of these came when a flight of four cranes flew over the marsh a couple of years back. They paused, performed a slow series of 360s while making the sound of a bugle quartet, dropped a little lower and then, as one bird, they flapped those big wings again and moved on, long necks stuck out in front of them and long, long legs trailing out behind. There are also joys of the contemplative kind, of the kind that Eddie is good at.

But joy is not everything. The wild world doesn’t just make life joyous, it also stops life from being worse. Dr Johnson wrote that a great book should help you to enjoy life better or to endure it more steadfastly. The wild world can help you to do both of those things.

In a time of sadness a widow found reasons, not for being less sad, but for living with her sadness. I was a part of that process because I pointed at the wild world. Look to where I’m pointing, then, and find some of life’s joy – and also some reasons for living with life’s inevitable sadness.


[image: image] Must get on and write. Not far from my desk a shaggy inkcap awaits.



I’d love to be the sort of person who is so close to the land and what lives on it that I could pluck delicious meals from the fields and hedges any time I chose. But I’m not. At our previous place in Suffolk we regularly had good numbers of field mushrooms – and I was always too busy or too nervous to pick them and cook them and eat them. Which was absurd. My friend Richard, who shod the horses back then, used often to leave our place with his van full of mushrooms. All I had to do was pick the ones next to his, because he knew all right. But I never did. Part of it was simple mycophobia, simple fear of inadvertently eating death’s caps instead of mushers. (Well, after all, half a cap is enough to kill an adult.) There’s an H. G. Wells story, ‘The Purple Pileus’, about a henpecked husband who amends his own life by overdosing on mushrooms and returning, maddened, to the family home.

Eddie was helping me to muck out the stables – he has an aged pony called Molly, too old for ridden work, that he’s very close to. And we found, between the gate and the muck-heap, what looked at long range like a pair of human skulls. All the more amazing because they weren’t there yesterday. They hadn’t landed there or been put there: they had grown there.

These were giant puffballs: a wonderfully dramatic bit of landscape. Fungi are neither plants nor animals but are classified in a separate kingdom of their own. That’s why people sometimes feel creepy about them: we feel they should act like plants, but they don’t because they’re nothing of the kind. If anything, they’re more closely related to us animals than they are to plants. The stuff that we see above the surface is the fruiting body of a living thing that has most of its being underground in thread-like forms called mycelium. The strange forces that govern their hidden lives had prompted them to create these two vast living lumps right in our field.

We summoned Cindy to admire. We picked one so that Eddie could have his picture taken as he held it: perfect for the picture-diary he and his mother keep – we have volumes going back across the years, read often and then read again. The idea is to help Eddie with his understanding of time and place and his own history, and therefore his own sense of self. In action, they do the same thing for us all, recalling forgotten treats and expeditions that have long gone vague on us, always with pictures of Eddie littler and me younger.

And then Cindy did a fine thing. She took the puffballs in and cooked them. As if we were quite different people: as if we lived here centuries back when there was no longer a Co-op within easy reach and no Sainsbury’s and no Organic Man to deliver stuff.

My old friend Ralph grows stuff. His kitchen is an Aladdin’s cave of pickles and produce and preserves. Some of it grown, some of it gathered, all of it good. We talk of ‘being like Ralph’ if we ever attempt anything similar. Ralph also makes the best bread, though I can at least give him a game in that department. It’s possible to eat a full meal at Ralph’s without a single major item that ever sat on the shelf of a shop. And sometimes I wish I was like that: not just for the food but for the closeness to the earth.

These vast puffballs could have been carved into steaks and fried – Richard Mabey, in his classic Food for Free, recommends that you fry them in batter and breadcrumbs – but Cindy went for soup. There was no need for nervousness: you really can’t mistake a puffball for anything else. The trick is to pick one that’s immature and still white all the way through. Once they start to colour they are, Mabey tells us, indigestible. I thought the soup would probably taste OK, but I was wrong. It was delicious: deep and rich and earthy and creamy: a rare and wonderful delicacy. I’m surprised the shelves of Sainsbury’s aren’t groaning with the stuff.

‘It tastes like heaven,’ Eddie said. A remark that made it to Eddie’s diary.


[image: image] Chores on a long sad morning. Wigeons whistle in the rain.



Every year October comes in with a bang. Damn it.

But let’s have a geography lesson. The marsh stands on the flood plain of one of the smaller rivers in the Norfolk Broads. The river passes us rather less than half a mile off, and goes round the two-and-a-bit sides of us in a big right-handed – if you’re going downstream – bend. You can make out the tall, grassed river-wall quite easily, standing up from the pastureland. After they changed their minds about reuniting the river with its flood plain, the Environment Agency decided to reinforce the river walls and create areas where the water can run off and be stored. This can also make you feel nervous: in 2013, the year of the great tidal surge, I remember watching the water cascading down the river wall. And as I did so I found myself looking up at two swimming swans. Something not quite right about that. There were fears that the newly strengthened wall might take some damage, and then the river would come hurrying towards us. The next high tide – and it was going to be a seriously good one – was critical. It was due between three and four in the morning. That made for a nervy night. We created makeshift loose-boxes from straw bales in the barn on the top field – on the hill – because we would need to evacuate the horses if the flood came. There was a lot of getting up and going back to bed again that night, but it all held good.
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