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PREFACE

When I started contributing a column to BBC Wildlife back in 1984, I had very modest ambitions for it. I called it ‘Turning Over an Old Leaf’, and hoped to remind readers of the great English language tradition of nature writing, which seemed to have died from neglect – and from an avalanche of soulless coffee table books. I hoped that by sharing some of the forgotten delights from my own shelves – Vaughan Cornish, Edward Thomas, Gilbert White, for example – I might make it clear what I felt was missing from contemporary writing.

But books being what they are (they have subjects, for a start), this singleness of purpose quickly began to fray at the edges. With the encouragement of a supremely tolerant editor, Roz Kidman Cox, I went on to explore what the dearth of nature literature symbolised on the larger stage, especially what it said about the breakdown of the links between specialist natural history and the arts, politics, morals and our culture as a whole. Soon, the column became free-form and tales from the home patch, expeditions abroad and moments of pure fantasy began to creep in. Yet all of them, I hope, are variations on that underlying theme – that the experience of the natural world is part and parcel of our ordinary lives, and that we sideline it as a mere hobby, or as the prerogative of specialised scientists, at our – and the planet’s – peril. These other beings of what has been called ‘the more than human world’ are our neighbours, and we need to understand how to get along with them.

The column has evolved to have something in common with traditional personal columns in the press, except that it has a much larger range of characters, of all species. It has had different titles (it has been ‘A Brush with Nature’ since 2005), and a few rests – once because, frankly, I’d become stale and short of ideas; and once because of a long period of illness. And I’ve moved house and home territory during its lifetime. From the beginning until 2002, I was based in the Chilterns. Then I moved to the Waveney Valley in south Norfolk. The columns since then have become more like singlesubject essays, and I’m grateful to the current editor, Sophie Stafford, and her colleague Fergus Collins, for continuing to allow me the freedom to be outspoken at times.

The selection of pieces for this collection is my own, and has no more rationale than that they are the ones I like best, and seem to me to have stood the test of time. One way of ordering them might have been chronologically, but at the risk of occasional and, I hope, not too disorientating leaps in time and space, I felt that grouping the pieces around broad themes such as Birds, and Nature and Art, would be more helpful. I’ve resisted the temptation to indulge in rewriting and updating, beyond the correction of factual errors and slipshod phrasing.

This perhaps needs an explanation. The column has always been a kind of journal for me. It’s where hobby-horses get their first airing, where new places and books are tentatively explored, where I try to find words for unshaped feelings. Sometimes it is unashamedly experimental and I use it as a testing ground for ideas I want to write about more fully. A few of these columns eventually became the basis for chapters in books, so if they seem vaguely familiar, remember the column is where the ideas (and sometimes the language) were first fleshed out. This sense of being written at the coal-face, so to speak, is something I think worth preserving. Whatever their faults, I’ve tried to make the columns an honest response to topical events and to my own developing feelings (the original date of publication appears at the end of each column). Organisations, conservation priorities, bird populations all change, but these notes are at least a contemporary record of how things were.

And reading them through again with the benefit of hindsight, I’ve been intrigued by the way certain themes and issues recur. Some of this is a consequence of my own fascinations and bugbears – barn owls, urban wildlife and land art among the former, and conservation jargon and the brutishness of the ‘nature management’ business among the latter. Elsewhere it’s because the problems caused by, say, invasive species and intensive farming, won’t go away.

But there are two areas where there have been big changes. Climate change was scarcely an issue 25 years ago. Now it overshadows everything we do and think – sometimes to the point of obscuring the resilience and creativity of the natural world. But a growing celebration of that creativity has been the second great change. The central premise on which the column was begun is now obsolete, and over the past few years we’ve seen a renaissance in English nature writing, which is now on a par with the great American tradition stretching from Henry Thoreau to Aldo Leopold and Annie Dillard. Witnessing that revival – and exploring it in the column – has been one of the most gratifying things for me, and in a way brings the story in this collection full circle.

Richard Mabey



1. ROOTS
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How the column began – and how I began: home landscapes and childhood enthusiasms.



 

TURNING OVER A NEW LEAF

‘Writing is not living,’ wrote Henry Williamson in the dark days of 1941, explaining why he had left his literary eyrie in Devon to bury him self in working the thin soil of a run down Norfolk farm. To which ‘reading is not like living’ seems to have been the retort of the post-war world, which has cocked a snook at Williamson’s vast, cryptic and – except for Tarka and Salar – almost completely forgotten natural history writings.

I have no great affection for Williamson myself. The extreme right-wing views which got him into such trouble, his belief in purification through sacrifice and bloodshed, and in the righteousness of strength, seep too much into his nature books for my taste. But I mourn the fact that the kind of books he wrote, books of parable and allegory and metaphor in which human predicaments were seen as inextricable from natural ones, are now regarded as irrelevant if not plain soppy. What modern publisher would contemplate a piece of adult fiction called A Weed’s Tale (1921) unless the plants were dressed up as humans and engaged in some kind of back-garden gang warfare?

Two or three times during the past 10 years I have deliberately tried to step back from despair at the endlessly wallowing tide of Country Diaries and Granny’s Tips to look objectively at the state of nature writing, at its losses and gains and sense of direction. And the overriding impression each time was that just as the increasing sophistication of close-up photography and colour printing brings the workings of the natural world ever closer, so the vision of its possible meanings for us gets narrower.

What is there beyond the repetitive, anonymous guidebooks and austerely scientific texts? A handful of writers who have managed to combine real scholarship with a gift for imaginative and accessible prose, but maybe no more than a couple of works of real literature – and this from an area of concern that has been part of the central core of English writing, indeed of our whole culture. Who is writing a body of intelligent fiction rooted in the rural experience that can compare with that of John Moore or H E Bates or the Powys brothers? Where are the essayists who can move between the worlds of nature and the arts as easily as W H Hudson, Edward Thomas and Richard Jefferies? Why does our increasingly lively company of amateur naturalists no longer produce masterpieces of vision like the Victorian stone-mason Hugh Miller’s The Old Red Sandstone and Testimony of the Rocks, but confine themselves to minute studies and maddeningly restrained papers in ‘the journals’?

Where is the poetry, the passion, the insights, the breadth of learning that is precisely what we value about our heritage of nature writing? We barely have, at this moment of deepening ecological crisis, the beginnings of some tough political writing here, and have to look for this to the supposedly philistine New World. The hard fact is that in the exploration and expression of our relationships with nature we have become monocultural. It could not be more ironic. In an area whose whole driving force is a celebration of the variety of life, we are bent on impoverishing the variety of our own responses. Even in television, ever more spectacular locations and feats of photography are offered as a substitute for imagination and feeling, as if gawping were the only possible response to this world.

But of course this trend cannot be explained away by technological advance. Much of it is due to an understand able and universal yearning to find some kind of solace or refuge in nature, to use it as a retreat from the increasingly terrifying experience of the man-made world (forgetting that the single most important fact about the former is its ever closer engagement with the latter). Unfortunately, this habit happens to coincide with other interests that would like to keep our exploration of this central experience as bland as possible – the publishing conglomerates that do not wish to risk upsetting their consumers, the vested interests that wish to ‘keep politics out of the countryside’, a scientific establishment that does not want its authority challenged by maverick and unquantifiable views.

It was not always so, even in science, and in this column over the next few months I want to try to disinter some of the rare and vanished species of English nature writing, to show what we have lost and what we (and I mean all creatures here) might gain by rejoining the tradition. Books with unusual origins, like the Bloomsbury aesthete Jocelyn Brooke’s extraordinary guide to British orchids. Books that make what to us seem eccentric connections, like one I came across in the Bodleian Library a few weeks ago, An Essay on the Application of Natural History to Poetry (1777), by John Aikin (who, besides editing Gilbert White, published a collection of English folksongs, a history of medicine and an edition of Spenser’s Faerie Queene). And books like Vaughan Cornish’s The Churchyard Yew and Immortality (1946) which I offer as my Easter Book of the Month.

Vaughan Cornish was an influential writer on landscape in the 1920s and 1930s, and has been rightly subject to some severe criticism recently for his remote aesthetic views. But this is an altogether more human book. It is a complete survey of all the venerable yew trees in parish churchyards, prefaced by an essay on their possible significance. What makes it special and a delight to read is Cornish’s willingness to work right outside conventional strait-jackets.

He compares maps of the distribution of these yews, and finds that they tie in with patterns of Roman settlement. But he also finds some correlation with their natural distribution, and concludes that there were cases, especially in southern England, where the church was put by the tree, not vice versa (an almost heretical view still). Then he looks at the distribution of yews inside the church yard (there are nearly always two, the second close by the gate where coffins entered the churchyard) and at the significance of yews in local mythology and history. As a result he was, to my knowledge, the first writer to dispute the conventional patriotic view that they were planted for the sake of English archers, and to suggest that, as immensely long-lived evergreens, they were symbols of immortality and, more directly, sources of green ‘palm’ for Eastertide.

But it is a tantalisingly short book, written out on a limb, and you cannot help feeling how much more exciting it could have been made today, combining Cornish’s vision with the skills of, say, Oliver Rackham – if only our automatic reaction to such a notion and such a preposterous title, wasn’t a dismissive snort.

1984




 

EASING THE SPRING

‘Jan 3: 1903. Am writing an essay on the life-history of insects and have abandoned the idea of writing on “How Cats Spend their Time”.’ So W N P Barbellion began his classic Journal of a Disappointed Man. He was only 13 at the time, and I have heartfelt sympathy with his sense of not being quite in control of the rudder.

Fits of self-doubt are endemic to writers. I sometimes try to assuage mine by pretending that writing is a legitimate rural trade and prose a kind of alternative crop, yielding so many bushels of words to acres tramped. If so, I can report that there is no danger of a word mountain in this particular corner of the countryside. To tell the truth it seems more like hunter-gathering than farming. There is the same element of serendipity, of lucky finds and blank days; the same merging of roles, so that foraging, as it were, becomes part of everything that you do.

Which is why, in that balmy weather towards the end of February, I found myself walking down a familiar track in a mood in which it was impossible to disentangle childish excitement and professional curiosity. The evening before I had seen the glint of running water where no running water had been for decades, and I was off, chasing whole volumes of memories and possibilities.

I have walked these hills to the south of my home since I was a teenager, and the route has become almost a ritual beat, a survey of my own personal parish. It is an unexceptional landscape of rundown parkland and narrow commons, a Home Counties pastoral. But after 30 years you can come to love every fence-post. And in this unseasonable weather there was an extraordinary, wild frisson in the air – a thin gauze of green already in the hedges, rooks tossing over the copses and gale-wrecked trees in every field, already seeming as cryptic and anciently rooted as standing stones.

At the edge of Icedell Wood was the most awesome collapse I have seen following the 1987 hurricane: eight oak trees on a single root-plate 15 feet high and nearly 40 feet across. The branches on the two central trees had grown away from each other, forming a huge vaulted aisle now they were prostrate. I walked up and down this immense whale’s gullet, counting my steps. It was 135 feet long.

I wriggled through the tangled branches into the wood. Drifts of tits and chaffinches, fellow foragers, rose and fell in front of me. Under the beeches by the old icehouse, the first green hellebores were in flower, only days behind the celandines and on the same site they were recorded in our first county flora in 1849.

I know their history. I rejoice in their continuity. But I barely glance at them. I realise I have been racing through the wood, drawn on by the lure of the water and by workaday anxieties that I haven’t unwound from. Just a few hours before I had been listening to a radio reading of Henry Reed’s famous war poem, The Naming of Parts, in which he contrasts the stripping down of a rifle with the first stirrings of a winter garden:

And this you can see is the bolt. The purpose of this
Is to open the breech, as you see. We can slide it
Rapidly backwards and forwards: we call this
Easing the spring. And rapidly backwards and forwards
The early bees are assaulting and fumbling the flowers:
They call it easing the Spring.

Not yet eased myself, I ponder that we write a good deal on the names of the parts of bees, on what we do to bees, but not on what bees do to us. Just a few hundred yards more and I am in the valley, barely able to stop running. That distant glint of silver had been no mirage. Our local winterbourne, the Woewater, is up and flowing for the first time in 15 years. The vast winter rains are bursting through the seams between clay and chalk and charging down the valley. Within half a mile the stream is four feet wide and flowing as fast as I can walk. It has torrents and oxbows and eddies, and underneath them the young meadow grass is waving as silkily as waterweed. In one dip it has formed a pool by the edge of a wood, and bubbles rising from buried air-pockets look like summer midges settling on the surface. I am time-warped, and for a few seconds am seized by the conviction that a first precocious swallow will coast down the valley and begin hawking over the pool.

It doesn’t, of course, but a mile or so further on I see something almost as wondrous. The stream has flooded the valley meadows, and flocks of fieldfares and redwings are feeding near the edge of the water. A snipe jinks in the distance and, much closer, a heron lopes up from a pond that has been a dry pit since I was a child. The water suddenly makes sense of the whole geography of the valley – the position of the farms, the ancient black poplar again standing with its roots in water. There is a legend here that the Woewater only flows in time of war and dire trouble, but it is hard to see how it could have brought anything but good to this dry chalk country.

Back home I check in my diary to see if I had recalled the last rising accurately. I noted it on 12 April 1975 – a year memorable more for its wonderful summer than any particular woe. I remember it chiefly for the fact that the fighting in Vietnam finally ended a fortnight later. I am not superstitious, but I think that is a better legend to cling to, and that the rising of water and sap, the easing of spring, is a sign of hope.

1988



 

NATURE STUDY

When I was about 11 years old, my father let me make a laboratory in the far end of his greenhouse. To tell the truth, it was more like an alchemist’s den than a lab, a place where I could indulge a precocious fascination with the transformation of matter. I kept my chemicals in mum’s old kitchen jars: iron filings, copper sulphate, magnesium ribbon, mercury (which you could then buy over the counter at Boots) and potassium permanganate, with which a gang of us later dyed the local girls’ school swimming pool dark purple one night. I learned how to glass-blow my own thistle-funnels, and make the allotropes of sulphur – plastic and crystalline – in a candle-heated tin. But not a single living thing ever entered the lab to be poked about, cut up or peered at through a microscope.

This is even odder when I recall the siting of my research shack. On one side were dad’s luxuriant tomatoes. On the other – just two yards away – was the tumbledown landscape park where we local kids spent our holidays. This was where I did a different kind of experimentation, gathering nuts, testing the tastes of leaves, walking my own songlines. And this was where I first watched barn owls, beating along the edges of the park, sharing our gang’s territorial boundaries–creatures from another, luminous world. There was just a single thread of barbed wire separating this arcadia from the lab, but I took it for granted they were two entirely separate worlds. Nature and science.

I went on to do passably well at physics and chemistry and went to Oxford with the intention of studying biochemistry, never having done an hour’s scientific biology in my life. I changed subjects after a fortnight, appalled at the animal experiments we were required to do. It wasn’t that I disliked or mistrusted science – far from it. But when it came to living things, science seemed to me just one way of looking at them, and in no way adequate for catching their inner lives and relationships. When I first started writing about nature in the early 1970s it was the poets’ and artists’ visions of the natural world that fascinated me, the way nature had been taken into human culture. More objective, mechanistic information was there, but always in the background.

My stance on this was shifted dramatically last year, and again a barn owl was in the thick of it. It was spending the winter in an old farm building just a couple of hundred yards from our house in Norfolk. The first time I saw it (him, I think) I felt like a shaman. I’d planned a route for a walk near the house, and he swum into view almost immediately, an intensely pale bird, with a slight grey chequering on the back. For the next hour he languidly flew just 50 metres in front of me, on exactly the route I’d planned to follow before I set out.

For most of that winter I watched and followed him obsessively. I began to see the farming landscape through his eyes: the thin seams of unploughed grass, the tangled field dykes, his mysteriously favoured paddocks. I’d always been in thrall to barn owls, and had written about them as symbols of the dusk, talismans of ‘good ground’. But I could no more reduce this intimate companion to the status of a symbol than I could regard him as an object. I wanted to get to know him. What happened to him in the rain? Why would he hunt the same beat at the same time for days on end, then suddenly go round it the opposite way? Was he really a male? Might he meet the female bird (or so I dubbed her) that lived in the next parish? If they did, whose roost would they nest in, if either? I was asking the same questions that scientists do, but for very different reasons. One afternoon, when he sailed lazily out of a tree right above me, he turned through 90 degrees and stared at me before flying away. I felt both chastised and recognised. He’d become, I suddenly realised, a neighbour. If I couldn’t gossip with him, at least I could gossip about him.

He went away that spring, alas, and hasn’t returned. But he’s made a lasting impact on me. On the rebound, I’m flirting with lichens. I used to see these as distant beauties too, chiaroscuro patterns on dark trunks. Now I’m trying to get neighbourly with them. I’m learning the unfamiliar language of podetia and thallus. I’ve unearthed a brass Victorian microscope I was given 20 years ago, and have seen them in intimate close-up, the intricate forests of leaves and twigs that these symbiotic combinations of fungus and alga produce in working out their own neighbourly relations. The pursuit of neighbourliness requires the exact curiosity of science and the caringness of affection. That’s not a bad combination for approaching our fellow organisms.

2007

* * *

Even before it was spruced up to become the location for Middlemarch, Stamford was one of England’s most gracious towns. The River Welland’s watermeadows form a valley right through the centre of the town, and you can see herons and kingfishers flying past the car parks. Ferns deck out the Barnack limestone walls of the ruined castle and the multitude of courtyards, churches and valleys.

Stamford also has its quota of antique shops – a relatively new diversion in my life – and in one of these I found an object that could have come straight from Mr Casaubon’s study, as he laboured on his life’s work A Key to All Mythologies. It was a small tin box, about the size of a pencil case, called ‘The Requisite Box for Nature Study – Complete with Requisite Note Book’.

From the elaborate ornamentation on the lid, I would guess it was just a little post-Middlemarch, probably from the early years of this century. Inside was an odd but telling assortment of bits and pieces: a rosewood-handled scalpel, still razor-sharp; an impaling pin; a pair of tweezers; a botanist’s magnifying glass (minus lens, alas); a microscope slide; a strip of cork, criss-crossed with deep cuts; and a few pieces of blackboard chalk. It was rather like a set of clues in a game of ‘Whodunit’ – and to what?

But the ‘Requisite Note Book’ told a rather different story. Inside its front cover is printed a set of salutary ‘Hints for Beginners’:

Remember. Order is Nature’s first law, therefore keep your specimens and notebook tidy.

Microscope. Use your microscope on every possible occasion, the small things of Nature being the most beautiful.

Notebook. Write and draw everything possible in your notebook. You will be surprised how this improves the memory.

Be careful! Do not destroy life, either vegetable or animal, wantonly. You are the Guardian of these things.

Inside the book, the hand of one A. Leeds had written and sketched in pencil on the structure of maize seeds and beans and snowdrop bulbs. His or her other notes are in turgid botanical language, but produced with passion and meticulousness.

I hope the gashes on the cork board weren’t breaches of ‘rule four’, and I’m not totally convinced about order and smallness being at the aesthetic heart of Nature. But I wouldn’t be unhappy about these precepts being set up at the front of the environment section of the National Curriculum. I confess I have a soft spot for what always used to be called ‘nature study’, which I think is a friendlier and more accurate description than the more formal ‘natural history’, and the various cross-disciplinary ‘environmental studies’ that succeeded it. I guess the term became compromised by association with supposedly tweedy teachers in the Joyce Grenfell mould and too many anthropomorphised animals.

My own memories of nature study are very different. We had a brilliant local naturalist as our teacher, and she took us on field trips almost every week, out on fungus forays in autumn and ponddipping in summer, to watch whirligig beetles spinning on the surface and search for the extraordinary diving-bell which the water spider spins for itself. I remember finding, on my way to school one morning, a freshly dead pipistrelle bat impaled on a car radiator. It was still warm, from the sun reflected off the chrome, and seemed completely undamaged. I was barely eight years old, moved in ways I scarcely understood by its look of composure, and stroked it distractedly all the way back to school, hoping I could coax it back to life. It ended up as an exhibit in a jar at the back of the class.

I regret all the collecting and bottling of those early years, but not the riveting attention I acquired for what William Cowper called nature’s ‘minute particulars’. In the sense of crisis in which all environmental science is taught today, I sometimes feel that real living things get lost in a vague green haze. Yet it is their particularity, and our fascination with this (that the ‘Requisite Box’ so vehemently urged) on which the future of the whole system rests. I also suspect – though this may seem paradoxical on the surface – that such attentiveness is a key to imaginative, and maybe even spiritual, understanding and writing about nature. Exactness of observation is inseparable from clarity of thinking and language; both imply that the subject deserves respect – which is the gateway to both affection and care.

1995



 

SECOND HOME

Almost exactly a year ago, when I was just surfacing after a long illness, a dear friend who’d helped rescue me, spied me cringing on the edge of a boat and said, ‘If you’re moving up to East Anglia, you’d bloody well better learn to cope with water.’ Well, she’d be proud of me now. In a gale that would have kept me in bed if I’d known it would blow up, I’ve just taken the helm of an 18ft dinghy in the Broads, and sailed it for five whole minutes without capsizing or even making a fool of myself. We were on Hickling National Nature Reserve, and there was wildfire in the reedbeds. Marsh harriers were patrolling the fringes of the smoke cloud, looking for refugees, and awash with confidence, I tried to line up the sail with the dihedral in their wings, which carries them in that seeming miracle of moving against the wind. Then one did a 90° tack on a pinhead … I know my limits, even though they’re changing.

Water defines much of East Anglia, just as woodland defines my old stamping ground in the Chilterns, and over the past 12 months I’ve learnt to understand a little about Gerard Manley Hopkins’ ‘wildness and wet’, and how it differs from the more measured gravitas of woodland wildness.

Even from the briefest encounters, you realise that environments touched by water are fleet-footed, opportunist, joined-up. This spring, I watched our house martins gather mud from the smallest possible wetlands in the chain – the little pools that had collected on the sugarbeet stand. The water was sticky from sugar, leached out of the stacked roots, and I’m surprised it didn’t gum up the martins’ beaks. Their nests must be unique in being made of rock-cake. But those puddles were partly topped-up by overflow from the field-ditch that runs alongside the lane, which in winter turns into a raging bourne, stained yellow by washed-out sand, and which joins up with the River Waveney and all its drains and tiny tributaries. These in turn water what remain of the valley fens and a host of unclassifiable damp patches – field-corner reed-stands, dykes, old clay-pits – driving a stew of living stuff, from moorhens to meadowsweet roots, through what amounts to a blood-vessel system.

Wetness here, for all its fabulous variety, is a great leveller. It conspires livelihoods in the new and the old, the natural and manmade alike. It fills the natural ponds formed by glacial ice lumps (‘pingos’) with cranberries, and the next-door parish peat-diggings with raft-spiders. It animates Broads, moats, cattle-wallows. You can sense this continuity, this quickening, whenever you step into the wet. Your pressure squeezes water from the peat, makes an efflorescence about your foot, and you can believe that yards, maybe miles, further on, it presses water out into a parched dyke, on to slumbering aquatic growths.

The fen hums around you. The wind passes on the sweet and sharp scents of valerian and watermint, and rocks the flower-spikes of marsh helleborines that are uncurling like swans’ necks. Froglets seem an embodiment of the oozing mud. Dragonflies shoot past at eyelevel, soundlessly I guess, but seeming to find a new sense in you between hearing and peripheral vision, to make some brittle crack in the air. You are not just in a habitat, you are part of a living membrane, pulsing with life, its scents and vibrations linked with your own. You leave your own mark, too, churning the mud, ferrying seeds, briefly opening the canopy. The wet, for all its underlying layers of ancestral peat, is about here, now, living in the moment, taking your chances.

The wood, by contrast, is about memory, about centuries of experience locked up in grain and forkings and the slow cycles of light and shade. It is a slow, resilient, reflective state. Between them, the wood and the water represent the complementary qualities of nature: the deep, accumulated wild-wisdom of evolution, the encoded experience; and that electric immediacy of growth, of spring and play. These are the two states that nature oscillates between. In a few special places in the Broads and fens, where the water level is high and there is no fussy management, you can see one such cycle in a human lifetime. Tussocks rise above the pools, dry enough for alder and willows to take root. The developing trees shade out the fen vegetation and gradually weigh the tussocks down until their roots become unstable or waterlogged and they fall over. The water rises and the cycle begins again. All life exists between the wood and the water.

2003

I moved from the Chilterns to the Waveney Valley in the autumn of 2002, first to lodgings in a farmhouse on the Suffolk side, then 9 months later with Polly to a house on the Norfolk side (see p 22). [2009]



 

NEW NEIGHBOURS

It’s been by turns intriguing and perplexing getting to know the plants of my new territory. I’ve seen a few species entirely fresh to me (cowbane in the Broadland dykes is a cracker), and more which have been renewed by their settings and companions. Down in the fen, for instance, I’ve seen some very familiar species in their ancestral habitats. Hops shoot out of the damp loams, often yards from any support, and twine up flag blades, tussocks, even each other. Wild redcurrants grow straight out of pools. Their leaf tops have a purple sheen, as if dabbed with wine, and the small tassels of yellow-green flowers, five-petalled, edged with purple, have the look of tiny medieval carvings.

But in the spring, I was quite foxed by the wetland flora. In all the dank and quaggy places, the peat sprouted bewitching tangles of spikes and tendrils and frills. I knew the bright green, beachedstarfish leaves of butterwort, but were those clubby shoots poking out of the moss the beginnings of sundew? What about the purple crowns and viridian fern-tips that stood up like finials in the fen? As for sedges, they were luxuriantly incomprehensible. Most of my books, alas, were still in a storage container somewhere up the Great North Road, and I was rusty after two seasons out of the field, frustrated that I didn’t know what was what.

But then an unfamiliar inner voice said to me: why bother? Why not simply relish the returning life (and your new life, for that matter) – its exquisite variegation, the subtle interplay of the yellow moss ground, the filigree sedges and the solid mass of tussocks, the intricate, pulsing wholeness of it all? Well, I can, I think, but I can’t stop there. Some inner compulsion makes me want to know who they are. It may be just a hangover of whatever impulse made me repeatedly check my stamp collection against a Stanley Gibbons catalogue when I was a boy, but I’d still make a strong argument for the cultural importance of identification and naming. Some years ago, the writer John Fowles argued that ‘the name of an object is like a pane of dirty glass between it and you.’ I can’t agree. It seems to me that naming a plant is a gesture of respect towards its unique individuality, its distinction from the generalised green blur. You wouldn’t do anything less for a friend.

And the process of learning that identity brings you closer. I remember the first time I was shown ‘keying out’ by a professional botanist friend. We were in The Burren in Ireland, surrounded by a dazzling display of sky-blue gentians and vermilion cranesbill. And near our faces (we were lying down) was a stumpy orchid, not pretty but enthralling in its drab compactness. Clapham, Tutin and Warburg took us through its features – the thin lines of spots along the leaves, like trails of rust, the dense, creamy flower-spike, a scent of vanilla. Hello, Neotinia intacta! Now I’ll remember that Irish May, and Rachel, whenever I see it again.

But plants aren’t just ‘species’, members of an abstract class. They have addresses as well as names, spots where we’ve found them, befriended them, shared a moment and a place in our lives. John Clare knew 16 orchids from Helpston in the 1820s and logged them according to his personal map of the parish. Early marsh orchids (he called them ‘cuckoos’) grew ‘by a brook side in a close near Brigges’s Barn – was very plentiful before the Enclosure on a Spot called Parkers Moor near Peasfield-hedge …’

That was real neighbourliness – knowledge, affection and concern brought together, and I wish I’d felt that when I rashly went off on a plant twitch in spring. I was tetchy from some legal business and the gnawing anxiety I always feel when the summer migrants are late arriving. So I drove north to Wayland Wood, the site of the Babes in the Wood legend and the only place in Norfolk where the yellow star of Bethlehem grows and has done ‘since records began’. I didn’t so much want to see it as to find it and to prove that all was right with the world – and right with me, too, that I hadn’t lost the knack of finding a plant. But I’d failed to track the shy flowerer down 25 years ago, and I did no better this time. I quartered the wood, peered around every conceivable niche, nudged down stopped-off paths. But I hadn’t a clue about either the place or the jizz of the plant. I was a stranger and a trainspotter, and it served me right. When I gave in and just meandered, the wood became enchanting, spangled with wide-open celandines, wood anemones and the first early purple orchids. And just coming into flower all over the wood was something special I did know: the white, warm-flour-and-honey-scented racemes of bird cherry. At once I was in the Yorkshire Dales in June 1985. I was with an exhausted film-crew, and we were saying an emotional goodbye to each other after a long shoot in desperate weather. The bird cherry around us was still in flower, but quite leafless from the predation of ermine moth caterpillars, and decorated instead with their silken canopies. The bird cherry may be indifferent to our relationship, but for me it already spans moods and miles and decades.
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THE NORFOLK BROADS

Anyone who thinks that the ‘problems’ of the Norfolk Broads are new should read G Christopher Davies’ Handbook, which almost single-handedly opened the place up as a leisure resort in the 1880s. Thanks to him the place was fast becoming a rowdy, refuse-strewn, gun-happy frontier-land, and in his 18th edition he tried to introduce a code of etiquette for the ‘bottle shooters, coot potters, and noisy revellers’. He suggests that ‘Young men who lounge in a nude state on boats while ladies are passing may be saluted with dust shot or the end of a quant.’ And that was long before the arrival of motor cruisers and nitrate pollution.

So when Polly and I decided to have a Swallows and Amazons weekend ourselves, a few eyebrows were raised, as if we were planning a short-break in a caravan outside Norwich City football ground. We had the last laugh, as we knew we would. In the last decade the Broads have been transformed. The sewage outfalls have been cleaned up, speed-limits imposed on the boats and the whole place designated as a national park. It’s now a model for the multipleuse of wild places.

It began as it was to continue. Going downstream from Wroxham, with low clouds scudding in the June gales, we saw our first hobby inside ten minutes, breasting and stalling into the wind like a pigeon. The next was a quarter of an hour later, over reed-scrub on the edges of Wroxham Broad. It was doing something I’ve never seen in a hobby before, hovering like a kestrel, but with its wings vibrating as fast as a hummingbird’s.

Hobbies were almost constant companions over the next few days, and spotting them became part of our shipboard routine. One of us steered, the other kept look out from the bridge: hobby (or harrier, or heron) at 11 o’clock! We cruised into various Broads, chugged more slowly past private pools with their unbreached rafts of water-lilies, and gazed out over the vast landscape of tossing reeds and alder-swamps. In the evenings we became more intimately tangled with the vegetation, as we tried to find places to moor. Hemp-agrimony proved a doughty anchor tussock. Wild blackcurrants went into the muesli. The carr, so often dismissed as some inferior habitat to reed and sedge, was hectic with what we came to call edge-warblers: a convivial mix of first-brood Cetti’s, reed and willow warblers, and tits of all sorts.

The intimacy of the birds was extraordinary. They weren’t exactly tame, but were quite unfazed by the boats. Terns and swallows skimmed the water continuously. We watched kingfishers feeding while we were having breakfast, and great crested grebes all day. This may be the densest population of these birds in the country. On the rivers we saw a pair every 200 yards. They would swim close to the boat, often with their zebra-striped chicks tucked under their wings, or float by – head tilted to one side, almost flat against the surface of the water, spying for fish. But often they would swim straight at the nose of the boat and dive into the bow-wave, surfing past in what I think was the pure pleasure of messing about with boats. The butterflies and dragonflies were just as confiding. The one swallowtail we saw seemed enraptured with the unfurling sail of our little dinghy, and weaved flirtatiously among its folds.

It’s frustrating, but probably fortunate, that you can’t get off a boat and plunge straight into some of the great marshland wildernesses, like Catfield Fen. A green and impenetrable wall of alder, willow, sweet-grass, bristling with ferns and guelder-rose thickets, stands in between. We knew we’d have to go the long way round to get into the wild heart of the Broads, round Hickling. It wasn’t easy. We missed the low tide, and couldn’t get under the medieval bridge at Potter Heigham. Rather desperate (it was our last day), we hired an electric day-boat, and as the cloud and rain came down yet again, purred up Candle Dyke among marsh harriers patrolling the reedswamp and lagoons. We moored and hiked to the Norfolk Wildlife Trust’s reserve, and made it to the celebrated bittern hide just before the storm broke. A few weeks before one of the local pairs of cranes had raised two young in a nest just outside the hide. Now the family were hiding out in the reeds, and hard to see. But as we walked back, the rain passed, and we saw a bittern, a barn owl and two hobbies, very close, hunting for dragonflies from a thorn tree, like flycatchers.
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