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Author’s Note

Some of the people I spoke to while writing this book did not wish to be identified. I have changed their names.


1

Homing In

There was a period in my childhood when my friend Nick and I used to rescue feral pigeons from the streets of London. Most seemed to die fairly quickly, succumbing to one of the many medieval-sounding diseases – ‘canker’ or ‘one-eye cold’ or ‘pox’ – which we read about in the pigeon-keeping books we discovered on an overlooked shelf in the local library. But one, a bird that for some reason we christened ‘Psycho’, thrived under our ham-fisted care.

We had found him in the gutter at the end of our road, huddled over himself and nursing a broken wing, looking like a collapsed umbrella. He put up no fight when we went to pick him up. We took him back to my house in a cardboard box, rigged up a crude splint for his wing, and installed him in an old rabbit hutch in the garden.

I remember Psycho as a handsome bird – his plumage oil-slick blue, deep and dark as a raincloud. But, looking back at photos of him, he was in fact distinctly scruffy: hobble-kneed and broken-toed, his ragged feathers framing a beady eye of flaming orange. A typical London pigeon.

Gradually, Psycho came to trust us. After a few days he would stand quite calmly on my wrist. Soon he would eat from my hand and perch on my shoulder. I liked to hold him and feel the softness of his feathers; his heartbeat fluttering against my fingers like a moth trapped in the hollow of my hands. The secret intimacy was thrilling. Soon, I imagined, the bond between us would be too strong to be broken: Psycho would accompany me to school, fly around the playground at lunchtime or wait, perched in some nearby tree, while I was in lessons. Having only a vague understanding of how pigeon postal systems worked, I dreamt of sending him on secret missions to my friends’ houses with messages tied to his legs, confident that he would always return.
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Psycho’s healed wing.


Eventually Psycho’s wing began to heal and his strength increased, so Nick and I forced him to make a series of rehabilitation flights around the garden. We took him out of the hutch and carried him away before throwing him into the air, watching as he flapped awkwardly back. Each time we’d take him slightly further before releasing him, and each time he seemed to have a better sense of what we wanted from him. For the first few flights he would flop onto the ground and look angrily back up at us, his feathers puffed up in indignation, or, if he made it to the hutch, stand on the roof with his head cocked, as if asking what he should do now. But after a few weeks he seemed to have got the hang of it. When we released him he would fly directly to the hutch without dawdling and go inside to feed.

These flights went on for a month or two, until one day I let Psycho out to fly around the garden as usual. He stepped out, looked around for a moment, and then took off, quickly climbing higher than he had ever flown before. I watched as he circled the trees, and then the rooftops of the surrounding houses. Once, twice he came around, disappearing behind a chimney stack before emerging on the other side. He seemed to be orienting himself, taking stock of the strange new territory he found himself flying over, only now being properly able to look down upon it. And then, as though noticing something far in the distance, on the edge of the horizon, he set his course and shot off over the block of flats that stood behind my house. I waited all afternoon for him to return, but he never did.

For weeks, by night, I dreamt of him. I imagined him living somewhere in the cracks of the city: a guano-eyrie tucked away under the rotting carcass of a railway bridge, or a wind-buffeted ledge on the brutalist clifftop of a high-rise. I wondered why he had left, what kind of a life he could have had out there over the rooftops. I wondered what kind of a place had called him back home.


Birds fascinate because they appear to be fundamentally alien forms of life – removed from our environment and from our concerns, free to float above us and forever out of reach. They leave no tracks, and their journeys are for the most part invisible. But what I loved about the pigeons Nick and I tried to rescue from the streets of London was that they lived in an almost-human world, and they lived in that world in almost-human ways.

Urban pigeons are feral rather than wild. They lack the romanticism of their charismatic cousins: the Corvidae, the hawks and the raptors, the migratory passerines. Ted Hughes could never have written a poem called ‘The Pigeon in the Rain’. Instead they are what biologists call ‘synanthropes’: creatures that live alongside rather than apart from us, thriving in the environments human beings have created for themselves. Pigeons are particularly successful in cities, where they can skim a living off the bloat of our excess, and where tall buildings mimic the cliff faces on which their genetic ancestors – Columba livia, the rock dove – once lived.

Why have pigeons been so successful in cities when so many other birds have not? ‘One answer’ argues the biologist Bernd Heinrich in The Homing Instinct, ‘concerns home-making. Almost all members of the Columbidae make flimsy nests and have two pure-white eggs per clutch. Nests of most species are on the ground or in trees. But the rock dove, a native of the Mediterranean region and North Africa, traditionally made its home on cliffs. It “sees” most of our human dwellings as almost perfectly designed safe home sites.’ This environmental flexibility has allowed pigeons to thrive in a world increasingly dominated by people, particularly in cities, where they have come to be thought of not as wild creatures but as pests.

I had first become fascinated by pigeons after reading Arthur Ransome’s Pigeon Post, the sixth volume of his Swallows and Amazons series to which, as a boy, I was addicted. In previous adventures the Swallows and Amazons had spent their summers sailing on the lake – a composite of Coniston Water and Lake Windermere in the Lake District – discovering Wild Cat Island and getting into trouble with the ‘natives’ in the process. In Pigeon Post (which now strikes me as a thinly veiled colonial fantasy) the Swallows and Amazons set out to map the moors and mountains surrounding the lake, prospecting for gold with all the self-certainty of children of Empire. While out exploring they use three pigeons – named ‘Homer’, ‘Sophocles’ and ‘Sappho’ – to stay in touch with home.

Ransome’s prose was clunky and laboriously descriptive, but I found it no less captivating for that. I loved the way he allowed childhood to be a time of heroism. I loved the way he created, out on those lakes and moors, a world in miniature. Most of all I loved the quotidian, practical detail of his novels, the attention he paid to processes and to activities: sailing, fishing, making fire. They were things that I, a city-bound child, didn’t have much experience of, but this didn’t matter. I read his books not as stories but as instruction manuals for adventure.

It was in Pigeon Post that I first learned of the difference between the common rock dove and the modern racing homer. In the wild, rock doves nest in large colonies on cliff faces, but during the day they move inland to feed, and so the home territory over which they range is larger than that of many birds. This means they are very good navigators. Columba livia’s innate homing ability has been recognised since man and pigeon began living in close proximity several thousand years ago, and over the millennia the rock dove has been bred into an animal with an almost incomparable ability to find its way home.

Unlike that of other migratory animals a pigeon’s navigational instinct is unrelated to seasonal change or environmental conditions. Salmon return once in their lives to the rivers in which they were born to breed in their turn; eels follow the Gulf Stream from their spawning grounds in the Sargasso Sea to grow to maturity in Europe’s waterways. Geese and swallows traverse the globe in search of food and warm weather through the changing seasons, marking off the turning year as they do so. For pigeons, however, home isn’t just some generically suitable territory but a specific location. A pigeon’s sense of home is local and distinct, therefore: it is a place rather than an environment. In this, they are much like us.

And yet, despite the fact that they are non-migratory, the pull of home is for pigeons perhaps more powerful than that felt by any animal. Once their home loft has been imprinted on them – something that happens when they are around six weeks old – homing pigeons will return to it for the rest of their lives. Even if kept away for many years they will, once freed, often try to make their way back. Pigeons can fly thousands of miles and will cross oceans to get home. The love – if that is the right word – that pigeons feel for their homes is so acute that they will sometimes die for it. In his diary Samuel Pepys recorded that during the Great Fire of London, while people scrambled to save their lives and goods, ‘the poor pigeons, I perceive, were loth to leave their houses, but hovered about the windows and balconys till they were, some of them burned, their wings, and fell down.’ The longest pigeon flight ever recorded was made by a bird owned by the Duke of Wellington, which was liberated from Ichaboe Island, off the coast of Namibia, on 1 June 1845. It took 55 days to fly the 5,400 miles back to its loft in Nine Elms in London, where it was found dead in a gutter one mile from its home.


Pigeons are unshowy birds, instantly forgettable because so familiar. Their greys and blues, banded with lines of black, allow them to blend in with their environments: the dull slate of a cliff edge or the glass and steel of a skyscraper. Despite this, look closely and you will notice that they are beautiful. We think of pigeons as grey but they are composed of an oceanic palette: deep blues and greens; tawny whites, like the crest of a wave. Their necks, with their rainbow sheen, are expressive, part of a sophisticated communicative repertoire. The colour isn’t created by pigment but by the physical structure of the feathers themselves, which are covered in a delicate latticework of threads. These disrupt the light that hits them so as to mix in the eye of the observer: a pointillist iridescence. At breeding time they dance for one another, performing elaborate mating paso dobles. ‘Modesty’, wrote the poet Marianne Moore, ‘cannot dull the lustre of the pigeon.’

Their coos. Their liquid, gurgling coos. You can hear voices in them. Listening to a loft full of pigeons is like eavesdropping on a conversation in a distant room. Sometimes they sound like a bunch of gossips. ‘Did you hear what he said?’ they seem to say; ‘Ooh, I never saw the like.’ When disturbed on their perches they harrumph like spluttering sergeant majors. When courting they coo sweet nothings at each other.

More than many other birds, they are made of air: their bones are hollow and light, and their bodies contain nine balloon-like sacs which protect their inner organs from impact damage, and store exhaled air after it is passed from the lungs. Their breasts, the muscles of which power their wings, take up half their body mass: eight of their sixteen feathered ounces. Their blood is rich in haemoglobin, and their enormous hearts pump it around their bodies at a rate far higher than our own. This means they can carry oxygen to their muscles with great efficiency, but it also allows them remarkable powers of recovery and an astonishing capacity to heal. Birds ripped open by hawks can be sewn up and will be flying again in a matter of days. Their average body temperature is slightly higher than that of other warm-blooded animals – around 41.7°C – which makes them resistant to many diseases, being too warm for most pathogens to survive.

They are loyal and mate for life, the cock and hen taking turns to sit their eggs (hen from evening to midday; cock from midday to dusk) and both feeding their offspring with ‘pigeon milk’, a pre-digested slop enriched with fatty cells produced in their crops. They have always been symbols of the domestic and the homely. In The Goshawk, his diary of an attempt to train a bird of prey during the run-up to the First World War, T. H. White celebrated the pigeon’s innate docility, even while he hunted them to feed to his hawk. ‘What a peace-loving but prudent race they were’, White wrote, ‘not predatory and yet not craven. Of all the birds, I thought, they must be the best citizens, the most susceptible to the principles of the League of Nations.’

When not mangled or amputated by wire and string, their feet – which the poet Mina Loy described as their ‘coral landing-gear’ – are strong, cleanly reptilian. They have dusky, dusty eyelids, the colour of a summer’s midnight. Their eyes are burnt orange, and with them they can see far further and with greater clarity than humans can. In the 1970s and ’80s, the US Coastguard trained pigeons to recognise people lost in the ocean as part of a project called ‘Sea Hunt’. Individual birds were placed in observation bubbles mounted on the bottom of helicopters and trained to peck at buttons when they spotted a scrap of coloured fabric floating in the grey sea. They were able to correctly identify the fabric 93 per cent of the time; human subjects managed the same task with 38 per cent accuracy.

They are more intelligent than we give them credit for, one of only a few animals – along with great apes, dolphins and elephants – that can pass what psychologists call the ‘mirror self-recognition test’. If you mark a pigeon’s wing and let it look in a mirror it will try to remove the mark, realising that what it is seeing is a reflected image of its own body. They can understand they are watching video footage of themselves even when it is replayed to them with a five-second delay. Three-year-old children find it difficult to do this with a two-second delay. Pigeons are able to recognise individuals from photographs, and a neuroscientist at Keio University has trained them to differentiate between paintings by Monet and those by Picasso.

When they fly they can look ungainly, but they are quick and manoeuvrable in the air, able to avoid all but the fastest of the hawks. As cliff-dwellers they have evolved a unique wing structure which allows them to take off vertically, flying straight up before levelling out, like miniature jump jets. They can accelerate from 0–60 miles per hour in under two seconds. There are faster birds – peregrine falcons, the pigeon’s main predator, can reach 200 miles per hour on the stoop – but few can fly horizontally, under their own power, as quickly as a pigeon can. The fastest sustained average velocity ever recorded by a pigeon was 110 miles per hour. They can comfortably fly at 50 miles per hour all day long, but with a following wind can travel far faster, covering up to 700 miles in a single uninterrupted flight.

And they fly through a human world. Rather than soaring disinterestedly above, pigeons stay close to the land – following the dips and runnels of valleys, carving between the canyons of buildings and often flying at street level, below the height of rooftops. They live in our landscapes and within our infrastructure, making their homes under railway bridges, on windowsills and ledges, wherever they might remain unmolested. Some studies have suggested that pigeons navigate using human landmarks, too: on familiar routes they are known to follow roads and canals, and some have been observed going around roundabouts before picking the appropriate exit for home.


Four years ago, twenty years after Psycho had flown the coop, my girlfriend Natalya and I moved house, from the centre of the city, where I had lived most of my life, to the outskirts. We had found out we were going to become parents and, driven by excitement and a degree of fear, decided we needed to find somewhere to make a home of our own.

We had met a decade earlier, on the first day of university, as we moved into our rooms. We carried our cardboard boxes in front of us like shields, and smiled nervously as we passed each other on the tight winding staircase. Natalya was from the Wirral. She was tall and had long hair which curled wildly around her head. I liked her laugh, which was open and generous, and I liked her confidence: the way she seemed so sure of what she wanted from life. I think we fell in love at that moment, but it took us a few years to realise it. We spent evenings in each other’s rooms, in pubs and punts. After our final exams were over we spent the summer drinking wine in sculpted gardens. We launched homemade hot air balloons into the sky from a meadow near our college, and watched them drift slowly over the river in the evening air. I knew then that wherever Natalya went, I wanted to make my home.

For the next few years we lived a typically itinerant life together, staying in a string of dusty rooms in houses filled with strangers. After leaving university we moved into a room above a pub in East London. We made the most of the freedoms of the place. By day we’d lounge on the flat roof and look down on the drinkers in the garden; by night we’d work behind the bar, or sit there long after last orders, making plans and wondering where our lives would take us.

For some the pub was the only home they had. There were the regulars, session drinkers in whose slow suicides, it sometimes felt, we were complicit: the huge, lonely man who drank eight pints each night but talked to no one; the sprightly Irishman who spoke with a thick accent despite the fact that, as his daughter told us after he’d died (a heart attack while changing a light bulb above the bar), he’d never lived in Ireland; the cockney coke dealer in his flat cap, his face bubbled with acne scars, who was perpetually on the cusp of violence.

After the precariousness of the pub became too much we found a cheap room in a tall, thin house in Hoxton which we shared with a band of speed-taking nighthawks. But the room we shared was tiny, with space for a mattress and little else, and our housemates would come home in the small hours and stay up until dawn, keeping us awake. So we soon moved on, to an ex-council flat rented from an unresponsive landlord, which never quite felt like a home either.

During this time, in between studying for various degrees, I’d scratched out a living working as a bicycle courier by day and writing – book reviews, essays, anything that would pay – by night. The jobs were not that dissimilar. Both were paid as piecework, so you only earned what you delivered, and both were paid badly. Natalya had a more stable job working as an executive for a television company, and for a decade we lived a life that was footloose and free, but when we found out we were to become parents we decided we needed to find a home of our own.

Natalya had saved up enough money for a deposit and I, having completed my PhD, had got a job teaching English Literature at a university in London, finally making me a viable prospect for a mortgage. The city was on the cusp of the worst housing crisis in living memory, and we felt absurdly fortunate to be able to even contemplate buying somewhere in which to live. Still, we soon realised we couldn’t afford much in the area where we had spent most of our lives together. Estate agents showed us a dismal parade of potential properties: one-bedroom flats on main roads, where the windows would wobble every time a bus passed by; studio spaces in converted schools; squalid maisonettes on the edges of rotting industrial estates.

When it became clear we would not be able to afford to stay in the inner city we started looking further afield, following the bus routes out to the suburbs. We calculated commuting times and investigated transport links, drawing an imaginary circle around those parts of the city we could reach by bicycle.

Eventually we found a place in Leyton, five miles east of where we were living at the time, which felt like it could become a home. It was a mint-green terraced house on a street facing a cricket ground lined with tall plane trees. At night the trees were lit with light bulbs, a legacy of the attention the area had received in the run-up to the 2012 Olympic Games. There was a kitchen, a sitting room, more than one bedroom. Up in the eaves of the roof, overlooking the cricket ground, was a room I could use as a study. The garden was mysterious and dark, thick with vegetation and dank with the smell of fox. From it I could see a patch of sky, framed on three sides by the roofs of the surrounding houses. There was a gap between the terraces to the north, through which an elevated railway rattled. To the east, a block of flats thrust up from the High Road to block out the sky.

The house was not in a good state of repair. Rain got in around the windows on stormy days, and there was an infestation of woodworm in the eaves. During the summer months, when the larvae hatched into beetles and left their boreholes to mate, their crunchy bodies would fall, spent, onto my desk as I wrote. In the hallway and the kitchen the walls were crumbling from damp. There were yellow patches around the bay windows and on the ceilings of one of the bedrooms. Silverfish frolicked on the countertops at night. An ominous crack ran down a wall at the top of the stairs.

We had no money to fix any of this, but we didn’t particularly care. The house felt loved, and it was the kind of place in which we could imagine our lives unfurling together. We counted ourselves lucky to have found it.

Mick, the house’s previous owner, had been a taxi driver, and in the hallway was a wall-sized map of London which he’d painstakingly cut out of a large format A–Z and reassembled so that Leyton was located right in the centre. It was disconcerting to see the familiar London map re-oriented like this – the City and West End tucked away to the far left; Chingford and Essex given far greater prominence than they usually are. South London was almost an irrelevance on Mick’s map, relegated as it was to the bottom quarter of the wall.

The map was an old one, made before the A12 had cut through the area, and long before the development of the Docklands and Lower Lea Valley. The area around the Isle of Dogs, now dotted with skyscrapers, was marked an anonymous white – uncertain of its future, and the redevelopment which would turn it into London’s second financial district just a few years later. The Olympic Park which now sprawls across the Lower Lea Valley was nowhere to be seen, not even, yet, a planner’s dream. The map showed us at the centre of a new, unfamiliar landscape: a mappa mundi, with Leyton rather than Jerusalem at its heart.


The summer after we moved it felt as though the idea of home was undergoing a crisis. Not enough homes were being built in London, and those that were for sale were absurdly expensive – affordable only for middle-class people in professional jobs, with savings or parents to help us. Everywhere in the city people were being exploited by landlords, or priced out of the areas in which they had grown up. Local councils made deals with private developers, offering them land for a pittance on the condition that they built a few ‘affordable’ houses alongside their glittering towers and shopping centres. Artists were moved out, then teachers and nurses, then everyone else. The wealthy colonised once-downtrodden areas. Newspaper columnists wrote pieces about how they had given up on the city and were fleeing for the coast.

Home was becoming a geopolitical issue, too. All across Europe the walls were going up. In 2013, the then Home Secretary Theresa May sent a fleet of billboard vans around London bearing the message ‘In the UK illegally? Go home or face arrest.’ She wanted, she said, to create a ‘hostile environment’ for those who had ‘come here illegally’. Three years later, during the lead-up to the referendum vote on Britain’s membership of the European Union, those advocating Brexit had drawn on the dog-whistle rhetoric of home to push forward their miserable plans. UKIP leader Nigel Farage posed outside Parliament in front of a mobile billboard showing a line of men in hoodies and jackets with ‘BREAKING POINT’ written over the top.

In the papers and on Twitter there was talk of a divide between the ‘citizens of somewhere’ – people who dwelt in the places in which they had been born – and ‘citizens of nowhere’: the rootless metropolitan elite. Two weeks later, 52 per cent of the population voted to leave the EU. Many said they did so to ‘take back control’ of the borders of their homeland, and a wave of anti-immigrant sentiment was unleashed. Theresa May, who had since become Prime Minister, said she couldn’t guarantee that people who had settled here would be allowed to stay in the country after Britain had left Europe. On radio phone-ins people spoke of sovereignty, of borders, of laws, of fishing quotas. But hovering behind these arguments was another, more abstract fear. The politics of home – of what it means to belong to a place – felt more vexed than ever in my lifetime. ‘Where is your home?’ became a question asked with vicious intent, a question which came to mean ‘Are you one of us?’


Our daughter Dora was born a few months after we moved to Leyton. It was a difficult birth and, although we didn’t realise it at the time, it took us all a long time to recover from it. In the forty-second week of her pregnancy Natalya had been called into hospital in order to be induced. This was presented as a straightforward intervention: a sensible precaution against the complications of an over-term pregnancy. In the hospital we felt nervously excited about what was about to happen. Afterwards we went for a Turkish in a café on the Holloway Road before getting the train back home.

Almost as soon as we arrived the contractions began. We called my sister Anna, who had trained as a midwife. She came round to find Natalya crawling on all fours, wearing the gardening kneepads she had bought especially for the purpose. Anna drove us back to hospital through the rush-hour traffic. I remember the sun glinting orange through the grubby windows of the car, the pulse of traffic mirroring Natalya’s contractions. I remember, too, the excitement turning to fear. I had a sense of disconnected helplessness, my desire to take away Natalya’s pain accompanied with the knowledge that there was nothing I could do about it.

Back in the hospital we were ushered into a cubicle. Around us people chattered and metal objects clinked together, as in a noisy restaurant. When Natalya’s waters broke she was bustled into a side room. Impassive doctors arrived every few minutes to prod and measure her, as though she was a specimen in a laboratory. Our ‘birth plan’, a document we’d put together in hopeful innocence, unaware of the quickened realities of the maternity ward, was soon forgotten. As the contractions got stronger Natalya stopped talking and retreated into herself. I held her hand and muttered platitudes, telling her to breathe, ineffectually rubbing her back and her shoulders until she told me to stop.

Time, marked by the rhythms of her contractions, did strange things. I remember a doctor coming in and having a loud conversation on the phone about another patient who had miscarried. I remember the moment the midwives realised that the baby’s heart rate was dropping, and the doctors decided they had to intervene. I remember Natalya’s fear as they showed her the implements they would use. And I remember the bewildering, overpowering joy when our daughter was eventually born, tiny and miraculous – a scrap of flesh hanging from sharp bones, like clothes from a coat hanger, her minuscule shoulders covered in fine, downy hair, her mouth a raw, mewling hole – and the dazed responsibility I felt as the three of us gazed at each other in surgery afterwards.


We had been living in Leyton for two years, and Dora was eighteen months old, when we decided to try for another child. Enough time had passed from those
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