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Praise for The Meaning of Geese

Goose-nerd Nick Acheson opens his wildlife diary to us, sharing the highs and lows of a unique winter spent in nature’s embrace on the windswept North Norfolk coast. The Meaning of Geese is an intimate study of the intriguing lives of these under-appreciated birds, as well as a window into the inner workings of a naturalist’s obsession.

LEE SCHOFIELD, author of Wild Fell

Combining old-school charm with 2020s urgency, Nick’s book, like its subject, is simultaneously earthing and elevating, evoking the bittersweet ache of belonging to a place that is changing but still and always home. The writing is measured, erudite, unfailingly generous but with an underlying emotional vibrancy that cuts through like an icy wind or the sudden dazzle of winter sun.

AMY-JANE BEER, author of The Flow

A fascinating and thought-provoking record of an individual and his passion for geese, among other birds. Beautifully descriptive but also detailed in the history of winged visitors to the North Norfolk coast, Nick communicates pure passion and unconditional love for a landscape that is his home. A book about geese, people, their observations and a landscape steeped in natural history.

JAKE FIENNES, author of Land Healer

What Nick has achieved with The Meaning of Geese is not just a timely, poignant meditation on his relationship with these birds and his home, but through powerful, lyrical prose, he seems to happen upon unlocking the meaning of life itself: a passionate, purposeful existence which is entirely bound to and entwined with the natural world. Relaxing yet rousing. Honest, human and heart-grabbing. I loved this book so much.

SOPHIE PAVELLE, author of Forget Me Not

Nick Acheson lives his life as he writes his books – full of clarity and passion. Only a man hefted so deeply to a landscape could bring the detail of wildlife to the page in such brightness. So much so that you feel you are riding on his handlebars as he toils up Norfolk’s hills on his old bike in search of his beloved geese or shivering at his side as an easterly wind buffets the flocks that fuss and shout all around.

Migrant geese bring with them the spectacle of the sunlit months of northern reaches, places like Iceland, Siberia, even Canada. As the days shorten, they are guided by the stars to whiffle and glide onto the mud of the North Norfolk coast, bringing in their wake a yearning evoked by meeting travellers who have seen what we never will. But for Nick, the geese are far more than natural wonders, they are the embodiment of a rich human history, the stuff of folktales, the creatures that bind nature-loving friends together, a consolation in the dark months, and they are feathered portents of a changing planet. The Meaning of Geese is exactly the right title.

The details of Norfolk’s wildlife, large and small, fall out of the page. As I read this book while winter nudges away the last warm days of the year, I am fired by a love for a world that still has geese sailing through the night to land amongst us and am grateful to those who wait for them to arrive and watch them with wonder.

MARY COLWELL, author of Curlew Moon

In The Meaning of Geese, Nick invites you into the realm of gaggles, honks and cackles. His gentle, warm love for all things goose shines from every page. In winter walks gone by, I might have overlooked a field full of these feathered beings, but Nick’s ability to shine a spotlight of adoration, wonder and curiosity onto something right under your nose is quite wonderful. Growing up in Lancashire, a sky brimming with honking pink-footed geese is a visceral childhood memory, and I feel like Nick’s goose winter has reconnected me with those feelings of awe and joy.

LUCY HODSON, naturalist and wildlife communicator

This book is an absolute treasure. Nick’s attention to detail is astonishing, but he also writes with humour, humility and grace, seamlessly blending a lifetime of knowledge, insight and passion – not only for his beloved geese but for the entire natural world. I will never again look at geese without pondering their ‘meaning’.

BRIGIT STRAWBRIDGE HOWARD, author of Dancing with Bees

The Meaning of Geese shows us it is possible and necessary to know ourselves and our wild world through a deep intimacy with just one place under the sky – and the simple reach of a mother’s happy red-darter-coloured bicycle. In an awe-filled and absorbing portrait, wild geese bring the world and its mysteries to us and our shared landscape.

The warmth, humility, friendship and deep vknowledge that exude from this book are infectious and necessary. It is a lyrical love letter to North Norfolk, its skies, people and the gleaming, binding, gossamer threads its geese trail across the globe and back. The Meaning of Geese shows us how we too can be explorers and pioneers of a deeper knowledge, from the seat of an old red bicycle.

NICOLA CHESTER, author of On Gallows Down

A delightful account of a low-tech (and low-carbon) quest to follow, watch and understand one of Britain’s greatest bird spectacles: the huge flocks of pink-footed geese that visit our shores from the far north each autumn and winter.

STEPHEN MOSS, author of Ten Birds that Changed the World
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For my parents, my siblings and their families, my first and forever flock.
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PROLOGUE
…an edgeless place, of land and sea and sky



The coast of Norfolk is an edgeless place, of land and sea and sky all seeping into one another. It is a place of change, exchange, fluidity, where sediments, water, genes and carbon are all cycled and recycled endlessly. And it is my home.

The Wash is coastal Norfolk’s western outpost, a missing notch from England’s eastern flank which has been filled, by rivers and the tide, with silt. Twice a day the moon turns mud to sea here. Twice a day a billion animals’ lives are radically altered. Under the briny tide, countless cockles harvest plankton and innumerable other invertebrates feed. A second tide – of birds – occurs now too: tens and sometimes hundreds of thousands of wading birds driven from the muddy, food-rich safety of the Wash onto forbidding land. By its very nature, the Wash is all exchange.

Our saltmarshes, stretching from Holme to Kelling, and echoed around Breydon Water in the east, are just as obviously fluid as the Wash: subject to daily tides and yearly storms and migrant flows of wigeon, curlews, brent geese. The sand dunes, grazing marsh and shingle of North Norfolk’s coast seem, by contrast, constant, but their fluidity is merely measured over greater time. They too are children of the ever-changing wind and waves. They too are flux.

Our dunes are made by wind, whipping sand inland until it falters and is colonised by prickly saltwort and sea rocket. Sand couch comes next, pinning the mobile sand in place, crafting the conditions required by marram, which will build and stabilise the dune. Where there is shingle on our coast, as at Cley and Salthouse, it has been hurled ashore by waves. Then, over time, it has been softened by the kindly touch of common cat’s-ear, sea campion and biting stonecrop. Though seeming stable, these coastal habitats are always changing too. Thrashed by November storms, they are scoured away or violently pushed inland. The stop-start process of their formation begins again.

East of this low, north-facing stretch of sand and shingle, sea and sky, is Norfolk’s northeast shoulder. Reaching from Weybourne down to Happisburgh, this is a coast of cliffs. On a bed of chalk – the graveyard of untold trillions of Late Cretaceous phytoplankton – sits a layer of mud. Three quarters of a million years in age, this is the silty, sludgy bottom of a limitless estuary. Within it are the bones of hippos, rhinos, elephants, shrews and sticklebacks. Above this mud – mere infants in geological time – stand cliffs of sand and rubble pushed here beneath the crawling bellies of late Pleistocene ice sheets. Unlike the staunch, resistant schists and granites of the UK’s west and northern coasts, our Norfolk cliffs are soft and vulnerable. Weighed down by rain, they slump onto the beach, where their sand and clay are gnawed by unrelenting waves and tide. Here the land is slowly – sometimes dramatically – giving way to sea and sky again.

Still further south, where Norfolk faces east, just before becoming Suffolk, lie the Broads. This is a low, coalescent landscape, where saltwater, freshwater, soil and sky all blend. As recently as Roman times, much of what we know today as Broadland was subject to the tide, and it is likely that – with our changing climate – much of the land will soon surrender to the tide again. For now, embraced only by a flimsy bar of coastal dunes, this is an untamed waterscape of reed and fen, of barely anchored wetland woods and Mediaeval pits dug out for peat.

Both along our low north stretch of coast and in the Broads, there’s grazing marsh. Uniquely, this is habitat shaped by people. Where they are found along North Norfolk’s coast – at Holme, at Holkham and at Cley – grazing marshes have been stolen from the sea. Historically, more money could be made from grazing sheep and cattle on grassland fed by springs in Norfolk’s underlying chalk than could be made on saltmarsh. From the seventeenth century, wealthy landowners had saltmarshes embanked, keeping out the timeless tide and banishing salt. These obdurate, sea-resisting walls jar with our shifting, edgeless coast, where sea and land and sky are one. But, with the North Sea hungering to breach them, their time is almost done.

It was in grazing marsh that my life with Norfolk’s geese began. On any given Saturday in November and December 1987, a big white van – a black kite stencilled on its driver’s door – was parked along Cley Beach Road in North Norfolk. The driver was a biology teacher from a nearby school, with a patient passion for sharing natural history with his pupils. The four boys huddled in the back, clutching beginner binoculars, had all been taken beneath his wing.

One of the boys, in cheap black wellies, charcoal school trousers doing nothing to protect his scrawny legs from winter’s cold, peered with bright blue eyes from under a thick brown fringe. Insecure and timid though he was, he loved these Saturday morning outings to the coast. Little though they knew it then, the boys were learning, from their kind, red-spectacled teacher, a way of looking on the world. Their lives were being peopled with wild friends, whose arrivals and departures would forever mark their seasons.

In November 1987, beside Beach Road, the teacher and the boys were watching geese. Though doubtless a few feral Canada geese were nearby too, our focus – for I’m the mop-haired boy, of course – was on a flock of brent geese, hundreds strong: dark-bellied brent geese from Siberia, Norfolk’s saltmarsh geese. In the memory of my slight boy self, the winter Eye Field – embanked as grazing marsh from the 1600s – was always gloomy but also always full of brents, the cold air resonant with their throaty murmur. Here our teacher – still among my dearest friends today – taught us to distinguish the year’s youngsters by their neat, white-pencilled backs; taught us to look for families in the flocks; taught us about their cycles of success, mirroring booms in lemmings on the tundra. With his guidance, brents were the first geese that I learned to love.

The binoculars that I had back then were dreadful but it mattered nothing. Each time I raised their icy metal to my face, to watch these wondrous beings, I was conveyed into their Arctic lives, into a wild where I belonged. Among Siberian geese and birdwatchers, I’d found my flock.

From December 1987, a lone red-breasted goose was with the brents at Cley. I knew red-breasted geese because a captive pair lived in the next-door garden to the farmhouse where I grew up. On summer evenings I would lie in bed, the buckled sash window of my bedroom open, listening to the disyllabic squeak of these exquisite birds, imagining their species’ distant life on the fox-haunted tundra of west Siberia. All through my first goose winter at Cley, until March when it migrated, I longed to see this lost Siberian jewel. Somehow, though all my new friends saw it, I was never there when it appeared. It would be many years until a redbreast joined the winter flock of brents a few miles west at Wells and finally I saw a bird I’d dreamed of since I’d thumbed my mother’s copy of Peter Scott’s key to waterfowl as a child.

The brents though, I saw them every week, and have loved them ever since. Their burbling voices are the soul of Norfolk’s winter saltmarsh. Their stubby legs and tubby bellies are midwinter constants in cereal fields across North Norfolk. But they were not the only geese I learned to love that winter. This was a time of pinkfeet too. For more than thirty winters, Iceland’s pink-footed geese had been missing from ancestral roosts at Wells and Holkham, until the early 1980s when they started to return. Sometimes our teacher would cast the net of our adventures wider, visiting places further afield, including Holkham and its pinkfeet, in the west.

With reverence in our voices, we watched these first returning pinkfeet, marvelling that they had come again. Unlike Cley’s confiding brents – boldly marked in black and white and graphite – Holkham’s pinkfeet were shy and indefinable, their pastel greys and blues and fawns bleeding into one another, like coastal Norfolk’s sea and soil and sky. Not so their fierce, insistent voices, carrying with them all the summer drama of Icelandic uplands, thrilling us with wildness every time we heard them.

Through our school and university years, we boys remained firm friends and grew to know and love more winter geese. Brents and pinkfeet are the core geese of a Norfolk winter, but the Holkham grazing marsh was also visited by a handsome flock of Russian white-fronted geese, as it still is to this day. These are slim-necked, mid-grey geese, with neat pink bills and orange legs; their striking foreheads white, their bellies heavily blotched and barred in black.

Last of the winter geese we tried to see each year – most enigmatic too – the taiga bean goose is an elegant bird from boreal forests of Scandinavia and Russia, with just two winter flocks in the UK. Faithful to their winter feeding grounds, one flock visits the Slamannan Plateau south of Falkirk every year. The other, which numbered in the hundreds in my childhood but has dwindled almost to disappearance now, visits the marshes of the River Yare, southeast of Norwich. Once a year, we would make the journey to the Broads, and we would stand above the River Yare, our telescopes trained on distant rushy grassland, searching for the long-necked silhouettes of these elusive geese.

Wild geese were simply always there, the sound and spectacle of my winters. As much a part of Norfolk’s edgeless coast as sand and shingle, they called me home from university to my flock, both bird and human. But somehow, during my MSc, adrift and low, I moved to Bolivia, which for ten years became my home.

There was noise here too, of course: the riotous jabbering of chachalacas and the rolling storms of howler monkey families. The chiming shrieks of seriemas filled savannahs and, deep in the forest, the jaguar gave its moaning roar. Just as along my Norfolk coast, there was flux and flow here too. Great rivers of Amazonia – puffing with river dolphins – carried unimaginable quantities of water, silt and logs. Along them there were shifting bars and islands, on which large-billed terns and collared plovers nested; in whose sun-baked sands side-necked turtles dug to lay their eggs. I was so enraptured by it all that geese slipped into the background of my mind.

While working for a conservation charity, I was asked to lead a group of donors from the United States, as they visited a protected area in the remote northeast, which they helped to fund. This was a peerless park, where Amazonia met the ancient Brazilian Shield and where Bolivia met Brazil. Here, lowland tapirs bathed in spiny palm swamps, the black stilt legs of maned wolves and the great brush tails of giant anteaters swayed across savannahs, and hoatzins coughed from every riverside tree. The trip was a success and I was asked to lead again.

Before I knew it, I was leading birdwatching tours all over Bolivia, watching red-fronted macaws in the country’s unique dry Andean valleys and calling golden-headed quetzals from humid forests with whistled imitations of their songs. It was a time of magic.

I rarely visited England – on the wages of Bolivian conservation charities, I could ill afford to – but after ten years, at a forked path in my life, I was home at Christmas, wondering whether my days in South America were done. A friend invited me for a walk. We met at Stiffkey and ambled east along the seawall towards Morston, saltmarsh to the left of us and grazing marsh to the right. The air was bright with the winter whistles of wigeon; but what I recall most clearly was a flock of brent geese feeding in the grazing marsh, less than a hundred metres from us.

My binoculars were in Bolivia, a sayaca tanager no doubt singing in the palm beside the window where they lay. My old friend handed me his pair, so I could watch the brents. Binoculars are cushioned in rubber armour now, no longer metallic and cold, but, as I raised them to my face, I became a boy again. Five years at university, ten years of hyacinth macaws and Andean flamingos, slipped away. On a cold, bright day by a Norfolk grazing marsh, I was with my flock.

With my friend’s binoculars I quickly found a rarer goose. Almost all the birds – fifty perhaps – were dark-bellied brent geese, our regular winter visitors from west Siberia. Among them there was one black brant, from the distant tundra of the North Pacific. Blacker on the back and belly than the rest, with a bolder white collar and a broad white flank, this dapper goose was in the flock but somehow other.

For ten years, in South America, I’d been the foreigner in the flock: accepted, loved, but always other. Seeing this goose, I knew it was time to return to Norfolk, to my home. A little further on, though I’d said nothing, my friend brought up a seasonal job on offer in his department at the conservation charity where he worked. Almost disbelieving, I asked whether – with all my experience in the wrong landscapes, on the wrong side of the world – there was any chance that I would get it if I applied.

I got the job, though for propriety my friend stood down from interviewing. I moved home from Bolivia. A few weeks later, hearing my first returning willow warbler in a decade, in the village where I grew up, I sobbed. Wave after wave of sobbing moved across me, like rain in summer storms. In the soulful, liquid voice of this continent-defying little bird, came the knowing that I was home.

By now, though, I was well known for leading wildlife tours. Offers kept coming to work in ever wilder and more thrilling places. Over the next ten years, around jobs in conservation at home, I worked on every continent, on every ocean, sharing wildlife with my clients and learning from brilliant, passionate colleagues everywhere. It was a life of enormous privilege.

And guilt. It was during these years that the scale of our environmental crisis became apparent. The more I read and thought, the more I hated flying. The more I hated myself for flying. I’d got into a position in which the majority of my income came from leading extraordinary wildlife tours; in which friends across the world asked me to keep supporting both their businesses and their conservation projects; in which clients’ and colleagues’ lives were genuinely changed by the experiences we shared. It took deep thought and anguish for me to decide I had to give up flying; for me to tell the tour company I worked for, and my many friends there, how I felt.

In November 2019, I came home from Sichuan, from watching Pallas’s cat, Chinese mountain cat, Chinese red panda, golden snub-nosed monkey and Lady Amherst’s pheasant. With that, my travel commitments were all but done. Then, early in 2020, our whole world changed. Just as the Ice Age cliffs of Norfolk can seem eternal, until a catastrophic mudslide devours a hundred-metre stretch, so we were thrust into a life we neither recognised nor understood.

Like innumerable others, for the first two months I was alone. Even once the rules relaxed, I remained alone, thanks to ill health among my closest family. Just as alarmingly, I soon had essentially no income. Despite this, spring and summer, with their blissful weather, and no vehicles on the roads, were a time of happiness for me. I walked and watched and wondered at the wildlife on my doorstep. Ten species of warbler sang upriver from my home, as every year they do; a badger trotted past my door as I left to walk one early morning; ring ouzels poured through my stretch of valley in numbers nobody had ever seen; a corncrake from the Norfolk reintroduction settled in an ancient meadow by my house; and a white-tailed eagle from the Isle of Wight flew over as I drank black coffee in my garden.

But I’m not good at winter. As robins began to sing in autumn, presaging in their tragic songs the cold and lonely months ahead, I became low. I had no work still. Still I was alone. Unable to flock with those I loved, I decided I would join another flock, the one which brought me home from South America. I would follow Norfolk’s geese all winter, I would write about them, and about the many people whose lives they touched. Both to keep my emissions low and, in my tiny way, to honour the great, athletic migrations of our geese, I would dust off my mother’s old red bike and cycle.

I wrote to two friends whose knowledge of geese is legendary. One of them, Andy Bloomfield, is senior warden of the Holkham National Nature Reserve. Born at Holkham, he knows its wildlife as no one else, including winter’s brents and whitefronts, and the pinkfeet which he has watched since their return in the 1980s. The second, Kane Brides, works for the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust. He has ringed and studied geese all over Europe, especially in Iceland, where our pinkfeet breed. Both friends replied with enthusiasm and agreed to help.

September came and swallows gathered above the village duckpond by my house. The swifts had left already, leaving a screaming silence in their stead. But my phone whirred with news of pink-footed geese crossing the Hebrides, coming south. On 6th September Andy texted that 300 pinks had come to roost at Holkham, the first arrivals of the year. The following morning, I fetched my red bike from the shed and cycled twelve miles to the coast, and Holkham. With this, I launched into a winter to be spent with Norfolk’s brents and pinkfeet; with the geese which, thirty years before, a scrawny, mop-haired boy had learned to love.







2020
SEPTEMBER
summer dies slowly



Pink-footed geese arrive from Iceland. Cycling around North Norfolk on my old red bike, I find them feeding in coastal stubble fields. By the month’s end, as the weather grows cold, the first dark-bellied brent geese arrive from Siberia.


Monday 7th September

Summer dies slowly, in dark bush-crickets’ muted chirps and in the bead-eyed common gulls drawn from northern moors to Norfolk’s plough. Winter comes slowly too, in the gathering of the geese. I saw my first today. Pink-footed geese of course – for they come first – and they’re early this year again. They came into my mind some weeks ago, as their numbers swelled in the south of Iceland and I began to conceive a season writing words on geese. I primed goose-expert friends, and for the past two days the phone in my pocket has buzzed with news of their noisy flocks over the Hebrides and Highlands. Last night, newly arrived, 300 pinkfeet came to roost at Holkham, close to my North Norfolk home.

I went to welcome them this morning. Reaching the end of Lady Anne’s Drive, and Holkham’s coastal grazing marsh, I heard, through a North Sea fret, the shrill Norse gossip of the geese, somewhere overhead. Here again; home again in Norfolk. Between the pine crowns on the dunes, and through the mist, I caught the subtly readjusting V that presages a Norfolk winter, still more felt than seen. At Salts Hole, 500 metres further west, four pinkfeet dropped from the mucky sky to the grazing marsh beyond, tilting their blue-grey wings to stall, and fall to our sun-sweet southern grass.

Four geese: parents with their tundra-born goslings of this year. Two young which, still eggs barely three months ago, have made a maiden journey south, to come to Holkham. They will stay together here, this family, all winter, and across the muddy fields of North Norfolk and the Broads. In early spring – hunger, foxes and the gun permitting – they will start to make their way together to the tundra. I will stay with them throughout the winter too, and write a story of geese and of people and the land.

I walked a little further to the west, stopping to lean on the crumbling wall above the Iceni fort. From inland of Burnham Overy, large skeins of geese appeared, twisting grey squiggles in the wet grey sky. I tingled with excitement: here they came. Their voices reached me, though, before a hint of plumage: the nasal clang that said their bills were deep-based and orange, not delicate and tipped with pink. Greylags are fine geese nonetheless – unfairly scorned – and they will feature in this story too. I tingled still as they reached the marsh and tumbled, hurling their silver-shouldered wings from side to side, and landed on a pool fringed in purple-headed reed, from which a Cetti’s warbler damply sang, claiming his space in a distant spring.

Another voice: a high Icelandic yicker, as four more pinkfeet came to Holkham at last. They dipped to join the greylags; then, perceiving their mistake, wheeled up and on to land unseen a little further. Tears filled my eyes as this sky-borne family dropped to our Norfolk mud and grass and I stood humbled by the journey they’ve survived, excited by a winter ahead in the company of geese.

Curlews called balefully across the marsh, and meadow pipits lisped over the pines, bound south too. Even the rolled Rs of house martins sounded sad today, through mist and drizzle; a sound so happy when they come in April. I trudged back to my bike in the rain. For I’d cycled the twelve and more miles from home in honour of the pinks, in honour of their long unbroken flight here from the Arctic Circle’s southern fringe.

It was a paltry tribute to these magnificent birds. Even so, the first four miles of my journey home, from the coast at Wells to Egmere, are a long, slow hill, taxing my mother’s forty-one-year-old bike, taxing my all-but-forty-seven-year-old thighs. The drizzle fell and caravans tore past, heading for home, hardly heeding a cyclist straining up a hill in honour of Icelandic geese.

I reached home wet. As I’d lain in bed before dawn, listening to Radio Four, Tomasz Schafernaker’s chipper voice had promised that East Anglia’s weather would be fine and dry. Last time I trust his pillow talk.



Wednesday 9th September

Geese called me to the coast again today. All yesterday, as I was working in the Brecks, news came to me of pinkfeet reaching Norfolk. Eager to see them as they arrived, I took to my bike – the colour of a ruddy darter dragonfly – and went, through a sweaty western wind, downhill to Holkham. Stretching my arm to signal I was heading northward, off the coast road to the marsh, I heard pinks yapping overhead. Twenty of them, bound inland.

In the 1860s, when Henry Stevenson was writing The Birds of Norfolk, the pink-footed goose had only for a matter of decades been described as a species separate from the bean goose. It had thus only recently been shown that Holkham’s winter flocks of geese were pinkfeet and not beans. ‘The earliest record of its identification in this county,’ Stevenson writes, ‘is apparently the notice by Yarrell of a specimen killed at Holkham, in January, 1841, by the present Earl of Leicester out of a flock of about twenty, since which time this goose has proved to be by far the most common species that frequents the Holkham marshes.’

Stevenson goes on to quote the Earl of Leicester, who lived at Holkham and owned the marshes which – still in his descendants’ care – form part of a National Nature Reserve today. ‘As long as I can recollect wild geese frequented the Holkham and Burnham Marshes. Their time of appearing in this district is generally the last week of October, and their departure the end of March, varying a little according to the season.’

To a watcher of geese in modern Norfolk, it is remarkable that in the 1800s pink-footed geese did not reach Holkham until the last week of October, which at the time would emphatically have been autumn. This year’s earliest birds have arrived in the first week of September, and by mid-September, which these days often feels like summer, their flocks can number thousands. Clearly the migratory behaviour of our pinkfeet has changed enormously in these past 150 years.

Today the marsh was quiet and there were no pinkfeet to be seen, so I dawdled through the bracken-scented woodland edge, beset by insects. Field grasshoppers chirruped at the sand track’s edge and all along my sunny way were dragonflies: an ominous stack of migrant hawkers around the top of every pine, and common darters locked in tardy mating wheels.

Hoping I might see geese arriving from the sea, I turned north through the dunes. Instead of geese above, I met a sand dune bestiary of plant names at my feet – common cat’s-ear, mouse-ear hawkweed, hare’s-foot clover, bird’s-foot trefoil, common stork’s-bill, and the leathery September leaves of hound’s-tongue – some in flower for a few weeks more and some now spent.

I reached the fledgling saltmarsh at Holkham Gap, formed since my Norfolk childhood by new dunes hemming in the highest tides, allowing them to drop their finest particles of silt. Here, through winter, dark-bellied brent geese will graze, if left untroubled by dogs off leads and wellied winter hordes of visitors. Brents are our second winter geese to come and they’ll be here within a month. Today, though, summer’s last brave, brittle flowers of rock sea-lavender marked the marsh’s edge.

Back at my bike I heard the pinks again; and, as I pedalled home, so heady was the hedge with ivy that I had to weave and duck to dodge a storm of nectar-drunken wasps.



Monday 14th September

Only a few days after the first of 2020’s birds arrived, thousands of geese are roosting on the marsh at Holkham; but just as they did in Stevenson’s day, most of them fly out from here to feed. Through the middle of winter, modern pinkfeet are usually found in harvested fields of sugar beet, where they grow fat on what is spilled and spoiled; but the first of the beet will not be lifted for a fortnight yet. So where are these geese feeding now? As with all questions of Holkham geese, I asked Andy Bloomfield.

Son of a Holkham shepherd, Andy was born in the park, where the first geese he loved were the rowdy Egyptians which bred on a pond by his childhood home. Next came feral Canada geese, many of which then nested by the lake. Aged eleven, as his interest in nature grew, he would cycle north through the park to the marshes beyond, running the gauntlet of angry Canada ganders, one of which once knocked him off his bike. In the late 1970s and early 80s, when just 2,000 pinkfeet came to Holkham every year, Andy and his goose-watching confidant, the artist James McCallum from Wells, ‘became obsessed quite quickly’. Hardly anyone was interested in geese, except when a rarity was found, but for Andy and James the excitement was never in finding rare geese: ‘It was always about the spectacle, the clamour, these birds in a working landscape, the links to the past.’ Ever since those days – for many years as a volunteer, and since 2004 as one of Holkham’s wardens – Andy has watched and counted the geese and cared for their habitat.

Late this summer, as soon as I began to think of writing on geese, I texted Andy. For he is central to the story of geese at Holkham. He replied immediately, with enthusiasm, inviting me to the marsh. Here in 2006, he said, he and James had counted 90,000 pinkfeet, the largest flock ever to be seen in Norfolk. On the day of my visit in August, Andy drove me out along Bone’s Drift to Wroth’s Flood, which has become a significant roost for geese in recent years. Though the first of the pinkfeet were still two weeks from arriving, wood sandpipers fidgeted on the mud and fresh young marsh harriers, the colour of melted Bournville, swayed over the marsh. We thought we’d crowned a great day when we found an osprey perching, horizontal like a hammerhead, on a post above the water. But a little further, as I stepped
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