
		
			[image: Cover image: Bird School: A Beginner in the Wood by Adam Nicolson]
		


		
		[image: Title page image: Bird School: A Beginner in the Wood by Adam Nicolson, William Collins logo]

		

		
			Copyright

			William Collins

			An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers

			1 London Bridge Street

			London SE1 9GF

			www.4thEstate.co.uk

			HarperCollinsPublishers

			Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper

			Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

			This eBook first published in Great Britain by William Collins in 2025

			Copyright © Adam Nicolson 2025

			Adam Nicolson asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

			Cover design and illustration by Rebecca Heselton

			Tree engraving © Artur Balytskyl/Alamy

			A catalogue record of this book is available from the British Library

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publishers.

			Without limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

			This book contains the URL for a third-party website over which the publisher has no control. It is included for the benefit of the reader but the publisher assumes no responsibility for its changing content from time to time.

			Source ISBN: 9780008490874

			Ebook Edition © April 2026 ISBN: 9780008490850

			Version: 2026-03-21

		

		
			Dedication

			For all my much-loved Ravens

		

		
			1.

			Bird School

			LEARNING

			[image: A person in a dark coat holds a dead large black raven with glossy feathers, against their chest in an outdoor setting.]

			The first time I met a bird close-up, it was dead. A raven. Even seeing it on the side of the mountain road in Crete was a shock: a large, dark splayed body the size of a small dog. I stopped the car and got out, not quite certain if I would find a wounded animal, enraged at its fate and frenzied in pain. But it was properly dead. Whatever it had once been had left. Holding its rigid form – all looseness and flexibility gone; it was as stiff as a dried cod – feeling my way around it, rustling open its wing feathers, pushing through the soft plumage on its nape and back, was like exploring a derelict house. Rafters, furnishings, upholstery, timbers, abandonment. It had been shot and its bill was bloodied in gouts towards the point, yet the midnight blue of its back and wing shimmered in my hands, each sheathing layer overlapping the next in soft-edged scales.

			The bird felt like a miracle of construction: the splitting-axe of its bill, more palaeo than any piece of bird-body I had ever seen, capable of crushing the skull of a rabbit in one slow, final closure; the nape that it ruffles and raises in both anger and desire; the spread of the primary feathers in the wing, no matter wasted, each rib as structural as a medieval vault, as fine as necessary, graded in width and strength from outer to inner and from tip to root.

			And then the claw, dirty from life, knobbled like a Malacca cane, the darkness giving way, as an undertaker’s shoe might when muddied beside the grave, to a leathered practicality, armoured against the world and padded against rock.

			[image: A person's hand gently holds the dark wing of a raven, showcasing its intricate feather pattern.]

			The dead bird was not the bird. The body seemed only to have been the means by which the bird could have become itself. But that moment of closeness to such an animal was the beginning of something for me.

			I had never paid much attention to birds. For whatever reason – perhaps because everyday birds were too small, too evasive, too difficult to know, requiring too much patience and too much submission to their ticky little habits – I had not cared about them. Or not bothered to care.

			[image: Close-up of a raven's claw gripping a small object, with detailed textures of the scales and feathers.]

			My family had never been troubled by them. My father – no naturalist – was always more interested in looking across a bit of country than in what it might be made of. The view was the thing, not the plants or animals in it. As a boy I never chose to understand the birds or tried to learn the songs or calls. I did love seabirds – big, obvious, loud, heraldic, unmistakable – and came to know them on our annual holidays in Scotland, but the birds in the wood or the garden at home remained a blank, a flicker of nothing much, like motes in sunlight.

			Why this indifference? Perhaps because attending to the birds seemed marginal to the bigger stories. Perhaps because my father looked down on anything like that. He built himself a gazebo – an eighteenth-century joke: ‘I will gaze’, as a fusion of Latin and English – on the corner of the garden from which he could survey a stretch of country ‘unchanged since Jane Austen saw it’, as he would often say. A view, or a landscape as it was always more grandly described, precludes a love of anything else and as the naturalist Mark Cocker described in Our Place, his excoriating 2018 account of the failure of modern nature organisations to attend to the well-being of nature, this view-addiction has presided over a destruction of everything else. Perhaps because of an inherited taste for parkland, carpet has seemed better than vitality, smoothness than mess. The Britain Cocker portrayed has fetishised a ‘landscape beauty almost devoid of biodiversity … Nature is slipping away from these islands … Not since the last ice age has Britain been so stripped bare of its natural inhabitants.’ In common with that presiding culture, I had walked thousands of miles across a diminished Britain without ever truly recognising what was or wasn’t there.

			Later, when I encountered bird people who had spent their years of apprenticeship learning and attending to the birds, I slid past them. I remember in Turkey, making a radio programme on Homer with my friend and lifelong birder Tim Dee. As we stood together on the Trojan plain, perched on the slopes of a Bronze Age tumulus known as the Tomb of Achilles, he said he could hear a woodlark singing above us. I began to talk into his woolly microphone about the beauties of that place, its oak woods, its leaning, creaky olive groves, the lionskin of late summer grasses, the endless, homeless north wind blowing across from the steppes, and said something about ‘the song of a lark high above us’. Tim stopped me: ‘Not a lark, a woodlark.’ He can never watch a film without agonising over the presence of the wrong birds at the wrong time of year on the soundtrack.

			We started again and I said ‘lark’ again and I remember his frustrated, raised eyebrows and the pursed lips of the radio producer who remains silent, his eyes on the horizon, as his contributors mouth idiocies.

			It is a reproachful memory, symptomatic of a certain frame of mind. And so a couple of years ago I decided to embark on an attempt to encounter birds, to engage with a whole and marvellous layer of life that I had lived with in a kind of blindness and deafness for decades.

			I wanted to look and listen, to return to Bird School and see what it might teach me. I knew it would be long, slow and bitty. Birds don’t easily offer themselves up and in that way differ from our modern experiences in which the wanted or desired is almost constantly available. Birds move too fast or are too far away. We summon their alarm. Their concealment is occasionally interrupted only by a flickering, transient, uncertain presence. ‘Nature likes to be hid,’ Heraclitus wrote in Ephesus 2,600 years ago and as such birds are the opposite of a landscape view that lays itself out in a kind of horizontal, placid seductiveness. Birds refuse that subjugation. They are often on the run, intent on a life in which the human observer is merely a threat or annoyance. They know how to fly away, neatly like owls or buzzards, with a kind of disdainful calm, or like pigeons with a grand fluster of feathers and noise, or blackbirds with a car-alarm-disturbed-terror-shriek; or to hide and creep, to stay still and silent, like the snipe or woodcock in the most anxious stillnesses in nature, to warn each other of some alien mammal in the neighbourhood and to observe us far more than we ever observe them.

			Experiments have shown how much they dislike the threat that a human eye represents. They don’t like being looked at, and birds, if you look at them too hard, will fly away. The eye-spots on butterfly wings are designed to alarm bird predators and the reaction of most birds, especially in the young, is to take flight. The response is more powerful when it is a watching face; a pair of eyes is more frightening to them than a single eye-shaped form and one can experiment with this: watch with your hand over one eye and the birds might be untroubled. Remove it and they will flee. Deep in their adaptive minds is the knowledge that predators have their eyes in the front of their heads, giving them the necessary, wide, binocular gaze, and it is that double, watching, hungry vision that birds fear and avoid.

			We bring terror in our wake. Charles Foster, the English writer on the wildness of animals, has said that whenever he wanders into the section of a bookshop called ‘Birdwatching’, he looks for those books that might describe or try to describe the experience of birds watching us.

			What do they make of us? What is that large mammal that likes to stop on its walk through the wood and somehow transform its little eyes into a pair of bug-eyed predatory lenses with which it tracks us as we pass? Could we ever trust it? What is its world, its intention? What does it want?

			I have come to think that the inaccessibility of birds is the heart of their marvellousness. Both concealment and their capacity for distance and height is their form of pride. We do not own them. They possess themselves, even as their indifference makes us long for them. ‘You don’t hear birds, you hear worlds,’ Olivier Messiaen, the great French composer, once wrote. That unknowable otherness, the way in which they represent the complex, involved presence of entire life systems that are not-us but are somehow interleaved with our own, is the source of the birds’ beauty. They are unknowability itself alive in front of us, coloured, feathered, voluble, quick, inaccessible, with something fractal about them, so that the more you look, the less you know. Or perhaps the more you look, the more you know how little you know. You can only be led towards them, as if into a mystery.

		

		
			2.

			Birdhouse

			ABSORBING

			[image: A wooden birdwatching hut with a conical roof stands elevated in a wooded area, surrounded by bare trees and bushes.]

			I slowly developed a double thought: not only to learn something of birds but to make a place, despite the general crisis, that might be accommodating and receptive to them. I live in the Sussex Weald, damp and tree-thick country. We first came here thirty years ago, on the run from London and looking for a refuge, somewhere my wife Sarah and I felt we could be happy. We found a small, slightly abused dairy farm in the rough country on the borders of two ancient parishes, Brightling and Burwash. It was called Perch Hill, meaning stick hill, because the high clay soils of the fields were good for growing little else. Over the previous decades, as the economics of modern dairying pinched on small farms, it had been driven increasingly hard, its trees felled, hedges and even small woods taken out and pastures re-sown with dominant modern rye-grasses. By the early 1990s, when we arrived, the farmer had finally given up, having sold the cattle and let out the whole place as grazing for sheep.

			It should be – and probably always was – somewhere that is congenial to birds, but, along with the rest of the country, the bird life here had diminished. Could it be made better? Was that even possible?

			I began to feel that to learn about birds and to make a bird-friendly place might be two halves of one idea. Learn the birds and their needs, understand the deep story and disciplines of this farm, and the two goals could coalesce. A good place could make its birds, just as birds could make a place, not only as key ingredients in its ecology, playing their part in its complex trophic structures, but by making it ‘hum with the frequencies of the unconscious’, as the poet and novelist Kapka Kassabova has said of her much-loved homeland in Bulgaria. Birds are the voice of a wood early in the year and the form in which that wood takes wing as the fledglings leave the nest in summer. They are the upper register in the music of anywhere that is vital and flourishing. And so, I hoped, as I became alive to the birds, the place might become alive to them.

			History is thick here. Much of the land on this farm and its neighbours is not unlike a rough, overgrown garden. The ways down into the woods are narrow and arched. Oak trees hang their limbs over the gateways and ancient many-stemmed hazels push up towards them. The midwinter sunshine comes between the trees and spreads its broken beams over the gates, throwing shadows on the grass in parallelograms of light and shade.

			[image: Dense forest path lined with intertwined, gnarled trees and surrounded by underbrush, creating a natural tunnel.]

			Mossy medieval woodbank and lane on the edge of High Wood with overgrown chestnut coppice

			Choose any one of these entrances into the hidden and sunken lanes that cross this woody country and the place closes over, moss-lined, in spring wallpapered with primroses and wood anemones, coming to the little tree-roofed streams that are creased into the clays and sandstones.

			Most of that wooded lowland of the Sussex Weald has been almost forgotten now, the coppiced trees neglected for decades so that each stem from their ancient stools has become a full-grown forest plant, which here and there has crashed out in winter gales to lie horizontal among its neighbours.

			[image: Map of Perch Hill and surrounding areas, showing locations such as High Wood, Way Field, Coombe Wood, and Leggett's Wood. Features include fields like Beech Meadow and Long Field, as well as woods and paths. A scale at the top right indicates distances in yards and metres.]

			The fields of Perch Hill Farm surrounded by the ancient woodland from which they were cut in the late Middle Ages

			I do not know of a landscape that is so full of the suggestions of the past, perhaps because modernity has abandoned so much of it. Many of the woods have returned to a wildness they have not had since the Dark Ages. The old handmade structures moulder – not only the lanes, but the woodbanks that once protected the young trees from the deer, the coppice stools themselves, the jigsawed outlines of field and wood, the remote abandoned ponds long ago dammed for ironworks, the pits where the farmers dug for the limy marl to sweeten their acid soils.

			It still bears in its bones memories of deep poverty and hard labour. Try digging a posthole in the clay or even burying a pet or a dead lamb in the corner of a field and you soon know how intractable the land is: the lanes were mostly impassable all winter, or would have needed a team of oxen to drag a wagon through their clag; and hardly a day of sunshine passes before that stolid stickiness transmutes into an equally unaddressable concrete. No one who could have chosen to farm elsewhere would have opted for these difficulties.

			The need for intense, body-racking work created a landscape of interlinked privacies, a place infused with human life, with the woods planted some with hornbeam, for its strength and its ability to make the best of hot-burning charcoal; with ash, for the all-important lightness in the handles of rakes or scythes; and oak for everlasting robustness, to make the thatched houses, barns and byres of which each separate farmstead consisted. Historically, fields were tiny, often no more than one or two acres. And farms were small, twenty or thirty acres, with a few cows, some pigs and chickens. Oxen were the draught animals of choice but this was farming on the level of gardening.

			Here human enterprise and the natural world are braided together. Nothing is entirely wild or unwild and the generations of farmers who lived and worked this land have moulded the farm in a way that was always accommodating of natural life. Their system was cyclical and only intermittently disruptive. Each part of the wood in turn would be coppiced every twelve or fifteen years and otherwise allowed to grow on in peace. In some years, the grass in the meadows would be left to grow until July so that hay could be made there. In the intervening years the fields would be grazed by the pasturing animals. In winter those animals would be housed and the hay fed to them. All winter the farm would be left wet and empty and only in the following spring the dung spread across it.

			The impact of those farmers was not relentless or even continuous. In both space and time, the human influence was irregular and patchy, scarcely imposing for a while, but then – in the hay harvest, in the laying or pleaching of a hedge that had outgrown itself as a barrier to stock or in the coppicing of a few acres of wood – radically invasive, entirely changing the environment in which plants and creatures lived, at least for a while.

			There is no evidence that the making in the Middle Ages of small Wealden farms like this one involved a diminution of their wildlife. It is impossible to be sure but in many ways the traditional shape of Perch Hill is not unlike that of the natural, post-glacial world – the one to which the modern rewilding movement often looks – with the difference that human beings were an integral part of it.

			The ecologist Ben Macdonald has described the benefits brought to birdlife by the interventions of medieval man.

			[image: Houses nestled among dense trees, with a forest in the background.]

			Perch Hill: a farm buried in a wood

			In place of aurochs-grazed pastures, we put to work tiny groups of cattle and pigs. In place of wild wood-pastures, we planted orchards. An organic orchard holds twice as many earthworms per square metre as dense woodland. If you were a blackbird or any other pasture-feeding species, you were winning. Birds that evolved in scrub-grasslands, whether red-backed shrikes or turtle doves, thrive under extensive grazing … Coppicing woodlands, as the late Oliver Rackham observed, recreates the tree-breaking actions of bison – or the zealous activity of beavers. If you were a nightingale or a willow tit, you were winning.

			Charcoal burners in the hornbeam woodlands kept the right conditions going for nightjars and woodlarks. Hay meadows were perfect for corncrakes and other insect eaters. When in July I walk across one of our bigger fields called Great Flemings, named after the man who farmed it in the sixteenth century, it can be thick with grasshoppers, meadow brown butterflies and other insects fizzing out of the stems in front of me. I reckon there can be fifty or even a hundred in every square yard. The meadow is big, two hundred yards by three hundred, so it must hold hundreds of thousands of grasshoppers, an enormous resource for insect-eating birds across a summer.

			This pattern of maintenance and dependence that came and went is unlike the repetitive and constant impositions of modern agriculture but it is intriguingly like the world described in an idea of natural richness that emerged in the 1970s. The theory has a clumsy name – the intermediate disturbance hypothesis – but it enshrines the understanding that natural life thrives not in a world of brutal and constant change, nor in unbroken calm, but somewhere in the middle of those extremes. Too much destruction reduces biodiversity. If a field is ploughed every year, or if a hurricane regularly destroys a forest, a natural world of any richness will not develop. Only the plants and animals that can rapidly recolonise a place would be given a chance before the next round of demolition and dismantling. Counterintuitively, the same is true of too little destruction. Dominant competitors outreach everything else. In Sussex, nothing but a solid, shady oak wood would grow. First, the birds of the open grassland – the skylarks – would fade away. For a while birds of a rich scrubby undergrowth – the warblers and nightingales – would come and sing but as the oak cover thickened they too would disappear and you would be left only with the remnants of tits and finches.

			The bit-by-bit practices of Wealden farming enabled a kind of heterogeneity that was patchy in both time and space, precisely the environment in which a wide variety of natural life can thrive. If there was any place in which to come to understand birds, this careful, knitted and half-broken farm was it.

			I had always loved one of our smallest fields at the bottom of the farm called Hollow Flemings, named after the man who also farmed its neighbour Great Flemings long ago. For many years we used it as rough grazing, the cows picking at the grasses and shoving their noses into the edges of the wood. It is tucked away in one of the small side valleys with which the land is pleated here. Dyer’s greenweed grew in the summer and meadow brown butterflies used to flitter across it in June and July, pairs of them dancing around themselves as they fled across the hillside in dark, double, guttering flames.

			Then, one wet winter, two things happened. The stream at the foot of the field, gorged with rain, started to cut down into its bed. At the same time the springs in the field itself were running hard, lubricating the upper layer of clay. One morning I found about three acres of Hollow Flemings had slipped, leaving a little cliff at the top of it, two or three feet high, and a tumble of fallen and half-fallen trees at the bottom where the clay was now clogging the stream. Over the next weeks, still more of the land slumped downwards. It was clear that the use of that field was over. We couldn’t mow it or even fence it and so we let it go. It was no longer any part of the farmed world.

			Brambles bubbled up into thickets that no deer could enter. Willows and alders sprouted beneath them, followed by the blackthorn and birches. Within a year or two young ash trees were raising their heads above the thorns. Now young oaks, some fifteen feet high, stand around the old landslip, the tips of their branches just beginning to touch, perhaps the product of jays forgetting a cache of acorns they had buried there.

			[image: Houses nestled among dense trees, with a forest in the background.]

			Garden-scale farming: part of a 1600 map of the Sussex Weald now in East Sussex Record Office

			Deer graze in the narrow tongues of grass that persist between the clumps of new woodland. And then, one spring, two nightingales made the brambly thickets their territories, one at each end of the landslip, sigh-shouting at the night sky for any wives that might be passing.

			In one way, that field is a ruin; in another it is reaching for a kind of wholeness, a reassertion of itself that shows abandonment is not abandonment but a form of emergence and release. The forgotten field, years before anyone much spoke of rewilding, had rewilded itself.

			I met a man on the road one day – we were both out walking – and started to chat. He had worked at Perch Hill as a boy in the 1940s, looking after the cattle, making the hay. He looked at me quizzically when I told him how much I loved being there and after a pause asked the question that had been on the tip of his tongue. ‘Perch Hill, still slipping, is it?’

			Yes, still slipping, as fields of other farms in this valley are. When I went to the local county record office I searched through the documents that might describe this farm. It was a detailed story, going back through a sequence of tenants and landowners, fifty-one names over six centuries, their mortgages and debts, their legacies and inheritances. In the 1820s it had belonged to a local estate and a surveyor had mapped it, listing one of our fields as Slide Field. Neighbouring farms were equally rough, their sixteenth-century parcels labelled as Slidden Mede, Little Bramble, Broomy Field, the Stumblets, the Wagmires. None was easy.

			Despite the roughness, an organised life was being lived here. Over and over again, copying out the listings from the earlier documents, the lawyers described Perch Hill’s ‘Stables Outhouses Edifices and Buildings Closes yards gardens pastures arable orchards and woodlands’ like a diagram of order, an embroidered sampler of rural life. But twice in among them, in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century documents, a phrase jumped out at me: rough grounds.

			Rough grounds, the half-accommodated land, neither woodland nor pasture, nor orchard nor arable, but something that still had one foot in the unchanged, pre-anthropic world. Not rewilded but wild nonetheless, pre-cultured, living in the borderlands of nature and culture. Rough grounds was the early modern term for a place where the intermediate disturbance hypothesis held sway.

			[image: Rough handwritten text spelling roughgrounds.]

			[image: Medieval manuscript with handwritten text in Latin, featuring a black wax seal attached with ribbon at the bottom.]

			The oldest document of all came from that marginal territory, an act of transfer between father and son but describing a place that had scarcely been taken in from the wild. The deed is a beautiful thing, a small document, folding up to the size of a postcard and written on stiff parchment, with a seal still hanging from it. It was drawn up on Monday 7 June 1419, four years after the English archers had destroyed the French nobility at Agincourt. By it, a Burwash man John Ringmer gave the land to his son Richard, a transaction witnessed by four of their neighbours, and calling the place not Perch Hill (a name it acquired only in the late sixteenth century) but something older and more visceral: Sweating Croft, or as it is spelled by the medieval clerk, Swetyngcroft.

			What did it mean? A piece of land so hard to work that it could be identified by the sweat it drew from the farmer? Or land, as Perch Hill still is, so wet with springs, dripping like a man swinging his scythe at the hay all one long summer morning? Or both? A place so wet that only unrelenting work could bring it within the human fold? There is no telling but in the subtle, oblique way of ancient documents, which hint at and rarely describe, these were the pointers for me. Nature and culture interfold here. The whole place is an act of companionship across generations and species. It is a place to make good but not a place to make neat. Both it and you will sweat in it.

			If I was to come to know the birds as I had resolved to do, this boundary condition was what to aim for and cultivate. The ideal was immersion.

			[image: Stylized, handwritten text with ornate script.]

			Hollow Flemings, the self-rewilding field – perhaps the original Swetyngcroft – was the place. There is no view to speak of there. Resurgent nature is crowding back in. Young trees are proliferating in the brambles and up out of the bracken. This is where the nightingales had chosen to sing. If I was to learn about the birds, this was where I should base myself, away from any house, far from any road or disturbance, embedded in the edge country.

			The tool was to be a shed in that forgotten field, a cabin with fold-down windows. It should be a small shelter, big enough to sleep in but little more, a birdhouse, a place for a day and a night, and a hide from which to see and hear the yearly show unfold. I did not want to observe the birds but to be with them. Not a gazebo or an observatory, to stare out from or to gaze at any view, but something closer and subtler than that, an absorbatory, a place to take it in, to dissolve, if such a thing is possible, the boundary between self and world.

			There is nothing new about the idea of a shed as a revelatory place. Anything I made would, consciously or not, be a descendant of a long history of the shed as a way of encountering the world, not quite domestic and yet verging on domesticity, neither settled nor unsettled, out in nature but not of nature, poised between conditions. Every hut is a hide, an outer covering – it is no chance that we use the same word for the skin of a cow and a place of concealment: they have the same etymology – a shield and shelter, but one that is semi-permeable, a room into which the outside world could be allowed to enter as a welcome guest.

			And so one autumn, I embarked on making a shed for Hollow Flemings. It was to be close up against the young trees, their branches no more than a foot and a half from the windows. It should be wooden and raised up on stilts, because being up in the trees feels more engaged with them. A tree, once you are among its leaves, is no longer an object but an environment. Where possible, the shed’s materials – oak, chestnut, birch – should come from nearby. The windows should be wide and shallow so that nothing outside could see in – to see but not be seen; to hide – but they must be on all sides so that where the trees stepped away, there could be a longer look down into the valley. It needed a woodburner for winter days and early mornings. I thought at first bird feeders could hang off struts from the corners and drew a sketch from which my daughter draughted the rough idea of a woven-feeling building – she made it hexagonal, with a corrugated hemp roof. An engineer designed the foundations required to stop the whole structure sliding downhill. Tim Dee suggested that what we were all now calling the Bird House should become a birdhouse and that nest boxes could be incorporated into the walls, accessible to birds from outside through the usual openings, and visible from inside through glass behind small wooden doors. But if we were to have nest boxes, we shouldn’t have feeders nearby, as the two need to be separate for the birds’ safety.

			Nick Walsh, a joiner just down the road in Frant, agreed to make the little building with an oak frame and to fit it out with windows, nest boxes, benches and shutters. Colin Pilbeam, who manages the farm at Perch Hill, hired a digger and with Richard Lambden dug the trenches, screwed in the steel groundscrews and poured the foundations.

			Nick arranged for a woodman down the road to make the chestnut hurdles for the walls. And then slowly over the autumn and early winter, Nick and his friend Gary Parker hammered and hauled together the wonderful structure. By January, the woodburner had been installed. The benches were finished. Sarah had given me a set of bird pictures for the sloping roofs inside the shed and I arranged a network of wires and pulleys in the trees from which to hang the feeders. The birdhouse was ready for the world to come.

			I first sat in there on 19 January, soaking up the pleasure of occupying a newly made place for the first time. It was a room in the wood, a little capsule dedicated to the intermediate disturbance hypothesis, a hide for silence, a permeable place, designed to allow the world to enter it, a shed for the rough grounds, Swetyngcroft Hall.

			I had been reading Humankind by Timothy Morton, the English philosopher and ecocritic. In a sequence of essays Morton argues for the virtues of ‘solidarity with nonhuman people’. The heart of the problem is what Morton, who uses the pronouns ‘they’ and ‘them’, calls ‘the Severing’, a deep disconnectedness in our idea of the world that separates reality into two ‘shrink-wrapped’ categories: ourselves and Nature. This severing might have begun with the invention of agriculture in ancient Mesopotamia, but it remains a constant, ever-active principle, ‘a wave that ripples out in many dimensions, in whose wake we are caught’. To bridge that gap, the best move is to stop imagining or assuming that human thought is ‘the top access mode’ to reality and instead believe that ‘brushing against, floating through, licking or irradiating are also access modes as valid (or invalid) as thinking’. We need to be in the world with as little conceptualisation of it as the animals or maybe even the stones.

			Modern thought assumes that we experience only what our own minds allow us to experience. We are said to live within the filter of our own perceptions, encountering not the actual things of the world, the ‘noumena’, but things as they appear to us, the ‘phenomena’ of a perceived world. Morton is insistent on the reality of things beyond our perception of them. Of course there is going to be a boundary between us and that reality – it is difficult to meet the noumenal world of actual things – as there is between every organism and the reality in which it is embedded, but the task of understanding is to make that boundary ‘spongy’, to recognise that ‘there is a loose, thick, wavy line between things and their phenomena’. Only because the world and its categories are ‘perforated and permeable’ can we understand them at all. If everything existed in sealed categories, we would know nothing.

			Fuzziness is a necessary openness to the reality of other lives.

			It is the core ecological idea. Solidarity – ‘the fact of being perfectly united or at one with something’ – is the means of crossing or even living in that spongy boundary, so that permeation, the flooding in and through of all things by all things, is the foundational act of engaging with a reality that is ‘necessarily ragged and pock-marked’. It also chimes with the intermediate disturbance hypothesis and with the traditional practices of Wealden farming. In all three, there is no permanent presence or exclusion. Everything comes and goes, everything is permeated, in the ragged and pock-marked way that Hollow Flemings embodies.

			A conceptualised plea for de-conceptualisation may be paradoxical but there are deep rewards in it. We may all be alarmed by passivity, by the prospect of setting aside for a moment our agency, even our selfhood, and allowing all kinds of other realities to permeate through us. But with a glow of recognition I realised that the building of the birdhouse was a folding out into the material world, a concretising, of just these ideas. It was a small laboratory for passive connectedness, allowing the birds to project a sense of the uncontrolled reality of their lives a few inches from my nose.

			It is not as if Timothy Morton was the first to recognise the allure of the half-defined or the transient. There should be a portmanteau word in English to mean the-beauty-of-the-thing-almost-grasped-as-it-passes. I found myself looking again and again online at a drawing by Leonardo of a small stand of self-regenerating trees and shrubs, clearly growing on unmanaged or abandoned land, and perhaps twenty or thirty years old. They were curiously like the little copse of young birches, oaks and hazels next to the birdhouse. It is one of the subtle treasures of our world, made one morning in about 1500, bequeathed by Leonardo to his pupil and probable lover Francesco Melzi, finding its way in the early seventeenth century into the collection of Thomas Howard, Earl of Arundel and from him to Charles II. It is now ensconced in the Royal Collection at Windsor.

			I felt, looking at it, as if Leonardo had drawn my own tiny patch of wood, with a miraculous ability to do what Morton had suggested. Leonardo’s copse, filled with the shimmer of early summer light, seems alive. Here with the breeze moving among the branches is the-thing-almost-grasped-as-it-passes, some elements of those trees quite still, drawn with the sharp point of the chalk, others blurred and softened, muddled into motion where the chalk was lightly wetted on Leonardo’s tongue.

			Earlier artists had drawn nature as if it consisted of solid and distinct objects disposed around the world, removed from any perception of them. Here the small wood was something that had been drawn as seen. It was as much Leonardo’s apprehension of the copse that morning as the existence of the copse itself, as much alive as when first committed to its few square inches of paper, a model of the perforated boundary between self and world.

			[image: Trees sketched in pencil, densely grouped with detailed foliage and branches.]

			Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519), A stand of trees c.1500

			In the cold of the day and with the heat of the fire, I opened all the windows of the birdhouse, latching them up so that it felt as if I were sitting both inside and outside, warm with the fire to one side, cold with the air on the other, a small wooden building half-embraced by a Sussex wood, with the high-pitched rattling of the blue tits and great tits in the branches beside me.

			I had Morton’s and other books on the desk, a cup of coffee from a gas ring in my hand, no internet connection, passivity the chosen condition, the Leonardo-trees stirring in the light wind outside and thought that this was as near as I could hope to come to a permeated, category-defusing condition.

			And then into the house, through the window on to one of the fold-down desks beside me, came my first co-occupant, unsummoned, claiming the place as its own, soon jumping down behind my buckets and sacks of bird food, tucking in behind the woven chestnut panels: Troglodytes troglodytes, the Cave-dweller Cave-dweller, a wren.

		

		
			3.

			Wrens

			SURVIVING

			[image: A wren perches on a branch, its tail slightly raised. The background is softly blurred, emphasizing the bird's detailed plumage.]

			That first winter, the little cave-dweller – it is his name in French: le troglodyte mignon; in Breton ‘the cheerful one’ – came to live in the birdhouse. Nick Walsh had made a shallow louvre at the top of the roof, to aerate the interior, and on cold nights the wren managed to slip in through that gap, the narrowest of entrances for this speleologist, looking for shelter from the weather and the residual night-warmth from the fire I had kept up all day. I took to stoking it late each afternoon before I left.

			A balloon of cold had dropped on England. In the frost, the old oak leaves still fixed to the trees looked sugar-glazed. The ink froze in my pen and only started to flow when I held the barrel near the fire. The bowl of water for the dogs was crusted with ice and the frost made maps and diagrams on the window glass. Whole etched landscapes appeared, an alluvial plain marked with woods and single trees, and alleys of clear ground between them. Fronds and branch-lines of frost lasted all day on the glass of the north side.

			The snow came in its different modes. Cold drizzle, then wide flakes, drifting in through the windows when I had them open, slowly dropping on to the desks and benches like people settling in for a play.

			Then a hard and whistling wind that drove the snow in through the roof vent, filling the volume of the shed inside, a globe of specks that melted as they turned in the air above me.

			[image: Bullfinch perched on the floor, looking towards the camera.]

			The trees were heavy with it. Oak boughs came down in the wood, cracked off in the cold, lying, many of them still fully leaved, on the snow-dusted floor. On one of these mornings, as I arrived at the birdhouse, I found a female bullfinch sitting quite still in a little pit of snow scarcely bigger than its own body. Black cap, pale-pink brown on its chest. A big atmosphere about it. I thought maybe its own heat had melted the space around its body, so that it was resting in its own thaw. Its eye was bright but its energy had gone and as I picked it up it lay calmly in my hand, opening and closing its stubby black bill, weakened with cold. No cry. I took it inside the birdhouse to warm up and set it on a bed of old moss I had peeled from the trunk of an ash. It sat watching me with the brilliant globes of its black eyes. I lit the fire and wondered if I had found it too late and was witnessing the death of this beautiful thing, the colours of its plumage on chest and back shifting from pink to brown and an almost chestnut grey so that no boundary was visible between them – unlike the glamorous and severe definition of the black on its strong bull head, its wings and tail. A miraculous, watchful creature, sleek in its perfection but too diminished by the cold to show any fear.

			It sat on the moss nest for ten minutes or so before it began to flutter and then strike out with its wings, still feeling at my fingers gently and weakly with its bill. I held it gradually warming in my hand and when it was ready took it outside and as I opened my hand it flew off into the trees.

			The wren was not like that. It was alacrity made flesh and claimed this house from the beginning. I would arrive to find it scuttling from one bench and chest to another. Edward Armstrong, the best of all wren-describers, liked how ‘it perks, bobs, teeters and frequently presses forward as if it had an appointment in mind’. The acorns and old oak sprigs I had gathered on the desks were all turned upside down. Sarah had given me a tiny collection of little model birds made in the 1960s by a gamekeeper a few villages away, each half an inch tall, and they were stirred about, shoved on to the floor, no respect shown.

			The wren’s droppings were all over the desks, especially where it had sat on the tie-beams in the roof, leaving a dripped line of white dabs below them. It had played with bits of an old blue tit nest that I had found so that tufts of moss and wool were scattered about the room. Every time I tidied everything up and set the model birds back on their shelf and wiped away the droppings, I would find the same thing the next day. I was servicing a wren hotel.

			The bird was a little frightened of me and always gave its sharp alarm cry as I came up through the trapdoor in the floor. Sometimes it would walk along one of the windowsills, then hop from book to book. Or fly across the room, with incredible acuity, at ankle height – no rhythm in the flight – in an unbroken beeline three inches above the floor. Sometimes it flitted from one corner to another like a pinball in an arcade game and then stood on its tiny sprung legs, bouncing up and down, tail cocked, looking this way and that as if testing its own suspension. There seemed to be nothing longitudinal about it, more like a ball in flight, which like a helicopter might as well fly in reverse as forwards.

			It was not the easiest of relationships but in these cold days we learned to live together, contented enough as long as we didn’t try to meet. The bird didn’t like being photographed and the only picture I have of it was snatched in an out-of-focus moment as it scuttled across the top of my edition of Gilbert White’s journal.

			If unlooked-at, the wren seemed all right. Better inside, even if accompanied by a human being, than out in the cold. He fluttered and clicked around the birdhouse and into the gaps in the chestnut panels on the walls, liking to sit on the floor between my splitting axe and the broom. We spent many hours together like that. The whole place was filled with his tiny presence. I once put the pen down and picked it up to find it sticky with his droppings. The true rewilding.

			I wanted to call my new companion Emily Wren after Emily Dickinson. ‘I am small, like the Wren,’ she wrote in an early letter to T.W. Higginson, her mentor and encourager, ‘and my Hair is bold, like the Chestnut Bur – and my eyes, like the Sherry in the Glass, that the Guest leaves.’ And like the wren, she would have been at home in the birdhouse. Higginson had asked her what companions she had in life. She replied:

			Hills – Sir – and the Sundown – and a Dog – large as myself, that my Father bought me – They are better than Beings – because they know – but do not tell – and the noise in the Pool, at Noon – excels my Piano.

			But Emily Dickinson had a rival. John Clare, her equal as the poet of birds, loved wrens for their bright, everyday ordinariness, the quality in his poetry that Seamus Heaney called ‘an unspectacular joy and love for the inexorable one-thing-after-anotherness of the world’. Perhaps, if he had been asked, Clare would have said he was a wren. Sitting with my wren in the frost, I read for the first time, in another moment of recognition, Clare’s poem in which he remembered how, when he was a boy-labourer in Northamptonshire, a wren

			many a time hath sought

			Shelter from showers in huts where I did dwell

			In early Spring, the tenant of the plain,

			Tenting my sheep.

			And so this bright refugee-companion acquired a double name: John-Emily Wren, half-Clare, half-Dickinson.

			It hid most of the time. Often I didn’t dare turn round for fear of disturbing its calm and merely sat there listening to its scratchings as it ate the remains of lacewings and other insects that had fallen into the cracks between the floorboards. It often chattered to me. Usually very quietly, it sang in the frost, as if it were thawing, a tiny whistling and fluting so light I could hardly hear it, a little clickety wren, a wren peeping off when it felt like it. The song was not machine-like, but with an occasional trill interrupting its staccato notes, and with long silences between phrases, sometimes squeezing out the notes as if closing the opening in his throat. The ending of the song was always a bit inconclusive. It reminded Edward Grey, the distinguished British politician-cum-naturalist in the early twentieth century, of the efforts of the lady who concluded her address of a public meeting with the words ‘But still …’ and sat down.

			The wren summoned a kind of fondness in me in the way Clare described – he loved it more than the nightingale – but I know now that quietness is not the wren’s default mode. A wren at full belt sings with a desperate and loud urgency, a vehement blast of repeating notes. Its percussive stream seems larger than its own tiny sharp-billed, carefully delineated body and something about that combination of stridency and smallness, the sheer sweetness of the wren and its loud ferocity, made it the perfect beginning for my lessons: what was this little feathered life beyond the anxious flickering I could hear behind me as I sat listening, pretending to read?

			Wrens are among the very lightest of our birds, weighing one third of an ounce or ten grams, about the weight of two sheets of paper, too small to survive cold for long. The frost is murderous for them. In hard winters, they can be found roosting together, usually not more than ten in one place, but sixty-one were once found crammed into a sheltered nook. No wren spends the winter anywhere that January temperatures drop below –7 degrees Celsius and many in Europe migrate to escape the cold, either southwards – Swedish wrens have been known to fly 1,500 miles to northern Italy for a Mediterranean winter – or in the Alps down off mountains where they have summered.

			British wrens are not so mobile and there can be little doubt that the birdhouse and its louvre-entrance had been a life-saver for this bird. At regular intervals, frost devastates them. Between January and March 1963 England suffered its coldest winter since 1740. There were widespread reports of high numbers of dead and dying birds. Moorhens, lapwings, mistle thrushes and song thrushes all died in numbers. Thousands of robins and blackbirds were found dead in the fields and under hedges. But no bird suffered more than the wren, whose population fell by 79 per cent in that one winter. It took until 1967 for their numbers to recover.

			There is no need to be sentimental about this. Perhaps the birdhouse had saved John-Emily, but whatever the winter, three-quarters of all wren chicks will die in their first year of life and almost 70 per cent of the survivors will die the following year, and 70 per cent of those survivors the year after that. Most wrens can expect to live no more than two years. The oldest recorded was seven years and four months old.

			The pattern repeats. After that harsh winter, there was a steep increase up to the mid-1970s, when a series of cold winters slashed the numbers again, with parts of the country seeing a mortality rate of more than two-thirds, only for the wrens to recover once more. The population went through a sleigh ride, crashing again in the winter of 1996, peaking in 2006, crashing in 2011, reaching an even higher peak in 2017, dipping again, before rising in Britain and Ireland in 2023 to a record eleven million wren territories (each with a male bird and potentially several mates). The wren is now the commonest bird in the British Isles. They may summon our nurturing instincts but we need have no fear for them. They combine spectacular vulnerability with spectacular resilience, and it is a successful genetic strategy. They remain small because it is less costly to maintain a small body, even if smallness makes them vulnerable to the cold. Wren genes can risk mass destruction at regular intervals on the assumption that after the crash growth will return. Averaged out over decades, wren populations are almost stable.

			The motor for this multi-generational life pattern is an urgent erotic energy. The answer to death is sex. If the wrens suffer in cold winters, their full-on approach to breeding will start to refill the niches the following spring, a fierce compulsion to propagate that has driven it to world success. Like many other wrens, ours began as an American species, and the sheer vehemence of its tiny life has driven it, drop by drop, territory by territory, across the whole of Eurasia.

			Look at a wren and you are not seeing a sweet little fragmentary being but the demands of life itself, the product of tens of millions of generations bundled into a tiny round cocktailed package. Its evolutionary history is scarcely believable. It flies at a little more than twelve miles per hour, and is known in Shetland as ‘the wee brown button … too much like a mouse to lay eggs’, but wrens have spread from the Atlantic coast of Canada to the Pacific Northwest of the United States, across the Aleutians, island by island, each one with a different subspecies, to Japan, and on to Tibet and the Himalayas, thriving in Sikkim and Kashmir, to the shores of the Caspian and Turkestan, on into Europe, up to 7,700 feet in the snows of Psiloriti in Crete, where I have seen them at six o’clock on a frosty August morning, to the High Atlas in Morocco, to France, Britain and Iceland and only stopping short of the shores of Greenland. Wrens have landed and developed into separate subspecies on St Kilda and Fair Isle. It is the first lesson I learned from the little creature in the winter birdhouse with me: its essence is not vulnerability but vibrancy.

			The spectacular life-drive of the wren has long been recognised deep within European culture, having played a part in a pair of rituals that survived until the twentieth century. The first took place either on 26 December, St Stephen’s Day, or Twelfth Night, 6 January. Men and boys would beat the hedgerows until they caught or killed a wren. The bird would be nailed to a pole or put in a cage dressed with ribbons that were tied into holly and ivy and other winter greens. The shrine would then be taken from house to house, where the ‘wren boys’ would sing at the door and ask for food and drink. In return the householders would be given ‘lucky feathers from the bird’. At the end of the day the wren, by now almost naked, would, if not already dead, be solemnly killed and buried.

			In the depths of winter, a tiny radiant creature was captured, sacrificed, reverenced and buried. This was the remains of a fertility rite, a ritual to banish the deathliness of winter and, like all sacrifices, to offer up the beautiful in the hope of appeasing the brutal and destructive forces of the world.

			Winter sacrifice of the wren was accompanied by a spring version, when the bird was again captured and displayed in little boxes decorated with leaves and spring flowers, though this time not killed but honoured before being released back into the wild. These May festivities were sexualised, a celebration of the power of the procreative drive in people as much as in birds. And the wren was well chosen because it does indeed turn out to be the most lustful of creatures.

			Shakespeare knew it so that when King Lear looked for a symbol of the sexuality that ruled the world, it was the insects and the wren he chose:

			The wren goes to’t, and the small gilded fly

			Does lecher in my sight.

			Let copulation thrive …

			To’t, luxury, pell-mell …

			Sheer procreative energy and sexual demand on the wing is what the little cocked tail and the bright habits of the wren’s darting, dancing body, popping in and out of the shadows, now say to me. It is a ten-gram bundle of desire.

			With the last of the frosts, John-Emily left the birdhouse. But all year, I was never without a wren. John-Emily and the millions of cousin wrens were with me wherever I went – in the oaks outside the birdhouse, in the pile of fallen timber by our kitchen door, fizzing through shadows in the brambles of Hollow Flemings, silently foraging, hopping around behind the barn doors, occupying every part of the rough grounds.

			They were soon on their spring drive. The winter damage had to be made good. As the bullfinches returned to feast on the blackthorn blossom, and as other birds found their way into the birdhouse through the open windows, including one angry, anxious chaffinch, radiating the black, blue, green and amber brilliance of his spring breeding plumage, the wrens set to it.

			The growing light levels were making deep physiological changes in them, as in all birds. In the females, as the days lengthen and brighten, the egg-laying mechanism grows and thickens. In the males, the testicles start to grow by a factor of a hundred or more. A winter testicle that might occupy less than a cubic millimetre – a mustard seed – could be almost one hundred cubic millimetres – the size of a pea – by mid-April, having increased in size by four or five cubic millimetres a day until it occupies 3 per cent of the wren’s body, pumping it full of aggressive male hormones.

			[image: A finch with a distinctive black and white wing pattern rests on a wooden surface.]

			A male chaffinch

			Wrens now begin their preparations for breeding. They re-establish the boundaries of their territories by singing their hard, metallic territorial songs at any of up to seven neighbouring rivals. When not singing, the males start to build what are called cock nests, often made only of sticks roughly laid together, or in this wood of moss torn from the boles of fallen trees.

			These nests are signals of their own excellence made to the females, who have much larger and overlapping territories and who in early spring roam the woods and rough grounds looking for suitable mates. Nests are expensive to make. Each one can take between half a day and five days to build. By the time it is finished, the cock nest weighs on average four times as much as the bird that created it.

			This expense is part of the point. A high-quality cock is one that builds strings of nests (the most that have ever been found is twelve on one wren’s territory) and female wrens judge a male by how many candidate nests he has made. The more a wren has built, the more likely it is that a female will mate with him. He controls an acre or even two – a lot of land for a small bird. Other, bigger songbirds tend to hold less ground: a reed warbler only five hundred square yards, a willow warbler about a third of an acre, a blackcap or a garden warbler a little more. It seems that a wren in particular depends for his well-being on making something of a show in the world, part of the widespread phenomenon in nature of the displayed handicap: if a male peacock can cope with such a tail, or a wren waste so much energy on unused nests, he is a mate worth having.

			He sings and displays high in his territory, with his tail erect. Scientists have found a correlation between the length of that tail and high breeding success. Huge testicles, a long upright tail standing high above him and an extensive, nest-filled territory with plenty of cover in which to hide: these are the foundations of wren triumph.

			[image: A Wren perched on a branch, facing slightly forward, with its tail raised and feathers fluffed.]

			Tail cocked up, mid-summer assertion

			Once he has filled his spreading acres with potential homes, he finds a female prospecting and takes her on a tour, showing her nest after nest with a sweet cooing, quite unlike the machine-gun rattle he fires off at his male rivals. He sings outside or on top of each one and then inside to demonstrate its qualities. He is advertising to her the genetic likelihood that her offspring will also be top birds, capable of controlling and furnishing a territory as splendidly as he has. She is choosy. Female wrens have been seen flying from one territory to another, taking the tour and moving on to see if they could improve their chances. Her investment, after all, is in the even more energy-expensive process of creating, laying and incubating eggs.

			On the farm, I found one wren cock nest rather roughly shoved into the housing of a hose reel next to the cow shed, another in the chassis of a van, and a third, more carefully made, of moss fronds that had been pushed into a hole in a barn wall where half a brick had fallen out, usually concealed by the barn door being kept open. All the nests had tiny openings and a long shallow passageway leading to the nest cavity.

			Neither the van nor the hose-reel housing had met with the approval of any female but the nook in the dark behind the barn door had seemed suitable enough and that nest a wren-hen had lined with feathers and tufts of wool into which her five, six or seven eggs could be laid.

			Wren coupling is less like a marriage than a merger. Both birds are more interested in profitable outcomes than the lovability of their partner. The fact that he has persuaded her to fit out and lay in one of his nests does not stop him courting other females or showing them the other nests he has made, nor mating with them and fathering several further broods that summer, each with a different hen. Individual cock wrens can have up to nine wives in one year. She too, having raised her chicks in May or June, will not hesitate to find another cock in another territory (almost never the same wren again) to lay and raise a second, third or fourth brood before the summer comes to an end. Polygyny rules, the male wrens holding their accommodating territories, the females cruising between them, the genetic material proliferating through the woods.

			In this way, even though a variety of predators take a fifth of all nests, if not more, removing both eggs and nestlings, the population pump restores the damage the winters have wrought.

			It is as if the wrens are the matadors of the songbird world. Each time they add a stick or a piece of moss to their cock nests, the wren will sing snatches of song at steady intervals beside it. Here I am! This is me! Look at Nest 7! It is one way in which birders can locate the otherwise well hidden and disguised structures the birds have made.

			It is a paradox. Make every effort you can to conceal the precious nest and then shout about its location to all enemies and predators. The ornithologists Matthew Evans and Joe Burn have speculated that this is a flamboyant gesture by the male wrens. If they are doing something that carries with it a high possibility of harm, they are demonstrating to any passing hen a quality that might be called courage, or at least bravado. Who but a top wren would dare in the omnipresent face of the enemy to sing about his nests so clearly?

			In the shrubland of Hollow Flemings, the kind of territory a wren likes to inhabit, with plenty of bramble and bracken, I was surrounded by unseen nests. Its acre or two would have been the size of a city block for a wren, full of hidden alleyways and rewarding corners, its geography and resources intimately known by the bird who would have spent nearly all its life there, familiar with the routes through, the resting places, the convenient bypasses. Only the occasional sight of a wren hop-skipping in the shadows between the leaves and the insistent territorial song gave their pervasive presence away.

			Hollow Flemings was a cockpit of competition. The boundaries of wren territories seemed to meet around it, so that different wrens sang in the high ash wood above the birdhouse, in the young oak wood to the east, in the big old hazel shaw around the stream below and in the strip of rough hedgerow that stepped up the field to the west.

			The male wrens were singing to keep their rivals away. Undoubtedly, the competition is real. As you might expect, sexual fidelity is not high on a wren’s list of virtues. Hens paired with a low-quality male will often choose to mate with a more alluring neighbour or stranger. And top males seem to be attractive to a large number of females. When DNA analysis is done on the eggs and chicks in wren nests, it turns out that two out of every five nests contain eggs that have been fertilised by a wren other than the father of the rest of the brood.

			Nevertheless, wren fathers seem to be better at keeping their rivals at bay than other species. Among reed buntings, nearly three-quarters of all nests had eggs in them that had been fertilised by different fathers, with more than half of all chicks being the offspring of stranger or neighbour birds. In several sad-sounding nests, every single one of the eggs had been fertilised by a reed bunting that was not the notional father of the brood. In wrens, although 40 per cent of nests showed evidence of some adultery, only 16 per cent of the chicks were not the offspring of the cock wren whose nest it was.

			What explains the male wrens’ relative success in keeping rivals out of the domestic nest? It looks as if they have a ferocious form of neighbour hatred. In many species, territory owners respond aggressively to strangers, recognising that they are probably on the look-out for a territory of their own. Neighbour birds they have known for some time, perhaps since the previous autumn, who are already settled in their own territory and won’t be in need of invading another, are treated more gently. This higher tolerance of neighbours than strangers was recognised in the 1950s when it was called the ‘dear enemy effect’. Skylarks, for example, deny the intrusions of skylark neighbours at the beginning of the breeding season, when boundaries are not known for sure, but by high summer the birds settle down and recognise, in effect, that good fences make good neighbours and that it is not worth spending the energy fighting over boundaries.

			Wrens are different. Bird songs contain many variations that are scarcely audible to our ears but which allow them to discriminate between different rival singers. Usually, neighbour birds sing songs that are quite like each other’s – local dialects that extend across a farm or around the edges of a single wood – and serve as a marker for those birds that are based locally. Strangers don’t know the local dialect and so it is possible for birds to tell when a marauding interloper has turned up.

			But wrens don’t discriminate between strangers and neighbours. Unlike the larks, neighbour wrens continue to engage in intense vocal contests throughout the breeding season, making no distinction between the song of a long-established neighbour and that of a stranger flying in. Each stands either in the centre of their territories or on the border, quivering their wings, perched on bushes or singing posts at the peak of the undergrowth, directing their song at their rivals next door. Wren song, under ideal conditions, can be heard six hundred yards or even half a mile away. They listen to each other. And it is possible to stand between two of them in high summer, hearing the antiphonal response from one side and then the other, each wren waiting for the other to finish before he begins his response.

			Trust plays no part in wren world. Everyone remains an enemy. Sexual partners cannot be trusted, nor neighbours. Everybody is out for the main chance, your children may well not be your children, your future is not assured. It is world in which trustlessness alone makes sense. And because wrens don’t trust their neighbours, the level of extra-pair paternity is lower than among other species. It is a form of highly expensive exclusion made necessary by the almost unequalled sex drive of the bird.

			Much later in the summer, with the bramble, the briar rose, the dog rose and the elderflower all out, I happened to be passing the door of the barn just at the moment of the fledgling wrens’ emergence from their nest. The little birds as round as bumble bees were dropping like drips from a tap out of the mossy cushion their parents had pushed into the gap in the brickwork. One after another they came, each one a gobbet of life. One was too small to fly – it was the last to emerge – and it fell softly to the ground, scarcely heavier than a feather, landing in the gap between the open barn door and the wall. The others had left but from there it scuttled, like a young turtle making for the safety of the ocean, out across the yard to the cattle trough, which for drainage is set on a layer of tiles above the ground. In that narrow slice of dark under the trough, the young wren, for a moment anyway, found its refuge.

			A week or two after that, early one evening, I was sitting in the birdhouse with the windows open, looking
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