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Lines of geometry and solitude. The black line of salt marsh meeting the water, then the grey band of the estuary, the horizontal far shore of Kent, under the arc of the wintered sky, and the decurved beak of the curlew crying its own name into the silence. Downstream on the vanishing plane of bleak water, the giant cranes of DP World London Gateway, metal praying mantises. Looking along the spray-can-graffiti-strewn seawall, concrete, towering two yards high: in each direction as far as the human eye can see, no one. Not one soul.

Flat water, flat land; the estuary foreshore the lowest point of the land mass. A low point. A wasteland of salt marsh. The coarse grass prostrate before the wind, and down in the dark, twisted creeks an anxiousness of gathering mist. No colour, no warmth. A vast, arm-flung panorama in monochrome.

The Thames Estuary in November. A confirmation of desolation. You will never be so alone as walking its edge in winter, the tide-departed faecal sludge riven by rivulets and studded by detritus: a bent bike dead on its side, discarded shoes, washed-up bottles devoid of messages. Along the estuary of the Thames, where the primitiveness of the environment is intensified by the impersonality of industry, the petrochemical works, the gravel pits. The estuary of the Thames: where the wildness of nature is intensified by the proximity of a populous capital city. London, a mere ten miles as the gull flies.

Jesus. Wept. The Thames Estuary on a dull November afternoon. But it has its sudden beauties: the play of light on gliding tidal water, those abstract geometries of the landscape, the soul-fulfilling aloneness, and the way that, if you swivel your head just so, the waders and wildfowl descending on the mudflats in the evening perform a ballet against the setting sun.

A box seat at Goose Estuary, as opposed to Swan Lake.

The birds are responsible for my unexpected love affair with the Thames Estuary. One bird in particular, actually. It was November, late afternoon, and I was walking the coast path beyond East Tilbury. I came to a rectangular bay, framed by the seawall and there, enjoying a paddle on a private mud-beach were six avocets, swiping the water with the sifting, seeking bill action that gives them the folk name of ‘scooper’. The totem of ornithological conservation, the symbol of the RSPB since the 1970s, the pied avocet is a ridiculous bird, which sits daintily on thin stilts the light blue of some Georgian dining room, and whose collective noun is ‘orchestra’. Then, squinting into the wind, I saw a phenomenon I did not even know existed: on the pewter-hued water were avocets bobbing along. A floating flock of avocets. Several times I counted them, but the curves and triangles of their black-and-white plumage, in dim light and lappy water, made confusing, camouflaging dazzle lines. But, say, ten Recurvirostra avosetta making art on water.

Of the avocets wading in the shallows, one emerged on to the mud, and one touch of avocet was sufficient to render sludge into brown velvet, smooth and flawless. Some instinct made the avocet on the water rise up into the sky, yelping and yauping, and for a fraction of a second the upcurved beak of the leading bird was distinct against the artificial illumination of street and house lights on the far shore.

And it occurred to me that the avocet, with its lines of geometry, its nature as a bird of air, water and mud, was the avian synthesis of the estuary.

And it occurred to me that the Thames Estuary had its own, perfect pearls.
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Dirty old river.

The Kinks, ‘Waterloo Sunset’, 1967



For years the Thames was something I crossed: to university, to see my wife’s family, to work when I was a researcher in publishing. Battersea Bridge, Victoria Railway Bridge, London Bridge, these transported me over the ‘dirty old river’. Me, a boy of green fields and the jade waters of the River Wye; I was too elevated for the Thames. From behind the thickened glass of a Network SouthEast 465 train or Golf car window, the river was always a study in brown, whether full to the brim or at low tide, its mudbanks exposed in their feculent shine. Also, it is the curse of studying history, that forever after one imposes the past on the present: over every view of the river in contemporary central London lay Disraeli’s ‘Stygian pool’, the Great Stink of 1858 when Parliament had to be suspended because of the smell. The river’s reputation for noisome pollution, in fairness to myself, was not even ancient history; in 1957 sections of the Thames in London were declared biologically dead.

I was, of course, not unaware of the river’s power and majesty (standing on Victoria Embankment on a March night, the lights of Westminster glittering on the great flowing water as it coils around the bend of the South Bank to the City, these are difficult to avoid), or of its role as artery and vein in the national story: that Cook’s Endeavour departed from Deptford, and at Tilbury the Emperor Claudius crossed to conquer. That on the coming and going of the tide – and the Thames is tidal as far upstream as Teddington Weir – England was made, unmade. Joseph Conrad, two decades a sailor before writing Heart of Darkness and the autobiographical The Mirror of the Sea, and being the lower river’s one true memorialist, put it so:


And indeed nothing is easier for a man who has, as the phrase goes, ‘followed the sea’ with reverence and affection, than to evoke the great spirit of the past upon the lower reaches of the Thames. The tidal current runs to and fro in its unceasing service, crowded with memories of men and ships it had borne to the rest of home or to the battles of the sea. […] What greatness had not floated on the ebb of that river into the mystery of an unknown earth! … The dreams of men, the seed of commonwealths, the germs of empires.



But of the hydrodynamics of the estuarine Thames, its fauna and flora, I knew nothing until addressing a book group in Richmond. I had written uncompromising words about the lack of birdlife in London, and a member of the audience gently suggested I visit the wildfowl and wetland centre at Barnes, ‘or better, go out along the estuary’.

I went, again and again. Of these trips, my salvaged impressions come and go, on the ebb and flow of memory. Here are some beachcombings. Or better, some of my mudlark memories.
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Es-tu-ar-y. A noun that ripples, beats a tide-rhythm before disappearing into the depths of the sea. Estu-ary. A noun said improperly in English, associative with demotic (‘Estuary English’) as befits an imprecise phenomenon which is half land, half water, and that water an ever-changing mix of fresh and saline. Est-ury. The demise of a river, its metamorphosis into the adult stage, ocean. Est-ry. The sequential changes in the noun’s possible pronunciation mirror the estuary’s phases of relative salinity. The Thames is really a freshwater river about as far east as Battersea; it becomes brackish between Battersea and Greenwich, with the salinity increasing until the Nore sandbank, when it becomes seawater.

The phases of salinity are the mainstay in the ecological definition of estuary, but the hydrodynamics of estuaries are complications. The Thames is tidal up to Teddington Weir in west London; in the ninety-five miles from there to the North Sea two water worlds collide, as they do in every estuary on Earth: the outgoing fresh water of a river meets the incoming salt water of the sea. Due to the non-stop movements of river and tide, sediment is continuously suspended in the water, giving it its trademark brown colour (‘Thames’ is derived from the Proto-Celtic tamesās, meaning ‘dark’.) If offensive to the human eye, this murk is the sign of well-mixed nutrients in the water, making the tidal Thames a conspicuously rich feeding ground for aquatic species. Effectively, the incoming tide and the flow of the river both deliver nutrients, which are agitated by the action of the waters. Stirred, salted soup.

There is another muddying factor in the ecological explanation of estuarine: in the estuary itself the water is layered, with fresh water at the surface flowing seaward and the denser salt water at the bottom flowing upstream with the tides. In-between these layers the water tends to brackish. Thus in the mixed estuarine environment, freshwater creatures tend to live at the surface, sea creatures at the bottom.

If the phases of salinity are not absolute states, they provide useful guidelines to the wildlife to be found in different stretches of the river. From Teddington to Battersea, where average salinity is low, the fish fauna consists predominantly of freshwater species such as roach, dace, carp, perch and pike. In the brackish stretch between Battersea and Greenwich, the diversity of fish and other fauna is smaller, since few species can withstand the continual changes in salinity – ranging from 5 per cent to 30 per cent dissolved salt concentration – as the tides ebb and flow; these euryhaline species (that is, able to adapt to variable salinity) include flounder, smelt, shore crabs, ragworms, grey mullet and prawns. Further east, salinity increases and conditions become fully marine and the fish fauna resemble that of the adjacent North Sea, with its mainly stenohaline (single environment) types. An alike pattern of zones applies to the aquatic plants and invertebrates.

The forces involved in estuarine hydrodynamics are immense. The Thames drains an area over 16,000km2, and the average flow rate of fresh water entering the estuarine section is 83.9m3 per second; the tidal rise and fall may reach seven metres. In more ways than one, the river builds the estuary; it carves the course, then in continual depositing of sediment builds mudbanks and mudflats, and in its leakage and its flooding makes creeks, salt marsh and grazing marsh.

To the human eye these remote, salted habitats may be charmless, featureless; to the bird’s eye they are sweet, water-margin utopias. Mudflats support large numbers of invertebrates (which feed on the minute particles of organic matter that are brought benevolently by the river; a square metre of mud contains the energy equivalent of sixteen chocolate bars). In turn, these animals are eaten by birds, which live, and nest, in almost laughably large multitudes on the mudbanks and salt marsh.

Unvisited, unknown, even unloved. Yet the tidal Thames supports ninety-two species of bird. Plus 115 species of fish. While salt marsh is an endangered habitat in Britain, with 85 per cent lost since the 1800s, salt marsh on the Thames Estuary amounts to 600 hectares, the largest remaining area in England. In total, the tidal Thames has 15,000 hectares covered by international conservation designations including one Special Area of Conservation, ten Special Protection Areas and ten Ramsar Sites. I’ll warrant that the Essex coast of the estuary contains more nature reserves per square foot than anywhere else in England.

The only way is Essex.
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I wander thro’ each charter’d street 
Near where the charter’d Thames does flow. 
And mark in every face I meet 
Marks of weakness, marks of woe.

William Blake, from ‘London’, 1794



A walk on the Thameside. Where the Thames Estuary ends is rarely disputed: it is the Nore, after Southend, in the North Sea. However, where the estuary commences is a less certain line of latitude, since it is a matter of more than the concentration of NaCl in H2O. There is geography – the spreading of the river after the canalization of London – and there is that intangible atmosphere.

But take a c2c train from Fenchurch Street in London, and when you step off the train forty-five minutes later in Tilbury you will know you have arrived at the beginning of the estuarine Thames. Descend the train, take the ‘charter’d street’ down towards where the old Thames does flow, then follow the near-derelict, overgrown footpath alongside the container port, with its concrete panel walls, wind turbines and beeping lorries. The path is paved with empty cans of Stella and Żywiec (why never beer, always lager?). Lorries and litter, bramble and buddleia: desolation comes in many guises. Then cross in front of London International Cruise Terminal, a fifties flat-roofed brick edifice flying four meaningless flags and sporting a small ornamental cupola as a (failed) afterthought. Here, though, your first close-up of the river: the mud, because the tide is out, has the colour and stench of excrement, stabbed by the inevitable traffic bollard, although also temptingly, teasingly multi-printed by birds’ feet.

Repelled, you continue down the lane to the seawall, to the Thames Estuary Path. Past the Riverside Business Park (constructed of bricks doubtless named ‘ochre’ in the catalogue but in daylight ‘jaundice yellow’) and at the end of the lane, on which some lorry drivers have parked for a nap, you reach a clapper-board black-and-white pub, surrounded by shaggy fields and shaggier piebald ponies. The name of the hostelry? The World’s End. If there were pirates sitting outside, you would say, ‘Of course.’

You have reached the World’s End, you say to yourself, more than once, as the significance sinks in, like an anchor dropping into Thames mud. The stretch of Thames to your immediate right is Lower Hope. Opposite, on the Kent coast, is Gravesend.

More than salinity changes at Tilbury. At Tilbury the Windrush docked, and Elizabeth I addressed the men of the Armada battle. (‘I have the body of a weak, feeble woman; but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a King of England too.’) Tilbury: port and portal, edge and barrier. Under the brown waters at Tilbury, hidden deep, the geology of the Thames changes: from chalk, which aids the constriction upstream, to the soft Tertiary deposits of Thanet sand (deposited 157 million years ago). At Tilbury the Thames Estuary truly begins, and the paradigms of ecology, history, spirituality, society shift. At Tilbury the metropolitan South East becomes estuarine Essex.

Until Tilbury the tidal Thames could be confused with a river; after Tilbury the Thames is unmistakably an estuary. The water widens, the view opens, the sky enlarges. It is a landscape/waterscape of horizontals: foreshore, water, foreshore. On the nose, the tang of salt and rotten egg of silt, and in the soul the entrance of aloneness.

Yesterday, in the September sun I walked the estuary path from Tilbury to Coalhouse Fort, and in those five miles I encountered just one person, a man out on the mudflat, digging a square hole. I asked no questions.

Anyway, climbing over the concrete seawall, past forbidding Tilbury Fort (another iteration of geometry, with its zigzag moats), past Tilbury Sewage Works, where the lazy seagulls swim in circles in the vats. Under dilapidated jetties, under a concrete roadway to the P&O ro-ro terminal, past gravel works, the seawall hemming me against the estuary, the way occasionally abruptly interpolated by warning signs: ‘Path May Flood’, ‘Danger: Quicksand’. Anxiety, like tide, rises; an anxiety that one might be abandoned, discarded like the flotsam and jetsam along the seawall path. The estuary is alien, unpredictable, heartless. The waves can reach over two metres in height, and there are an estimated 1,000 wrecks on the estuary’s bed.

On the other side of the estuary, the outline of Shornemead Fort where Charles Dickens sent Pip in Great Expectations. Even in the September sun, melancholia, as though the estuary were haunted by the phantasms of its own memories. Notorious for pirates and plague, in the eighteenth century half of the scattered population of the estuarine Thames suffered from ‘ague’ – malaria, caused by the mosquitoes that bred in the stagnant waters of the marsh. (The parasite the mosquito carried was Plasmodium vivax.) At Tilbury Point the authorities left the body of the pirate Captain Kidd to dangle for three years as a warning after he was hanged at Execution Dock in Wapping. For centuries the Thames Estuary was London’s dumping ground, with the biggest landfill of all on the toponymically appropriate Mucking Marshes.

Even in the September sun, the estuary is ambiguous, with loyalty neither to water nor earth.

Squinting at the flowing, knee-high grass of the salt marsh and the mud: such sombre hues. Olive green. Brown. Olive green.

And the wind in the reeds rustles without cease.

In the middle of the estuary, an eyeless Maersk container ship slides downstream, pulled along on string by a monstrous child off stage.

But, then … one starts to note the sublimities of this great space. The solo cormorant swimming out on the water, making a perfect rounded arch of its black body as it dives. The E6 pitch-exact piping of the oystercatchers on the tideline. The sleeping raft of mallard. On the earthworks beside the path, the subtle shift of position of a flock of turnstone to keep their heads into the wind. The brilliant white of the little egret, standing hunched in the creek. The absolute metronomic regularity of the lapping of the water. The sheer romance of a canvas-rigged yacht heading seaward. Where there seemed only grasses and reeds, appear the violet of salsify and the mauve of sea lavender.

By the time I reached Coalhouse Fort downstream, the day had warmed, and the breeze off the estuary flowed gently through the grasses and flora of the foreshore salt marsh, which extend to 300 metres in width. (The Coalhouse Point foreshore is a Ramsar Site, named for the conservation convention on wetlands adopted in the Iranian city of Ramsar in 1971.) As I had hoped, the sea aster was in full bloom, with great stands of this mauve-washed, daisy-like salt marsh plant packed around the edges of the pools and channels. The flowering time of Aster tripolium is July to October, which is the exact flying time of the sea aster mining bee (Colletes halophilus), whose foraging dependence on the flower is indicated in its name. As I was admiring the sea aster, a Colletes halophilus obligingly presented itself: this rare, short-tongued bee is easy to identify since, with an extravagant ginger stole around its shoulders and zebra-striped abdomen, it appears to be on its way to an insect ball.

The sea aster mining bee has a very restricted distribution – essentially the East Anglian coast and Thames Estuary – with the Victorian emplacement of Coalhouse Fort a stronghold. As well as the fort’s stands of foot-high sea aster, the location has another prerequisite for the bee’s existence: banks of sandy substrate, unobscured by vegetation, for the female to mine her nest. This rare bee builds a waterproof lining – actually, an anti-fungal polymer secreted from her abdomen – along her short burrow, and her five to six egg cells are cached with pollen and nectar from sea aster flowers. (In the jargon, Colletes halophilus is oligolectic, meaning it restricts pollen-gathering to a small number of species; the adult bee will forage other common coastal plants such as bristly oxtongue, ragwort and perennial wall rocket, but the young seem to be provisioned exclusively with sea aster products.) Although generally solitary, the bee nests communally; some years ago, on taking a short cut through the land next to Coalhouse Fort owned by the quarrying company, S Walsh & Sons, I met a dune of Thanet sand utterly peppered with Colletes halophilus’s burrows, an agglomeration in aggregate as it were.

The young sea aster mining bees overwinter in their cells, to emerge from the natal burrow in August as their parents did, timed with the flowering of the sea aster. Adults die as the year dies, timed with the falling of the temperature.

Time and tide wait for no man. I had a long walk to East Tilbury station, and a train to catch to London. I had come out on the flow tide, and I would go back with the ebb.
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Enigmatic

Shifting

Thames

Until

Anciently

Rhine

—



Why do I leave the acrostic unfinished? Symbolism. The acrostic is open-ended like the estuary. My inability to dredge out of the Oxford English Dictionary a suitable ‘Y’ is entirely unrelated. Obviously.

I first scribbled the proto-acrostic on the late train back to Fenchurch Street from Leigh-on-Sea on a spring evening; the Essex town and the continental Rhine are connected by experience. They have both been dumped by the shifting Thames. As recently as 500,000 BC a proto-Thames drained most of the West Midlands as a tributary of the Rhine. During the Anglian Stage advance of ice, the course of the Thames was diverted southward to its present route.

The abandonment of Leigh-on-Sea is less dramatic, but until a century ago the town was truly on the sea, a small deep-water port; now it is so silted up that the tide goes out over about a mile of mudflats. Lucky Leigh-on-Sea. On these mudflats, beyond Leigh Creek and the hulks of abandoned small ships, grow beds of eelgrass.

Even under cloud, the eelgrass beds are shimmering emerald isles. They are a spectacle, one to be savoured by sitting on a bench on the High Street (a civic dysphemism of what is a harbourside promenade), with a half-pint of salty cockles from the row of fishmongers in wooden green sheds, the taste of the Thames Estuary on the tongue; cockles are fished for commercially at Southend. Even insistent juvenile herring gulls begging food with a teenager’s sense of entitlement, even the commercialism of the Isle of Grain refinery five miles across the estuary in Kent (the estuary is the industrial machine behind London’s facade), fail as distractions. The locals call the eelgrass beds ‘Leigh Green’.

What is good for humans to feast their eyes on is good for geese and ganders to eat. There are three native species of eelgrass, a remarkable plant – and not, like seaweed, an algae – which flowers underwater, its name deriving from the long eely leaves. The eelgrass at Leigh is Zostera marina, common eelgrass. Like terrestrial grass, eelgrass uses photosynthesis to grow and produces seeds. Floating rhizomes, a back-up reproduction method, enable the eelgrass to form colonies elsewhere. Eelgrass stabilizes the estuary bed through its roots, it sinks carbon, and it is a nursery for cuttlefish (which attach their eggs to the stems) and a habitat for Thames seahorses and cockles.

Eelgrass is catnip for wintering brent geese. This small, dark fowl – ‘brent’ is a corruption of the Old Norse brantr, ‘burnt’ – is the most northerly breeding goose in the world, breeding on the tundra of the Arctic Circle. Of the 300,000 brent worldwide, 100,000 winter in the UK; of those birds, 10,000 are to be found on the Thames Estuary, and of those, some 4,000 come to Leigh-on-Mudflat.

In the 1930s, a wasting fungal disease in eelgrass was a major factor in the 75 per cent decline in the brent goose population, By the late 1950s the global population was estimated to be only around 16,500 birds. They were forced to diversify their feeding habits and discovered land-based food. Eelgrass, however, remains their plant of preference. Other wildfowl are also partial to eelgrass; indeed, a common name for Zostera marina is wigeon grass, while mallard, teal and pintail are familiars on Leigh Green.

Eelgrass is Britain’s only flowering marine plant.
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I think there is a wild corner in the human spirit that answers the call of the wild geese.

Peter Scott



As a child I lived for birds, especially waterfowl. Thus, many of my favoured books featured the big birds of the water: I call to mind Arthur Ransome’s Great Northern?, BB’s Manka, The Sky Gipsy and Peter Scott’s Eye of the Wind. His A Coloured Key to the Wildfowl of the World was my bible; I still have my copy, bought from the gift shop at Slimbridge, the wildfowl centre founded by Scott. The card cover, splattered and tattered, shows my age. I was a ‘gosling’, a youth member of Scott’s Wildfowl Trust, and my gold gosling badge was among my proudest possessions when I was nine. I even did the wildfowl identification tests at Slimbridge. By eleven, there was, I think, no species of duck, goose or swan I could not identify. Like Scott, I was in love with wildfowl, which, of all birds, seem to come trailing mysteries, arriving as they do from the other worlds of the air and water. As a boy I hero-worshipped Peter Scott, son of a hero. In his own words, Scott was a ‘naturalist by the design’ of his parents, his father specifically. A few days before he died in his tent in the Antarctic on 29 March 1912, Robert Falcon Scott wrote to Scott’s mother: ‘Make the boy interested in natural history if you can: it is better than games.’ She succeeded, beyond wildest expectation, though Scott turned out to be rather good at sport too. He was a national-level ice skater, and in 1936 won an Olympic bronze in O-Jolle dinghy class sailing. Late in his life, in 1963, he was the British open gliding champion. Indeed, there was little that Peter Scott failed to excel at; he was the closest that twentieth-century Britain came to a Renaissance man. He painted – his mother was a well-known sculptor – and presented TV programmes on nature. He was a founder of the World Wildlife Fund.

It was because of Scott, and my father, another wartime sailor, that my first career choice at school was gunnery officer in the Royal Navy. Scott, a wartime hero, made birdwatching cool. Otherwise birders, save for my friend Tim, seemed to be the sort of people who held admin jobs with the council and had their sandwiches wrapped in Bacofoil inside a Tupperware box (surely one or the other?). To take a walk with Herefordshire Ornithological Club was to walk into Mike Leigh’s play, Nuts in May. Back then I wanted dash and danger. I wanted the Royal Navy. All was going well until, aged fourteen, my maths master, Mister Hull, took me aside. He began by calling me by my Christian name, a certain indicator that sad, bad news was to come. Boys at school were always summoned by their surname. (On only one other occasion was the rule broken; when I was approached in the middle of French and asked to go to the head’s office; there I found my father waiting to tell me that my stepbrother had been killed in a car accident.) Mister Hull explained to me, not unkindly, that my maths was so execrable that the Navy would never let me near a weapons system, with all the calculations of trigonometry and angles. Never. In fact, they would be unlikely to let me near a boat. This inability with maths also destroyed my reserve career choice: veterinary science. (Here at least, I had a sort of recompense by writing, many years later, a biography of James Herriot.)

Anyway, due to Scott I suffer from the condition known as ‘goose fever’, the desire to hear and see the wintering wild geese.

25 SEPTEMBER: Leigh High Street, leaning against the railings, looking out over the darkening limitless mud, the eelgrass beds as black as eels. Smokers outside the doors of the Crooked Billet pub, cigarette ends glowing bright, fade, repeat. The hint of first star points in the mustered dusk above the estuary. The air charged with expectancy, soon satisfied. Low, yapping like dogs, advance bands of brents swing in from the sea. They come in tight family groups, one after another, always in a parade V formation. (The shape helps the flock to make better progress; birds in V formation can fly 70 per cent further than one bird flying alone.) In the air-brake whoosh of landing the birds are near invisible against the mud, except for the stroboscopic flash of white from their hundred beating wing-bars.

The wind is coming off the estuary. The smokers have joined us, everyone exclaiming about the geese; someone says to me, ‘This is just the start, there’ll be clouds of them later.’ Clink of glasses. More chat about Leigh-on-Mudflat’s pride and joy, the eelgrass beds and their brent geese. Then, carried on a gust, the sound of the brent geese talking to each other. Their language as familiar as it is foreign.
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The Thames Estuary is a place of passage, as well as habitat. There are animals which come and go, like annual tides. The brent geese and other wildfowl, of course, but down in the water too there are migrants. Salmon, sea lampreys and sea trout swim upriver to spawn, and the young fish move down to the sea to feed. Eels move in the opposite direction: young eels, or ‘elvers’, swim upriver to feed and mature, then return to the sea to spawn.

Once upon a time, the prolificity of eels in the estuarine Thames granted the city’s poor a cheap, nutritious, readily available food source. The Roman occupiers of Londinium ate eels, the Anglo-Saxons grilled eels lengthways (‘spatchcocking’), and in the nineteenth century jellied eels and stewed eels, sold first as street food and then from eel, pie and mash shops became the signature dish of the East End, as Cockney as the Bow Bells and Pearly Kings and Queens. Today, only a handful of eel, pie and mash shops remain, mostly run by families that have passed their businesses down through the generations, such as the Manzes and Clarks. London has lost its taste for eels, but then the Thames has lost its eels. Eel numbers have plummeted globally by 95 per cent since the 1970s, and in 2007 the eel became ‘critically endangered’. The eel population in the Thames may have fallen by over 98 per cent this century.

Slippery things, eels. The sliminess of their skin, according to one Victorian wag, makes them as difficult to grasp as a pig ‘which has been well soaped’. This physical elusiveness is, of course, a metaphor for the trickiness in pinning down the biology of the European eel, Anguilla anguilla. It is a fish that looks like a snake, and, like a snake, can travel overland. Stranger still, in its larval stage, it most resembles an amoeboid, being a flat transparent creature, shaped like a willow leaf, with a tiny head. Eels metamorphose, with a life cycle that for millennia baffled humans. Aristotle believed that eels emerged from ‘the entrails of the earth’, while Pliny the Elder, usually a fairly sober scientist, concluded that eels replicated by rubbing their bodies against rocks, and ‘from the shreds of skin thus detached come new ones’. It would be easy to scoff, except that the fantastic truth of eel reproduction was only fully proven in 1921, when the Danish scientist Johannes Schmidt, sailing the Sargasso Sea, at 26°N, 54°W, aboard the good ship Dana, finally discovered the species’ breeding grounds.

Eels spawn in the Sargasso wastes of the Atlantic, then the larvae drift with the current to Europe where they grow into small transparent fish called ‘glass eels’. Glass eels grow into golden-yellow ‘elvers’ and, as a freshwater creature (another metamorphosis), snout their way up estuaries and rivers. After living for ten, twenty years, they then return to the ancestral spawning site on some dark night, and under some deus ex machina prompt mate in a giant, thrashing orgy, only to die and sink three miles down to the ocean floor. In this unlit graveyard, their million macabre corpses are finally scavenged by the lowest form of marine life, the holothurian, a creature that breathes through its anus.

Schmidt may have discovered the breeding grounds of Anguilla anguilla, but to this day no one is sure how mature eels navigate the thousands of watery miles to their birthplace. Like almost everything about the eel, the reasons for its calamitous decline are mysterious, although shifts in the oceanic currents which bring the elvers to Europe and the pollution of waterways are causal contenders. And it is the eel’s bad luck to be enigmatic rather than charismatic. If it were feathery or furry, rather than serpenty and with a catholicity of appetite (encompassing cannibalism), there would be a 38 Degrees petition launched on its behalf.

The Thames Estuary: a place of immigration, as well as migration. London may be missing its eels, but it does not lack for new life forms, among them accidental introductions as curious as they are bothersome. The Chinese mitten crab was first spotted in the UK in 1935 in the Thames; now it breeds on the estuary, with females of the furry-clawed species able to produce between 500,000 and 1 million eggs per spawning, their offspring mining into the banks, causing erosion. Such, indeed, are the crustaceans’ numbers they could support an artisanal fishing industry on the estuary; the gold semen and red roe of Eriocheir sinensis are prized delicacies in the Far East.fn1 Nature can be generous, if whimsical, in offering employment for humans. The European yellow-tailed scorpion, or Euscorpius flavicaudis, is an older invader, believed to have arrived in Britain on ships carrying Italian masonry in the reign of George III. Some 15,000 live in the walls of Sheerness Dockyard. They are black and tan, unless it is night-time, when, if you shine a UV torch on them, they glow in the dark.

An environment of flux, due to natural and anthropogenic reasons, Old Father Thames is historically susceptible to the settlement of invasive non-native species. A total of ninety-six non-indigenous freshwater species were identified in the entire Thames catchment between 1800 and 2010, at an average invasion rate of 0.43 species per year.
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Fog on the Essex marshes, fog on the Kentish heights. Fog creeping into the cabooses of collier-brigs; fog lying out on the yards and hovering in the rigging of great ships; fog drooping on the gunwales of barges and small boats.

Charles Dickens, Bleak House, 1852

… the very mist on the Essex marsh was like a gauzy and radiant fabric, hung from the wooded rises inland, and draping the low shores in diaphanous folds.

Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness, 1899



Fog everywhere. Sometimes you can go out on the estuary, and you can literally see only a yard in front of you. Ships pass unseen in the white, betrayed only by the blasting of their horn, a rare penetrating sound through the muffle.

Fog. It rolls in from the sea, unsuspected by weather forecasters, and hardly permits a breath of fresh air for those who tramp along the estuary path dodging a day in the library.

Thomas Mann probably loved fog, for it is a nothingness, and, as he wrote in Death in Venice, ‘is not nothingness a form of perfection?’

Very foggy, Venice. Quite like Tilbury, in that respect.

With my sighted world restricted to a yard, I tentatively ventured out on to the strip of marsh in front of the seawall, and watched the incremental advance of the tide over the mud, until it was among the stems of cordgrass and sea purslane. On the lapping tide came fragments of seaweed, which became trapped among the stems of the plants rooted around me. These in turn trapped mud and silt.

Then it occurred. I was watching the salt marsh construct itself by raising the level of the land.

Slippery things, estuaries. Their perpetual motion obscures their constants. They are forever fabricating, and the twice daily tide is a permanent heartbeat.

Nature has a way of reminding you of the small picture; the vignette, the micro, the aperçu are as valid as the landscape view, the big picture, the vista, the panorama. If the fog had not walled my perspective, forced me to the water’s edge, I would never have known the things that emerge from the mud, the things that come in on the tide: the shore crab which raised its pincers to me; the brown shrimp which bumped into my boot on the gentle sliding water, and the ghostly, waving frond of whiteweed.

A snip of a drowned goddess’s tresses.

Whiteweed, Sertularia cupressina, looks like a plant; it has a stem, and branches. Found below the water level, it is commercially trawled, dried, stained for floral decoration. But it is not a plant. Whiteweed is a colony-forming hydroid polyp. A jellyfish, really …

And yet, I would have preferred mist. Mist is different to fog. The meteorological distinction between fog and mist is prosaic – essentially whether visibility is up to or beyond 1,000 metres – the attributive nouns we have fashioned over the years for the two weather conditions are both poetic and adequate demarcations: fog descends as a ‘cloak’ or ‘blanket’, whereas mist exists as a ‘shroud’, ‘gauze’ or ‘veil’ (as with Conrad’s Heart of Darkness). Mist is stimulation to imagination (Conrad again). It puts the myst in mystery. In the old days when humans first stumbled on the Thames, mist’s making must have seemed inexplicable, the way it forms, spirit-white, in some creek, or arises from the marsh like an exhalation.

Mist is ephemeral, often banished by the midday sun, a waft of wind; but the land, sea and estuary can be ‘fogbound’ for days. Fogbound is an oppressive state of nature, while mist is a transcendent enhancement of the world around us. Since mist is a British meteorological speciality, our lexicon of misty words is rich: ‘smur’ is drizzle-like mist; ‘fret’ is an English noun for a mist coming off the sea, though those living on the east coast in Yorkshire or Humberside may well employ ‘roke’ for the same. And then there is ‘brume’, the mist which summons melancholy, bruma being the Latin for winter.

Mist and fog affect more than humans. Hunting hawks are half-sighted and may remain at roost all day, while migrating birds may halt their movement. Curiously, while mist dampens sound, birdsong is often louder when the land is wisped with gossamer; black grouse and snipe are known to increase their volume on vaporous days, and my time on the estuary has convinced me that curlews, oystercatchers and dunlins do the same. But fog is too impenetrable, and the birds make little effort to sing and call in pea-soupers, because it is hopeless.
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Purslane. Sea beet. Sea kale. People on the margins foraged their food on the margins of the estuary. Some plants could be harvested in sufficient quantity to be sold on, hawked around the streets of London. Scurvy, caused by Vitamin C deficiency, was widespread among landlubbers as well as sailors in the Georgian capital; a cheap cure was scurvy grass (Cochlearia officinalis), picked from the Thames salt marsh, taken as a vegetable or a brewed tonic. Vendors cried out:


Hay’n Wood to cleave,

Will you buy any scurvy Grasse?



By all accounts, scurvy juice was acrid, bitter medicine. By the mid-Victorian era, scurvy grass – the officinalis in its scientific name indicated approval by herbalists – was dropped from use in favour of citrus fruits and another purveyed green vegetable, watercress from slow-running freshwater streams. The majority of salt marsh plants obviously evidence their habitat, being strongly saline on the tongue. There are noteworthy exceptions for those tempted to try the estuary’s free bounty. All along the Thames Estuary Path there are clumps of fennel (Foeniculum vulgare), which bears passing resemblance to cow parsley, save for its exquisite aniseed scent when the leaves, flower heads or seeds are crushed. What you detect in the proboscis is what you get on your tongue. Fennel is not indigenous to Britain, but an escapee from the Roman herb garden. Historically, fennel was a flavouring for fish, so the prevalence of fennel on the fringe of the tidal Thames is providential.

Then there is sea buckthorn, a wild food in a class of its own.

It is a truism of nature that, the more lovely the berry, the fiercer are the guarding thorns. Thus, the tantalizing bright orange berries of sea buckthorn (Hippophae rhamnoides) are protected by spikes borrowed from a medieval mace. Nonetheless the birds of coastal areas persist in picking the fruit of this deciduous shrub, native to the British Isles since the Ice Age, and it is often the first food of ravenous fieldfares and redwings arriving here in the autumn migration. Sensible birds. Sea buckthorn berries are crammed with Vitamins A, K, E, B1 and B2, fatty acids, amino acid, lipids, organic acids, carbohydrates, folic acid and flavonoids. Sea buckthorn can contain up to fifteen times as much Vitamin C per 100g as an orange. The berries are eminently edible by humans – if you can get past the vicious thorns – and their taste alone when raw acts as a human pick-me-up: it bursts with a tart vitality due to its high concentration of malic acid – the stuff they put in sour ‘extreme candy’ for kids. In the kitchen, the berries (cooked) end up in jellies, sauces and sorbets. The leaves also have high nutritional values: the Hippophae of the scientific name comes from the Ancient Greek hippo, meaning ‘horse’, and phaos, ‘to shine’. Horses grazing sea buckthorn, which grows to between two and four metres in height, glitter with health. It was sea buckthorn, legendarily, that enabled Pegasus to fly, making it the pixie dust of the Classical era.

Sea buckthorn is deciduous and dioecious (two sexed), and the berries, which appear only on the female of the species, are ripe from August until late October. Densely clustered around the stem, the berries bring a dash of almost tropical exotic colour to even the most depressing of locations; last weekend a single sea buckthorn brightened the rubbish-strewn stretch of the Thames Estuary beside Tilbury Docks, in a manner similar to J. M. W. Turner’s red buoy energizing the seascape Helvoetsluys. Even when berryless, sea buckthorn possesses beauty; the lanceolate, silvery leaves recall the leaves of willow. The bastions of sea buckthorn are east and south England, and the East Lothian coast of Scotland, where it was planted extensively in the 1960s to stabilize the dunes.

Sea buckthorn was not the only beauty on the tidal Thames at Tilbury; in the inlet bordered by the sewage works, a little egret stood in familiar pensive pose, a flawless pearl on the sludge. These elegant white egrets have become familiar in Britain since the first pair bred here in 1996; according to the British Trust for Ornithology there are now about 1,000 pairs nesting in colonies every year (in dense waterside trees), mostly in southern England and Wales. The numbers of permanent Egretta garzetta are swollen by some 11,000 winter visitors. This member of the heron family was once widely hunted for its plumes, which accessorized caps and headpieces. By the nineteenth century, little egret feathers were worth more than gold, and the bird’s survival in Europe was threatened. To protest against the international plumage trade the Society for the Protection of Birds was formed in Didsbury, Manchester in 1889. Five years later, the organization was granted a Royal Charter and became the RSPB.

Principally a fish- and amphibian-eater, the little egret stalks its prey through shallow waters, though sometimes it splashes about to flush out small fry. In either case, it hides gloriously yellow footwear.
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Two Tree Island Nature Reserve, Leigh-on-Sea. Aluminium sky pressing down on the distant aluminium strip of water, the wind as restless as the salt grasses and the birds out on the limitless afternoon mud. The birds themselves seem limitless. As well as the expected brent geese with their petal-white rumps (useful navigation aides when they are airborne and flying in formation), wigeon dib at eelgrass, avocet mince, and grey plover run along with perfect posture, book balanced on head, until they suddenly think better of the endeavour and pick at some dainty morsel. Flings of dunlin. Piping bands of oystercatchers. Tight, swirling and chattery bunches of knot. Mallard. Shelduck. Redshank. Sandpipers. Black-tailed godwits. Flippity-winged lapwings. Others. Swirls of wild, musical black dots against the lost light, but all of them birds who love the loneliness of the mudflats.

On the Thames Estuary, at average winter peak, there are over 150,000 wintering waders and wildfowl. I have no headcount for the goose-fevered human watchers.

There was a January afternoon, a few years ago at Two Tree Island … the winter sky was scraped clean of cloud, and the low sun silvered the mudflats; and the creeks were running with mercury, and the view was for ever; and the ships were set on destinations to spice islands, and the sheer immensity of the landscape/seascape made you laugh in delirium.

Estuary rhythm. Easy-going, double-beat.

Then a peregrine falcon came out of the upper rim of the deceitful sun. A thousand crying, calling, screaming birds rose as one, murmuration as nuclear explosion. The peregrine plunged through the middle of the bewildering mushroom cloud, and missed every single bird. That time.

Clever things, birds, the prey and the preyer alike. Long-billed waders like the godwit have specially adapted bills with a rounded terminus that can flex and probe the stark mud, using masses of mini sensors to pick up pressure waves from bivalves and molluscs. They do not stab blindly into that dark sludge. Intertidal invertebrates are their diet, things like molluscs, crustaceans, earthworms and the estuary ragworm (Hediste diversicolor), a gutsful for a bird, and a gutsful for the human imagination.

Mudlark memory: coming around the right angle in the seawall path by Tilbury sewage treatment plant (my daughter saying with commendable humour, ‘My brother gets to walk the Pyrenees with you and I get Tilbury’s sewage works’), a man in waders, with a bucket. Unbidden, he offered me a view of its contents. Thrashing millipedes, twelve centimetres long, with four black eyes and six furtive groping feelers.

Where does one begin with ragworms, the bait of wader birds and the bait for fishermen in waders? If you plop a ragworm into a dish of seawater it changes colour from brown to the scarlet of the haemoglobin in its blood vessels; the fringes of its limbs shimmer with iridescence. They gain their scientific specific diversicolor from the males’ changing of colour during the breeding season, going from a dun to bright green. Ragworms spend their lives in U-shaped burrows in the estuarine mud, reaching out for edible passing particles (everything organic, without distinction), except for when they creepy-crawly out to search for food on the mud’s surface. Or under rocks. They have a pair of hard pincer-like jaws (paragnaths) to grab living prey, or to slice up carrion and plant material.

Failing the above feeding methods, ragworms set traps for breakfast, lunch and dinner. A net of mucous is spun around the burrow entrance, which traps water rich in plankton and suchlike. The worm fan-dances its hairy body, draws a current of water down into its lair. Rolls up the nutritious carpet of mucous and meaty minutiae. And swallows the lot.

Should you wish to dig up a ragworm, walk over mud. Foot pressure will spurt water to the surface through the burrow entrances. Take care. The curved jaws of the creature give a painful nip.
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… the dark flat wilderness beyond the churchyard, intersected with dykes and mounds and gates, with scattered cattle feeding on it, was the marshes; and that the low leaden line beyond, was the river; and that the distant savage lair from which the wind was rushing, was the sea …

Charles Dickens, Great Expectations, 1861



One day on the estuary, but two seasons. (I perennially muse on whether the tide changes the weather in the estuary.) Coalhouse Fort, built by General Gordon to keep out the French, lying appropriately ominous under a seamless sheet of sleet-grey cloud. Tide out, Dickensian depression in. On the leaden mud, two ‘detectorists’, modern mudlarkers. The liminal, marginal estuary has always been a scavengers’ haven, though the high tide for mudlarking was the mid-Victorian era. At low tide the Victorian mudlarks would scavenge for anything they could sell: bottles, bones, nails, coals, bits of old iron, rope, copper nails that dropped from ships while lying or repairing along shore. In 1851, the year of the Great Exhibition showcasing modern industrial Britain, Henry Mayhew published London Labour and the London Poor, writing of mudlarks:


There is another class who may be termed river-finders, although their occupation is connected only with the shore; they are commonly known by the name of ‘mud-larks’, from being compelled, in order to obtain the articles they seek, to wade sometimes up to their middle through the mud left on the shore by the retiring tide. These poor creatures are certainly about the most deplorable in their appearance of any I have met with in the course of my inquiries. They may be seen of all ages, from mere childhood to positive decrepitude, crawling among the barges at the various wharfs along the river; it cannot be said that they are clad in rags, for they are scarcely half covered by the tattered indescribable things that serve them for clothing; their bodies are grimed with the foul soil of the river, and their torn garments stiffened up like boards with dirt of every possible description.



Walking towards Tilbury (the usual perambulation but in reverse), the pathway strewn with discarded plastic bottles and wet wipes, and other un-mudlarkables.

The incoming tide scene-shifted the weather. Revealed from stage left was a never-ending blue sky, painted with a procession of pleasant cotton-puff clouds. The horizon was forever; tide-washed mudflats reflected the ever-changing light; cargo ships had their bows set for adventure. The estuary was at its best, enchanting, mysterious, lovely, and the air carried a sense of freedom.

By the time I reached the Cruise Terminal at Tilbury, the tide was high. Swimming in the lucent waters was a dog, until I realized that the cynocephalic being was a grey seal.

Quite happy it was, swimming about, popping up to look at me, and quite happy I was to look at it. Doubtless some animal behaviouralist will avow that the seal was merely exercising/fishing/establishing territory or exhibiting some other base instinct, yet it seemed to me as if the seal were having fun and games. Playing hide and seek even. The animal’s self-awareness was strong. It knew it was the cynosure of my attention. We watched each other for an hour, until I realized that the street lamps of Kent across the wide estuary had come on, a string of warning light buoys. I had a train to catch.

There are around 900 harbour seals and 3,200 grey seals in the tidal Thames. Other big fry include shark (tope, starry smooth-hound and spurdog) and harbour porpoise, Europe’s smallest cetacean. Sightings of whales are infrequent, but always attended by crowds. Matters rarely end well for the large cetaceans since the Thames can be a cul-de-sac, a trap. Several incidents of whales in the Thames were recorded by John Evelyn (1620–1706), Deptford resident, and as diarist of London’s doings only pipped by Pepys. On 3 June 1658 he wrote:


A large whale was taken betwixt my land butting on the Thames and Greenwich, which drew an infinite concourse to see it, by water, coach and on foot, from London and all parts. It appeared first below Greenwich at low water, for at high water it would have destroyed all the boats, but lying now in shallow water encompassed with boats after a long conflict it was killed with a harping iron [harpoon], struck in the head, out of which spouted blood and water by two tunnels, and after an horrid groan it ran quite on shore and died. Its length was fifty-eight foot, height sixteen; black-skinned like coach leather, very small eyes, great tail, only two small fins, a picked (tapering) snout, and a mouth so wide that divers men might have stood upright in it; no teeth, but sucked the slime only as through a grate of that bone which we call whalebone.



Up on the Thames: seals and harbour porpoises.

Down on the Thames: fish stocks. From 1920 to 1964, fish were largely absent from Fulham downriver to Tilbury. Improvements to water quality then facilitated the return of both resident and migratory fish species to the tidal Thames, but more recently progress seems to have reversed. One fish swimming against the tide of decline is the migratory smelt (Osmerus eperlanus), a cousin of the salmon; indeed, until the nineteenth century the Thames was associated with the smelt in the way that the salmon is linked to the Wye. By the time of the Great Stink in 1858, smelt had disappeared from the river, killing in turn the Thames’ thriving smelt fishery. Currently, the Thames contains one of the largest smelt populations in Britain. In the catalogue of curious fish there are many examples, but the smelt is singular in smelling of cucumber.

Smelt spawn in Putney and Wandsworth.
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The train from Leigh-on-Sea to Fenchurch Street. Loaded with day trippers on their way home from a May Day at the seaside(ish), everyone pink, jolly and drinking wine and cocktails from cans.

On the estuary you come, and you go. Day trippers. We are the human tide. Washed up, washed out, enervated, to return energized.

Out of the evening window, face-burnt sunset, the Merlot red of the estuary, fields of grazing marsh with patient cows. The c2c line runs through places you go through yet never stop at, but probably should: Benfleet. Pitsea. And Stanford-le-Hope, where we were required to change train due to our engine malfunctioning.

Do nightingales sing in Berkeley Square? Do nightingales sing much anywhere, any more? They certainly sing in Stanford-le-Hope. With half an hour to wait, I decided to stretch my legs and walk down Wharf Road, which leads to Mucking Marshes, once a rubbish tip, now the Thameside Nature Park. From the scrub at the edge of the marsh, a nightingale busked for my delight. Sometimes, I find dolour in the nightingale’s tones (the bird’s scientific tag, Luscinia megarhynchos, is from the Latin luctus, ‘lamentation’) but there is so much more to the nightingale than purveyor of sad songs, the prop of mopey versifiers and the patron bird-saint of the sleepless. There is the fabulous musicality of the bird’s song, the run up and down the scales in the manner of an opera singer practising, the purity of the notes underscored by the percussive beat – which John Clare nicely rendered as ‘wew wew wew – chur chur/woo it woo it tweet tweet/tweet jug jug jug’.

Standing on Wharf Road, I thought how appropriate that the rare nightingale should sing there. In the bird’s song there is the echo of the Thames itself, the lap and gurgle of its water music. And the song of the nightingale that evening, over the estuary and the reserve, was an act of consecration.

Dirty old river. I was in paradise.




High summer. The air thick and dreamy. Looking down the long ride between the trees to the Royal Ballet School, the white Georgian building itself seemed to dance in the heat. Two female figures walking up the hill towards us emerged distinct from the haze, one wearing a sun bonnet, the other with a wicker basket on her arm. ‘Pride and Prejudice!’, my daughter, Freda, and I said to each other in the same instant.

A measure of the success of any natural habitat in modern Britain is that it allows such transports of imagination across time. That for a moment we found ourselves lost in Regency England unsullied, complete, within urbanized London was nothing short of magical. But then Richmond Park is fantastic (a fantasy, even), a preserved five-hundred-year-old deer enclosure, with copses of ancient oaks, long swathes of open grassland, duck-paddled ponds and vistas. And deer, of course, turning their heads like periscopes from inside the banks of bracken. It is a place to find the profane and the sacred. There are roads for cars (Sawyer’s Hill, which traverses the park, is a south-west London rat-run), but equally cloisters of tree-leaved tranquillity; there are official signs prohibiting the foraging of sweet chestnuts, but I have wandered a little-trodden path to White Ash Pond and met a troop of fallow bucks, and it was only us, the water, the spread of ferns and the spread of silence. The Edwardian poet-naturalist Edward Thomas considered Richmond Park ‘only half real, as if it were under a glass-case’. It’s the enclosing walls (properly appreciated if one enters the park by a pedestrian gate); brick and womb-like, they keep London out.

I am the living proof of the adage, ‘You can take the boy out of the country but can’t take the country out of the boy.’ Put me in London for the day and I err unerringly towards its green places, its breathing lungs: to Hyde Park, Kew Gardens and, preferably, Richmond Park. Always the irony, of course, in going to Richmond if one does not live or work locally – you have to travel to do it. So, an hour on the number 430 in a continual stream of traffic through Putney is the usual preface to the hours of relief in Richmond Park. Or the walk up from Richmond station.

Richmond. Rich-mond. Rich-mount. Rich-hill. The shops on the walk up to the park all adverts of a certain class: Farrow & Ball paint, Savills, an interior decorator, an independent bookshop. Then ‘The Terrace’, the Georgian viewpoint with its pastoral panorama over the bend in the Thames, and then the anonymous, austere red-brick edifice of the Star & Garter, the former home for injured servicemen; on the other side of the road Richmond Hill Hotel, a personal landmark in memory, of lunch with my wife’s aunt and uncle. And then, finally, the wrought-iron and stone pillars of Richmond Gate, behind which lie 2,500 acres of deer park.

‘Park’ derives from the Anglo-Saxon pearroc meaning ‘a piece of land with a fence around it’. But emparkment has ancient origins. The Roman agriculturalist Columella set out the fundamentals of the park in the first century AD in De Re Rustica, IX:


Wild creatures, such as roe deer, chamois and also scimitar-horned oryx, fallow-deer, and wild boars sometimes serve to enhance the splendour and pleasure of their owners, and sometimes to bring profit and revenue. Those who keep game shut up for their own pleasure are content to construct a park, on any suitable site in the neighbourhood of the farm buildings, and always give them food by hand.



The animals were to be contained by a wall of unhewn stone or a wooden fence, and the emparked area should include patches of woodland, preferably of oak, because although the ‘creatures have need of grass, so too they require the fruits of oak tree’.

Not to euphemize, the park was a ‘larder of live meat’ for the aristocracy. The park provided elite meat, more easily secured, and more reliable in supply than hunting. On coming, seeing and conquering Britain, the Romans brought the park concept with them, as excavations at Fishbourne Palace evidence, where the ‘southern garden’ was given over to a deer park. The deer, grazing the salt marsh, would have additionally afforded pictorial resplendence against the backdrop of Chichester Harbour; the deer park, as Columella indicated, was never an entirely utilitarian enterprise. After the Roman decampment in AD 410, the English deer park largely submerges from sight in ‘the Dark Ages’, but there are brief subliminal sightings of it – the Anglo-Saxon deer fold at Ongar, Essex, and the haga or hedge in pre-Conquest charters. In some instances, ‘haga’ appears to have been an enclosure for keeping deer, even a full-scale deer ranch.fn1

After the Norman Conquest of 1066, deer parks became an absolute vogue for the new nobility, who sequestered almost la toute Angleterre. While the Domesday Book of 1086 recorded thirty-seven deer parks, by 1350, the heyday of the medieval deer park, there were extant between 1,900 and 3,200.fn2 The deer park was to be found in every English county, amounting to 2 per cent of England’s land surface.

The deer parks of old England had further purpose, beyond sports ground, meat source and pig trough. The park was a status symbol, evidence of opulence, and it allowed the owner to fulfil the seigneurial functions of feudalism: to give guests and retainers the gift of venison, the meat of meats, at the feast, instead of plain beef and pork. A clue to the importance of deer flesh in noblesse oblige is contained in the noun ‘venison’, rooted in the Latin verb for hunting: venare. To even found a deer park required a licence from the Crown. Not that money was omitted in the Norman system of social obligation, since the Normans were ever hungry for wealth under the chivalric facade: a fee was due to the king from any hopeful park owner. The Bishop of London paid sixty marks for emparkment within the forest of Bradon.

If the Norman deer park varied in size (the smallest were some 200 acres, the largest, Clarendon, extended to 3,000 acres), the construction was nearly uniform: areas of lightly treed pasture and open grazing (‘waste’) enclosed by a ‘pale’. The latter consisted of a ditch on the inside of the park, bordered by an outer earth wall on top of which was either a fence of cleft oak or a thorny hedge. Even deer, notorious jumpers, could not scale such a barrier from inside the park, but ‘deer leaps’ or salters could lure wild deer in from outside: clever, if usually illegal because it could deprive the king of ‘his’ deer that roamed free outside in the forest.

The people of the past, even the well-to-do, were rarely wasteful of God’s land. As well as providing venison, deer parks provided grazing for sheep and cattle; indeed, the ‘wildness’ of the deer in the park was largely illusory. Effectively the deer were farmed, being provisioned with hay and even sheds for shelter in winter, and orphan fawns were sometimes mothered by cows.fn3 Empaled trees, standardly oaks, were pollarded, meaning the crowns of boughs were cut at about eight feet from the ground. Like deer antlers, the pollards grew branches again – the original renewable, sustainable source of home heating. If the deer park provided economic opportunity, it was a drain on the noble treasure chest. But investment in the hunting culture defined the landed elite of medieval England. For the aristocracy of England, hunting was status, it was sport, it was military training by proxy. (As John Salisbury, a monk, wrote, ‘By hunting, the nobility become as savage as the very beasts they hunt.’) The park was sylvan spectacle: grazing by deer maintained and extended grassland stretches of the park, while their inveterate nibbling of juicy emergent trees prevented the forestation/reforestation that is the natural inclination of most English earth below 2,000 feet, the ‘tree line’. With their thirty-two teeth, deer gnawed distinct vistas of rolling grassland interspersed by small stands of oak or solo majestic specimens. The oaks of deer parks have a neat ‘browse line’ about 1.5 metres parallel to the ground where the deer reach up to nibble the leaves, giving the tree a distinct lollipop shape, a topiary-type pleasantry. The deer park preserved England’s oaks; rather than being cut down for timber, ships, fuel or furniture, the parkland oak thrived as shade, shelter and nourishment for deer.

Deer did more than engineer wondrous landscapes, they were objects of doe-eyed beauty and antler-headed majesty; sometimes, I admit, I go to Richmond to merely view the deer, especially on a winter’s eve, with ice on the edge of the wind and the thin deer gathered under the bare oaks (which are no shelter at all). The deer in their delicate fortitude – or is it their mammalian vitality? – are inspiration in hard times. In the distinct femininity of shy does and hinds, the horned masculinity of stags and bucks, the medievals saw their own conception of the human sexes. As well as confining native red deer, the Normans took a leaf out of the Roman book on keeping Cervidae and imported fallow deer, likely from Sicily. (Historically, Dama dama were present in Britain some 400,000 years BC, but the population dwindled, died and fallow deer became restricted by glaciation to the Mediterranean basin.) White-spotted and spindle-legged, with hand-shaped or ‘palmate’ antlers, Dama dama is conspicuously courtly. Park and deer … The aesthetic of emparkment was so beloved by medieval lords and ladies that they decided to live within its bounds, or at least next door. Crenellation licences were often granted by the Crown at the same time as permission to enclose a park; royal permission was needed to fortify a house.

After its Plantagenet days of glory, the English deer park began a wounded, slow decline, then fell, like a shot stag. The causes were various, and obvious. Agriculture, especially sheep farming, offered better returns for an increasingly cash-strapped aristocracy, while the English Civil War destroyed a multitude of parks, with Charles I selling off those he owned and sequestering others to raise money; Cromwell’s plebian followers pillaged the park, and other parks simply fell into disrepair since their aristocratic owners were diverted by military duties. A revival in park-making, though, began in the mid-seventeenth century, which reached its own apogee in the landscape works of Capability Brown and Humphry Repton. Here the deer were essentially ornamental, or even substituted by handsome ‘park’ sheep, such as Jacobs, and the vistas of open lawns and clumped trees notably manufactured, manicured. In a way, the precise landscape architecture of Brown, Repton & Co. only clarified the one true nature of the English deer park from its Roman conception. I realized this on my first ever traverse of Richmond Park, from Roehampton Gate to Petersham Gate, and I looked back in the evening light, with its soft lucency, at the ideally placed ponds and copses, the deer-sculpted oaks, the sweeping deer-dotted ‘launds’: the deer park is a walled wonderland.

[image: ]
1 JULY: Conduit Wood, at the top of Richmond Park. On the way to dusk, and on the air snatches of other people’s conversations (‘How was Biarritz?’). Dachshunds pull on leads on stone paths self-illuminating. The late summer grass, albino and as a fine as hair. Seven fallow bucks arise from under the sunshade oak, and set off down the broad sweeping track of grassland, nibbling as they go, yet there is no moment when the herd is unvigilant: there is always one deer head up, ‘on stag’.

Jackdaws materialize from nowhere and start pecking the flattened grass where the deer lay, although the hopping blackbird prefers the rabbit-nibbled greensward.

The evening air is languid and pigeons crowd, coo-cooing, in the oaks, although the robin prefers the wall at Bishop’s Gate, where it sings in philosophical phrases; below him the unglamorous Bishop’s Pond, almost waterless, its grey mudbanks multi-printed by deer hooves in the calming of the evening, which the jerky flight of dragonflies fails to spoil.

So passed five usual minutes in Richmond Park.

[image: ]
Originally, Richmond was two parks, those of Sheen and Mortlake. The park at Sheen had long roots, and royal association; Margaret of Anjou wrote to the ranger there regarding his duties in the mid-fifteenth century. (The de facto ruler of England, given the insanity of her husband, Henry VI, Margaret of Anjou had her fingers on every pulse of the kingdom.) Both parks were favourites of the Tudors – it was Henry VII who renamed Sheen ‘Richmond’ and established a royal palace, long since demolished, in the manor – but it was a visit to Richmond in 1637 by King Charles I that turned this area of medieval farms and pasture into a royal park uniting Sheen and Mortlake. The encompassing brick wall was eight miles in length, and does to this day what it did then: create a private world separate from the capital.

Opposition to the empalement from displaced, dispossessed locals was understandably bitter; behind the serene Arcady of English parkland it is all tears and hoarse voices; the Stuart king was obliged to pay compensation to some landowners and restore the right of people to walk in the park – the right that I and other commoners enjoy today.

Into the enclosure Charles I released 2,000 deer for the hunt, and deer did what deer do: architect landscape. The deer grazed
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