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Not a fish can leap or an insect fall on the pond but it is thus reported in circling dimples, in lines of beauty, as it were the constant welling up of its fountain, the gentle pulsing of its life, the heaving of its breast.

Henry David Thoreau, Walden




Prologue

I swim with slow strokes, enough to keep me moving forward, not sinking.

This is the farm pond, seen anew: the frog’s eye view. Breast-stroking, my legs scissoring behind me, I feel amphibian.

I make no sound as I cruise in a circle, a twenty-five-metre ripple-ring.

The water is cold silk, closing around my back as I finish each stroke.

In modern argot I am ‘wildswimming’; as a child in the 1970s, our gang’s trips to the River Lugg at Mordiford were merely ‘swimming’. Everything that was once ordinary has to be übered.

When I came up to the pond half an hour ago it was as flat as a silver coin; a breeze has begun to ruffle the water. On the bank, tall swords of yellow iris, already in flower, sway tipsily.

But it is dreamy warm, and the air is lazy with the drone of hoverflies in those daffodilly iris.

You might think a swim like this, in a pond with the midges as thick as mesh, silly. But I have an affinity with ponds, I feel the instinct strongly to visit every one, and pootle about their edge. And then it occurred to me this fine June morning, that perhaps the real way to enjoy the small, still waters is from within. From the centre looking out, not the outside looking in. To become pond life.

A damselfly flickers around; a red-hot darning needle probing the sedge.

The moorhen momentarily peers out from under the overhanging sallow, then withdraws to her shadow-cave to continue her disconsolate clucking unseen. The great white frog, me, is still there.

Lapping water disturbs a mat of fallen iris stems; a real frog plops off, down into the plant’s roots, dark and thick as old ship’s rope.

The pond is brim-full, from the winter’s rain and the spring that feeds into its base. The water is at its clearest now; come August, summer sun will have reduced the level, and the pond will have its familiar stink of wet dog, rotting veg.

My eyes two inches above the surface of the water, I swim another circle of this closed world, with its circular bright green rim of iris, sedge and waterweeds; wild celery, water crowfoot, brooklime, water forget-me-not, water dock, water starwort, water plantain, water speedwell.

A breath of watermint comes over the surface of the pond, from leaves crushed by the cautious fox when he came down to lap the night water. Watermint is concealment for Mr Tod, both for its physical structure and its perfume. The herb, in medieval times, was strewn on the floors of houses to disguise smell.

Alder trees top and tail the pool, sheltering it from the north wind and the south sun and making it attractive to mallard. There is a clump of rabbity bramble too. Wild duck dislike open water inland. The resident female mallard, made flightless by motherly love, paddles through the edge scum and algae, which break apart to leave a clear path for her three bobby ducklings. Duck and duckettes exit by the mud slipway, where the cattle come down to drink in August; the birds disappear away into the buttercups.

Today, the Friesian cows stand on the steep adjacent hill, as though stacked on each other’s backs in an acrobats’ pyramid. The hill is the one topographical object visible above the herbage of the pond. There is only the hill, the sky, the pond and me.

A newt hangs in the water, regards me, then zips off. A pied wagtail totters back and forth on the cows’ access ramp, absorbed in her insecty business. A darter hitches a lift on my nose; a member of the dragonfly family, the darter is among the most ancient species on the planet, 300 million years old. Dragonflies endow a pond with timelessness.

I am the frog-man, and in this guise the majority of the animals and birds feel no threat from me. It is the same easy closeness one gets to wildlife on the back of an equine, when one is a horse-man.

As I bring my arms together for another pull through the water, a backswimmer (Notonecta glauca) rises in front of my face, before diving down again, a beetly mercury oblong. The backswimmer holds air bubbles on its chest; nature’s version of oxygen cylinders.

In this pond of verdancy and forgetfulness, I am not entirely at ease. The backswimmer, for all its air-carrying cleverness, is a 1.5cm carnivorous monster which stabs its victim with its feeding beak (rostrum), before injecting a toxic juice that paralyses and liquefies the innards of said victim. Tadpoles are a staple food.

I was once bitten by a backswimmer; it’s as bad as being stung by a bee.

Down somewhere in the depths slithe the carp, great grey submarines. I fear the touch of their alien skin.

In the pond there are wondrous, multitudinous life forms. And curious cruelties.

Swimming in the pond, I find, is part pleasure, part frisson; part surface-seen, part submerged-mystery. I am half in my element in the pond; after all, about 50 per cent of the human body is made up of H2O.

It’s semi-safe, the pond. A womby sac compared to a lake.

I suppose some would do this swim naked, properly amphibian. I, however, am an Englishman, thus am wearing floral swimming trunks.

As I make one last circle, I hear a distinct vibrato from under the water. The male lesser water boatman (Corixa punctata) ‘stridulates’ by rubbing its front legs against a ridge on its head, a similar ‘chirping’ technique to that of terranean grasshoppers.

It is nature’s water music.




Introduction

They were always there, so I took them for granted. My one excuse is that their humility was their own enemy. They were in the back of the landscape, the corner of the mind, unlike the foreground (and money-making) meadow I ‘hayed’, the wood I ran pigs in, the arable field I harvested, the hillside on which the sheep clung. Such is the blind preoccupation of the farming life.

I was brought up short by George Orwell’s Coming Up for Air, his 1939 novel in which suburban insurance salesman George Bowling tries to recapture his youth in Lower Binfield, beside the tranquil fishponds of his childhood.

In Coming Up for Air ponds are the defining image of childhood. Of England too.

Looking back to his boyhood fishing the cowy, carpy ponds at Mill Farm and Binfield House, Bowling (a thinly fictionalized Orwell) sees clearly everything that was right about a childhood in nature, and everything that is wrong about the modern adulthood alienated from nature:


I wondered why it is that we’re all such bloody fools. Why don’t people, instead of the idiocies they do spend their time on, just walk round LOOKING at things? That pool, for instance – all the stuff that’s in it. Newts, water-snails, water-beetles, caddis-flies, leeches, and God knows how many other things that you can only see with a microscope. The mystery of their lives, down there under water.



As I read Coming Up for Air – a significantly aquatic title – I revisited in my mind the ponds of my own childhood: the lily-and-goldfish pond my father made, complete with flowing stream down the rockery (and into which my cousin Benji fell, stealing the limelight at my fifth birthday party), the ponds at the Quarry, the cow pond in front of my grandparents’ house, the duck pond by the Castle Green in Hereford … And all the ponds I had ever known cascaded into my memory: Kilpeck moat, the dew pond above our cottage at Abbeydore, Cwm Farm pond, the dew pond by the Iron Age farmstead on Garway Common, the pond by the bandstand on Clapham Common, the mires on the top of the Black Mountains, the pond I made with the mini-digger on our farm in the Black Mountains, the kitchen sink, the wedding-present terracotta birdbath from my sister-in-law …

That terracotta birdbath poses a crucial question: what is a pond? There are official explications: according to the Freshwater Habitats Trust, previously Pond Conservation:


A pond is a small area of shallow (generally <2m), still, freshwater less than 100m across. Due to their small size and a lack of wind mixing, ponds are prone to chemical stratification of the water, resulting in high oxygen and pH at the water surface and low oxygen and pH towards the pond bed. In larger shallow water bodies this chemical separation of the water does not usually occur. Ponds can be permanent or temporary, lasting for only a few months in a given year.



So a puddle can be a pond, as can a ditch (‘a linear pond’). And a large birdbath. ‘Limnologists’, those who study freshwater habitats, would add that ponds tend to have ‘high aquatic biodiversity’.

Ponds are both naturally occurring – such as the ‘pingos’ of East Anglia, scoops sculpted by the retreating glaciers – and artificial. The types of human-made pond are many: there are fishponds, garden ponds, stock ponds, filled-in-with-water marl pits, moats, saw pits in woods, charcoal pits in forests. Indeed, etymologically ‘pond’ seems not to appear until the Middle Ages, and then in the specific sense of dammed water. The staple Anglo-Saxon word for a small expanse of water was mere, and occurs in place names galore, as suffix and prefix: Buttermere, Tangmere, Merton.

In the British countryside, man’s pond predominates. According to the landscape historian Oliver Rackham, in unpopulous hill zones of England there are usually fewer than two ponds per square mile. In agricultural areas of lowland England, there are twice as many. The Victorian century was the golden time of the British pond. The number of ponds over twenty feet across in England and Wales in 1880 was about 800,000, or fourteen ponds per square mile, and in East Anglia it was thirty ponds per square mile.

Of course, it is not enough to define natural phenomena in abstract technical terms. It is never enough. A pond is a place of still water; the surface of a pond might be ruffled, or corrugated, but it will never be wavy. A pond is a place where fallen leaves will circle like toy yachts because of breeze rather than current.

I, at least, define ponds by their birdlife. The moorhen is a pond bird; its relative the coot is a lake bird. The moorhen, suspicious of large bodies of water, when threatened heads for the edge cover; the coot lurches for open water.

In the life cycle of the human, the pond has meaning at particular stages. It is especially a place of childhood, as Orwell noted, and as Edward Thomas also knew. ‘A pond needs nothing else except boys like us to make the best of it,’ Thomas wrote in his autobiographical novel, The Happy-Go-Lucky Morgans.

After childhood one walks away from the pond, venturing over dramatic mountains, along dangerous rivers. One returns to the pond as a parent – to feed the ducks, to go pond ‘dipping’ with the eternal aids of a net and jam jar. This is pond-loving by proxy.

What we made, we taketh away. We have ‘lost’ around half a million ponds in the last century. Although there are still around 470,000 ponds in the British countryside, 80 per cent are polluted and degraded by lack of maintenance. (In Scotland, only 10 per cent are polluted, and it is estimated that half are in good condition.) They are polluted by nutrients, heavy metals, sediments, biocides, excess fish, excess waterfowl. Two thirds of ponds are polluted by just two agricultural chemicals – nitrogen and phosphorus, key ingredients in artificial fertilizer. Nutrient enrichment from fertilizer, contained in field run-off, results in deadly dominance by planktonic algae (making the water green) and filamentous algae, or ‘blanketweed’. Our chemical war on ponds was already well underway when Orwell wrote Coming Up for Air:


When I was a kid every pond and stream had fish in it. Now all the ponds are drained, and when the streams aren’t poisoned with chemicals from factories they’re full of rusty tins and motor-bike tyres.



Dead water. The deadness of dead water can be assessed by chemical sampling. Alternatively, one can look at the pond and see the presence or absence of life. Ponds support two thirds of all freshwater species including the common frog, common toad, teal, common great diving beetle, pond olive mayfly, blue-tailed damselfly, broad-leaved pondweed, great crested newt, pillwort, and medicinal leech. (In Britain, more than a hundred priority species are associated with ponds.) Go dip your net in a pond, and it will scoop anything from water scorpions to caddisfly larvae. A dip with a net in a pond is the original lucky dip.

Ponds, by and large, need human care. They are slow suicides. By the procession of ‘succession’ they fill with soil, leaf litter, detritus, to become scrub.

Humans assist that suicide with ways other than chemicals. When Orwell’s Georgie Bowling returns to Lower Binfield, he finds that:


The Mill Farm had vanished, the cow-pond where I caught my first fish had been drained and filled up and built over, so that I couldn’t even say exactly where it used to stand.



Things are no better when Bowling goes to Binfield House. One pond has been turned into a manicured lake for residents of the new ‘posh’ estate – with its sham-Tudor architecture – to sail model boats, while the other is a rubbish-filled dump:


They’d drained the water off. It made a great round hole, like an enormous well, twenty or thirty feet deep. Already it was half full of tin cans.

I stood looking at the tin cans …

God rot them and bust them! Say what you like – call it silly, childish, anything – but doesn’t it make you puke sometimes to see what they’re doing to England …



Coming Up for Air is a lament for the loss of childhood, and for a wildlife-rich England that was already passing into memory by the 1930s.

It is the ultimate degrading folly, of course, to degrade the pond. We came from the primordial pond.

Call it late, but after reading Coming Up for Air two years ago I thought I should give something back to ponds, by writing about them. By putting them in full view I could, perhaps, make good my lifetime of careless assumption.

I rarely leave the Herefordshire farm. My books are about the place I work. With Still Water I intended to visit ponds up and down Britain, and write a watery travelogue. Well, I have indeed managed to get off the premises – even as far as France, in a series of ‘study leaves’ on organic, sustainable agriculture – but the more I looked at ponds, the more I realized I was taking the wrong route.

The necessary journey was to go down, down into the nature of the pond. Depth, not breadth. Submerge myself in the pond’s seasonal cycle, dredge its history.

I listened to Orwell:


You could spend a lifetime watching them, ten lifetimes, and still you wouldn’t have got to the end even of that one pool. And all the while the sort of feeling of wonder, the peculiar flame inside you. It’s the only thing worth having …



So, this is my book of pond praise and plea.




THE POND IN WINTER
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The Farm Pond, Herefordshire

8 NOVEMBER: Mild, cracked-paint sky, hateful in its deadness. Across the meadow, the grass gnarled to the bone by the sheep, the pond, usually the focal point, now something secondhand, a dirty forgotten mirror. In among the broken rushes, the moorhen walks gingerly, then sees me. She flees, flailing across the water, scarring it with her legs, so it vibrates with brief life. There’s an ambiguity in the moorhen’s flight; does the water help or hinder her? The trailing feet in the water are symbolic of course: the moorhen is bound to the pond. Along with the mallard, it is the pre-eminent pond bird. The word ‘moor’ here is an old sense meaning of marsh; the species is not usually found on moorland. Moorhens are territorial creatures, often faithful to a particular pond.

On the pond bottom: sunken leaves and sticks, the decaying leftovers of summer. The ripples from the moorhen settle; then there is nothing.

We inherited this pond in a field; on receipt, it was half full-up with mud, meaning it was, in terms of ‘biodiversity’, firing on two out of four cylinders. Last autumn I dredged one end with a Kubota mini-digger, down to the clay, dumping the stinking sludge on the bank. A troupe of bleary, bewildered frogs stumbled out; they had already gone into hibernation, stalling their amphibian metabolism, so they were neither quite dead, nor quite alive; they can survive underwater in stasis because they are able to breathe through their skin as well as through their lungs.

The frogs forgave the interruption, and in numbed, slow-motion hops re-entered the pond. The larvae of insects, the beetles, the nameless crawlies were less fortunate. For three days the buzzard and the pied wagtails picked over the heaving grey waste until they were bloated, the mud stuck to the gorging buzzard’s breast like a bib.

Early the next morning, in the murk, checking the sheep, I see the heron looking into the pond, bemused, wondering where all the teeming amphibians of yesterday have gone. Down deep, Big Bird, down into the mud, and the forgetful sleep of hibernation, and the mysteries of metamorphosis.

The Mill Pond, Argenton, Western France

12 NOVEMBER: Drive from Caen to Argenton in the Deux-Sèvres department, through the long night. The land between the port and village is dark and very old. The only light in the villages from the boulangerie; the plane trees along the road as regular as railings in the car headlights.

Arrive Argenton 8.30am (French time; an hour ahead). Mist rising through sunlight, the mill pond a hot molten pool; only a noddy-headed moorhen travelling the surface proves the blazing visual falsehood, together with my wellingtoned feet dangling in the water. The mill pond, with its pollarded ash, is set against an impossibly romantic ruined mill, with dovecot, creeping ivy, ferns, the spirit of Byron. The water from the Argenton river spouts from a pipe in the mill race, snails over flat stones, through reeds, to trickle into the pond with the sound of tap water into a bath. I watch the bubbles to see how far they will go on their voyage before dying, before they burst.

Grass and docks on the smooth sandy bank under the ruin; most of the rest of the pond edge is perpendicular, two feet high, straight down, with vole holes peering through lank, green fringes of grass; at the end of the pond a stone dam with an exit hole. Plum in the middle of the pond, which is kidney-shaped, is a smooth volcanic rock, a pumice mound made for displaying wagtails. There is an enormous clump of yellow iris, which must look fabulous in the summer, a ready-made bunch of proffered flowers for celebration or forgiveness.

On a good clear day, the ruin is reflected in the pond, and the afternoon sun will burn out from the water. In the wind of today, the willow leaves shoal to show their silver underbellies, and the pond’s surface water is pitted and dipped.

At night, under a moon, the ruin is like the hood thrown back from a cracked skull.

Bordering the pond, the slow-flowing Argenton; beyond the Argenton, a stand of poplars with pom-poms of mistletoe; beyond the poplars, hundreds of tiny fields tied together with oak-scrub hedges, gold-gilted in their autumnal blaze of glory. This is the ‘bocage Bressuirais’. Pale Charolais cows drift across the fields.

A wind gets up, but the blank water of the mill pond remains undisturbed. As calm as a mill pond.

I’m in France learning about ‘bio’ agriculture, and pondering a possible diversion into lavender and wine.

Talking to the mill-owners, a retired couple supplementing their pension with a gîte business (we’re staying in ‘The Mill House’), it turns out that it is sixty years since the mill wheel turned. The then owner fell between the cogs, and was crushed to death. So, rather more Zola than Byron. The moulin was used to shred tobacco, as well as – accidentally – human flesh.

Later: five male mallard, two females. The males in their finery, performing the sea-horse rearing rituals of courtship with Busby Berkeley synchronicity; the two females monarchically unamused.

13 NOVEMBER: Two moorhens, feet up in the water, fighting, emitting a stuttery kik-kik-kik-kik. These are girls kickboxing over boys. For birds with outsize lilypad feet, moorhens are surprisingly agile; they can climb trees. After a few minutes of fighting, the moorhens break off, to opposite ends of the pond, where they pick-peck for food with the focused eye of chickens.

To the side of the mill, slow flows the Argenton, with a moulin every half mile. Charolais cows come down to drink, peculiarly ethereal for beef breeds.

The next day: I sit still on the balcony, and a kingfisher comes for me, perching on the rail two yards away.

The warmth is faint, but acceptable; a mallard female sails down the Argenton with ten ducklings astern. Whether she is unseasonally late, or unseasonally early, she is out of time.

Later, I walk up the lane above the moulin, where a gate to a field with an étang – a pond – is open. (It’s a real, galvanized gate; as opposed to the barbed-wire-and-stick contraption French farmers usually have.) The étang is almost tropical; gorse, a sparking of trees (poplars), a gentle gradual beach, golden sand. The non-paradisiacal notes are a carp swimming in circles, its fin showing, shark-insolent, and the whale-skeleton of a poplar, which fell into the water another age ago.

The Tuileries, Paris

18 NOVEMBER: On the TGV from Angers to Paris Montparnasse, I look out of the train window. On a pond, alone, a swan.

Walking around Paris, we stop at a site of family mythology, the Tuileries in the 1st arrondissement; Penny and I came here with the children on our first ever family trip abroad. At the round stone ponds – they are raised by walls, two feet above ground level – of the gardens, the toy-yacht stand is closed up for winter. (There is a perfect, immortal painting of the ponds, Picasso’s Post-Impressionist Le Bassin des Tuileries, 1901.) Today, in the stead of wooden playthings, birds are on the water; ducks, gulls, moorhens. In the background, the Eiffel Tower, and a Ferris wheel; the gardens are bordered by the Rue de Rivoli, and its marble-halled five-star hotels.

For a close-up of the secretive moorhen, head to the city, where it becomes unnaturally inured to human presence and forgoes the nervousness that earns it the name ‘Skitty’ back home. Within touching distance, two moorhens on the ramp into the water fight for position with a pigeon. On the green bench next to me, a small boy in a woollen coat buttoned to the neck encourages the birds with shadow boxing.

The Farm Pond, Herefordshire

21 NOVEMBER: When I went down to collect the dead sheep the wind was already rising. This was about ten in the morning, and the sky was the grey of mould.

If you work outside, you know that wind is not just wind. There’s the wind that is like a wall; the east wind with a Stanley-blade edge; the ghoul wind with thrusting arms that reaches in and move things.

The wind on the day of the dead sheep was from the north. A leaf-stripper. As I edged the Jeep Cherokee down the bank of the meadow, I thought about the wind: ‘At least it’ll dry the ground.’ The weather glass, half full.

Our Jeep is a proper off-roader, as in 4x4, as in permanently SORN, as in exhaust attached to chassis with an adapted wire coat hanger, and kept for jobs like this, with the tyres slightly deflated for grip.

As I neared the dead Hebridean, I failed to notice the crow on its head, but, in fairness, they were a colour match. Black on black. Then I saw the crow, and saw it was stabbing. So tempting is eye of sheep the crow did not desist pecking despite the approaching car. Stupidly, I parked the Jeep nose into the wind, which made opening the door impossible, so I had to turn it around.

The extra minute was all the time the crow needed to finish its crude dissection, and as I opened the car door with wind-assist the crow flew, the delicacy of sheep’s eye in its beak.

There’s an old farmer’s joke: Q: How do you tell if a sheep is sick? A: It’s dead.

The Hebridean had been strolling around as happy as Larry the lamb the night before; by seven on the morning of the wind it was on its side, as life-full as a slab of mutton in the butcher’s window. The head was arched back, as though its final moment had been protest or prayer to heaven.

Sheep usually go to cover to die; they hope for safety from predators, but their sanctuary is their graveyard. My little Hebridean was no exception; she had died beside the hedge, below the willow, which was now weeping leaves, thin and helpless, in the wind.

I examined both ends of the sheep, as you do, and there was no obvious sign of disease or illness. The hollow eye cavity stared dully at the sky.

The coroner’s verdict as to cause of death? One of those things.

It was only then I realized how truly raking the wind was. The rest of the flock had gone as one thing, a single entity, below the rise, their backs to the
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Flight Pond, Michaelchurch Escley, Herefordshire
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Pond terms:
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