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			For Rosie Hope

			And in memory of my parents

		

	
		
			Introduction

			We used to tell time by shadows shrinking or the midday glow over a mountaintop. We called a phase of darkness “cockcrow” and named lively flowers for when they open and close. When working, we may have synchronized a task by singing. We’d notice the quality of the light changing at dusk, and we might mark time at night by the motion of the stars.

			Now we depend heavily on complex machines and think of the hours as identical abstract units. In the urbanized West today, so much of our world would not function without super-precise clocks. But what riches might we gain from exploring the forgotten art of sensing time by events in the world around us?

			

			—

			This book is an adventure in discovering how past generations told the time of day by signs from the living world or used their own bodies and voices to judge spans of time. In our increasingly clock-bound and screen-immersed existence, it’s an invitation to notice subtle changes in the living world, even in the concrete-and-glass heart of the twenty-first-century city. Over the coming chapters we will sense time through the day from the dawn chorus, flowers folding up at noon, singers beating the rhythm of a task, the slow slide of shadows and sunbeams, the air turning golden, our planet spinning against the stars. While our world may still tick most loudly to the beat of the clock, by becoming more attentive to signs like these, I hope we might deepen our awareness of the fullness of time.

			

			—

			I’ve lived my whole adult life in the city—my natural habitat. I’ve spent my days working indoors for art organizations in London (and, briefly, below the streets as a curator for Art on the Underground, the team that commissions artists to create work for the city’s underground railway network). But I grew up on a traditional mixed farm in the English Midlands among people intensely aware of the changes in the living world through the day and seasons.

			My days as a child were shaped by the robin singing in the darkness of early morning, my dad calling his sheepdog when he went out shepherding, the spring blooms in Mum’s garden. The ever-changing events in the field and flowerbed gave broad shape to the days and seasons. Those fluid rhythms, of course, don’t provide the solid pattern of the clock and calendar, which coordinates many activities on a modern farm. But there is only so much you can schedule ahead of time. The weather determines the golden opportunity, for example, to cut the barley.

			When my father was in his eighties, I happened to ask if he ever glanced at the evening sky for a sense of tomorrow’s weather. He replied with a grin that he preferred the Met Office forecast (that’s the UK’s public weather service). Dad kept a sophisticated barometer by his chair and, in recent years, had confirmed the readiness of crops with a precision moisture meter. Yet a week or two before he brought out the meter, we’d watch him get a feeling for the time to harvest by walking into the barley or wheat field and selecting a sample. He’d flake the ear of corn to shift the chaff, then test the grain between his teeth. He’d give us some grains, too, to test if they were still soft and milky or dry and nutty. Dad combined high-tech tools, it seems to me, with older ways of sensing the right time to act. This is the kind of time you plan for but can’t entirely predict.

			What’s more, Mum and Dad both had a rich store of weather lore for every part of the year, though they didn’t rely on it. A few years ago, I asked them to write down those sayings whenever they thought of them. Among the long list they made, my favorites include: “When you can sit on the ground with a bare behind, it’s fit for spring corn planting,” “Rain in June puts all in tune,” and (as it turns out, the flawed advice) in November, “If ice supports a duck, all winter sludge and muck.” There are similar proverbs around the country. But some of the signs of what’s coming over the horizon are very local, and well understood by people with intimate knowledge of the patterns of a particular place. Dad remembered a herdsman saying to him as a child, “It’s going to rain, m’lad! Look at the cloud in Kirby Hole.”

			Mum and Dad were, I think, part of a transitional generation. They followed the newspaper weather forecast. They wore wristwatches and read the time from clocks, phones, radio, TV, computers and church bells. But they could remember when clocks were not so ubiquitous and when you didn’t always carry a watch. And their feeling for time and season was continually shaped by the available light, the state of leaf and bud, the color of the corn, the warmth and dampness of the soil, the patterns of bird flight and song, the rhythms of cattle and sheep.

			

			—

			As a young person, I left the countryside and moved to the city. Many of the skills of observation I learned from my family in childhood I applied to looking at artworks. And somewhere along the line I stopped giving such deep attention to my everyday surroundings.

			After more than a decade of living in London—a place I love—I began to feel more intensely the absence of the rhythms of life I’d grown up with. In May 2008, in a break between jobs, my partner Rosie and I took off in a camper van to the North of England. We brought very few books apart from the wildlife guides, full of fine hand-drawn illustrations, that Mum had given me in childhood. They were well-worn and much treasured, but in adulthood I’d only sporadically taken them off the shelf.

			Rosie and I turned off our phones for days at a stretch (a more socially acceptable thing to do in 2008). And for the first time in adulthood, we did nothing but focus on the unfamiliar world around us for a whole summer. Without bright light to banish the night, we fell into rhythm with the daylight, as Rosie said, and drifted to sleep at dusk. Without bricks and tiles to muffle sound, we felt like the Mole in Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows when he emerges from the sensory seclusion of his underground home. The birdsong hits the Mole “almost like a shout,” and he leaps for “the joy of living.” We didn’t exactly leap, but we did feel the joy of being alive in a more-than-human world. We saw the stars, were rained on nearly every day, thrilled at puffins plunging into the sea, admired the light and shadow in the folds of the hills, and carried my pocketbook of flowers to botanize on the moors.

			Much later, during the COVID-19 lockdowns—when our usual routines collapsed into an eerie, fearful limbo—many of us became newly aware of and enthralled by the exuberant worlds of other species. We began to notice what was happening around us in plain sight. And for Rosie and me, in some ways that sudden falling of the veil felt familiar from our experience back in 2008.

			Our van trip to the North wasn’t a return to farming life, whose seasonal rhythms are different from most urban jobs. We were holidaying while the haymakers around us were toiling. And after a few weeks, when our own work started to pick up again, we went home to London. But that sense of being part of a much larger world never really left us, and started to influence our life.

			

			—

			For ordinary people, navigating your way through the times of day and night may once have required understanding a little practical astronomy, staying sensitive to your body’s orientation in space, knowing the habits of birds, having a keen eye for the quality of the light. To grasp something of that variety of knowledge and skill, I’ve roamed beyond my field and sought the help of many generous specialists. What I’ve written here draws insights from expertise as diverse as archaeology, architecture, astronomy, botany, literature, mythology, ornithology, social history, shepherding, sundial-making, work songs and zoology.

			There has been a longstanding perception that the arrival of the clock quite quickly produced a homogenous shift in how people thought about and measured time. In recent years, historians have begun revealing a more varied and nuanced picture of attitudes and practices on the ground. Rather than seeking to exclude mechanical timekeeping, I’m following those who’ve “decentered” the clock. I’ve moved complex instruments to the edge of the frame and concentrated on investigating how people in (mostly northwestern) Europe told the time of day by their own everyday methods using simple tools or their own senses, even in recent centuries. These old ways are too easily overlooked and forgotten but may once have seemed as natural as glancing at a screen or dial feels to us now.

			My search for ways of marking time by simple, sensory means has often focused on the UK, partly because this is where I’ve always lived. It’s the place I know best and whose traditions I can most easily access. And I was intrigued by the challenge of looking for alternatives in a culture where scientific timekeeping has been so dominant for so long. This was, after all, a nation which historically imposed its clock-time standards on its colonies, and which exported Greenwich Mean Time to the globe. I sought to test my expectation that it would be too hard to find traces here of other ways of marking time. And I’m glad I did.

			Another crucial reason for most often staying close to home is that—in my indoor, screen-focused life—I’ve become less and less aware of the patterns that would have shaped the rhythm of the day for past generations. That is, the voice of a bird, the slant of light on a wall, the glint of the evening star. I wanted to investigate those signs in my own surroundings—and as much as possible in the flow of ordinary urban working life.

			In the pages that follow, we listen to the dawn chorus and hunt for bats emerging at dusk under a flight path. We discover surprising events among the plants in the pavement cracks and speak to a scientist who’s tried to grow a clock from living flowers. We listen to the rhythms of the songs people sang in the Hebrides while finishing tweed cloth or milling grain by hand. We learn how early twentieth-century English shepherds made sundials in the turf. We seek medieval time-markers in the snow with a leading Icelandic historian. We discover how a 1970s English town came to be oriented to midsummer sunrise. We sense our way through the internal phases of twilight with an astronomer who’s been closely observing the transition from daylight to darkness for decades. And we raise our gaze to the stars above the streetlights in inner London.

			We’re not the first generation to feel that our dependence on the clock places a baffle on the senses, narrowing perception of other rhythms of time on the land and in the sky. Early in the nineteenth century, for example, William Hazlitt composed an essay in praise of the sundial, where he writes that those without “artificial means” to tell the time are “in general the most acute in discerning its immediate signs.” In Thomas Hardy’s novel A Pair of Blue Eyes (1872–73), Mrs. Swancourt appears to echo Hazlitt when she remarked, “How truly people who have no clocks will tell the time of day.” This is such an abiding concern in Hardy’s work that it’s felt as if, almost wherever I’ve turned, he’s been ready and waiting with a vivid portrait of people telling time by other means: the Sun moving over the trees, the routines of birds, the regular sound of the cows being called at milking time, the “tints and traits” in the landscape, the “pinking-in” (dimming) of the day. In the final chapter of this book we take lessons on telling time by the night sky from his novel Far from the Madding Crowd (1874).

			Each chapter is chiefly focused on times of day and night, or times shorter than a day. And there is a seasonal dimension, too, because signs from the world around us change prominence as the year turns. In winter in my part of Europe, birds are quieter, flowers fade, shadows are scant and twilight falls early, but on clear evenings the brightest stars shine even in the inner city. As the year warms up, flowers bloom, the dawn chorus grows and bats come out of hibernation. On summer days, sunbeams and shadows are, naturally, most abundant. That ebb and flow of rhythms is no surprise. But in the course of this adventure, I’ve found how easy it is to miss the right moment—to listen or look too early or late in the year for the full chorus of songsters or the chicory bud unfolding.

			We’re all increasingly conscious of the pressures that climate change, urbanization and industrialization are placing on seasonal rhythms. In the UK, warmer springs mean plants are now flowering about a month earlier, on average. The risk is that this could push them out of sync with their pollinators, with worrying potential consequences for ecosystems and crop yields. Yet, at the time of writing, actions to reduce emissions are falling short of what’s needed to hit government targets. What’s more, we’re losing wildlife at a precipitous rate.

			These kinds of headline stories have felt much more immediate and tangible to me in the process of sleuthing for signs of the times of day in my neighborhood. I’m delighted at how well the melodious blackcaps are doing in my local park. But I remember the first year when the blackbirds failed to sing at dusk outside our building. I’ve come a little closer, too, to the sensitivity farmers and astronomers have to the impact of long spells of unseasonally wet weather: when plants fail, and the sky is blank.

			I understand much better now the need to hold on to the knowledge of past generations and value the living world they knew and loved.

			

			—

			While I was developing this book, my sister Lizzie and I lost our mum and dad. And unexpectedly, the project became my own way of remembering them—keeping them close—by trying to share something of their appreciation of details in their surroundings.

			When I was little, we’d often be out shepherding with Dad in the evening, looking carefully at what was happening in the fields. Or we’d be wandering in the garden with Mum, listening to the blackbird, admiring the flowers glowing in the soft early dusk. Mum might bend down a rose so we could feel the petals, admire its intricacy, draw in its scent. Often we’d lean beside her on the gate to the field and watch the towers of pink and red clouds stacking up in the west. Mum knew where the birds were nesting, watched for the swallows returning, and did an ace impression of a curlew. She was a wonderful storyteller, a great maker, and utterly alive to beauty. The summer after she died, the garden bloomed with luscious roses in unbearably, heartbreakingly lovely variety.

			One Sunday in September, a few months after we lost Mum and when we knew we were about to lose Dad, I wandered through the farm as the Sun was rising. The village was sleeping. The thrush that had sung so vividly the previous dusk by the straw bales in the stackyard had gone. I walked to the old paddock and stood in the dew where I remember sitting as a small child in the grass drawing beetles and butterflies. When we were young—running or biking about in the fields—the ridges and furrows in this paddock were like a choppy sea. And now, in that quiet autumnal dawn, the waves seemed to have stilled.
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				1

				Dawn Song and Bat Flit

				Heeding the habits of fellow creatures

			
			In the darkness, I can’t see but I can hear the shape of the unfamiliar landscape. The jubilant crowing of the cockerel locates the farmyard behind me. The raspy cawing of the rookery is the wood beyond the house. The fluting of the robins and blackbirds are the garden and hedgerows to my left and right. The reedy piping of the coot is the river. And in the dim glow of first light, the trilling of the skylark rising and hovering in the quivering air is the silvery, dew-thick cow meadow.

			The dark blue sky soon becomes luminous enough to see the ducks flying silently overhead. The pine, ash and oak, which moments ago were blunt, flat shapes, are tangling up with ivy. The pale clay track is unveiling its treacherous puddles. Milky drifts of mist are appearing in the valley like the aftermath of magic.

			And while the brightening world starts to resume familiar form, the whistling hedgerows thicken with the songs of blue tits, goldfinches, chaffinches and hedge sparrows. An Old English word for daybreak is dæg-wōma, literally “day-noise.” In early March at Court Lodge Farm in Sussex (where we’re staying with Rosie’s relatives), the dæg-wōma has gained singer after singer until—about twenty minutes before sunrise—it’s in gloriously full voice.

			

			—

			Is it possible to tell time by the sequence of birds joining the dawn chorus?

			In the mid-1800s, several English-language journals broadcast the curious news from “foreign journals” that “a German woodsman has invented an ornithological clock.” Before dawn in summer, according to the reports, the chaffinch—“the earliest riser among all the feathery tribes”—starts singing from one-thirty to two o’clock and is followed at half-hour intervals by the blackcap, the quail, the hedge sparrow, the blackbird, the lark, the “black-headed titmouse” (coal tit?), and finally, from five to five-thirty, the sparrow.

			“Queer horology that!” quipped one of the journals’ editors. “Quarter-past quail, half-past sparrow and about eleven minutes of blackbird.” How absurd, indeed, to imagine wild birds giving time like the mechanical songsters on an ornamental clock. Naturally, living birds are not so strictly regimented. Dawn song depends on the season, the location, the variety of species present, and the impact of environmental change or habitat loss. The timing of the chorus moves earlier as the Sun rises earlier—and may be influenced by temperature, weather and moonlight. And of course, birds don’t pace themselves in precise half-hour intervals. The dawn chorus I heard on the farm doesn’t follow an identical pattern from day to day or month to month, even if I had managed to catch exactly when each songster started up.

			Yet the general idea is borne out in experience: different species do join the dawn chorus in a broadly predictable sequence. Birds with better vision in low light are among the first to sing, like the large-eyed blackbird. There’s “a correlation with height,” too, which may help explain why the skylark, rising up over the meadow, is another early singer.

			

			—

			Rosie and I are visiting Court Lodge Farm on the warm invitation of her cousins, farmers Marian and David and their daughter Clare. Later today, over a fine Sunday lunch, they will introduce us to their friend Danny, a retired chestnut coppicer. When I ask Danny how the chorus sounds where he lives, he answers without a pause. “It usually starts off with a blackbird—but sometimes a robin—just before it gets light. The blackbird really chortles away. Then, of course, all the others start coming in as it’s getting lighter.” Most thrillingly of all, his beloved skylark sings.

			Everyone here is deeply aware of the rhythms of all the creatures in their surroundings. (David has shown us with excitement the different moth species currently on the farm.) For outdoor people, it’s not a revelation that the dawn chorus generally builds up in layers as different species join in. I’ve always had a broad sense of it, because the birds I heard this morning are a familiar part of life on my family’s farm. But only in the last few years (since Rosie and I made that van trip to the North) have I begun to understand the pleasures of waking early to fully absorb the dawn chorus. And there’s nothing like the disorienting effect of standing in darkness in an unfamiliar place to quicken the senses and sharpen the ear.

			I wonder why the German woodsman’s “ornithological clock” was considered newsworthy in the 1850s and 60s. Perhaps the notion appealed to nineteenth-century tastes for cuckoo clocks and ideas about mechanistic, orderly nature. Or, possibly, it seemed delightful and curious because it appears to bridge two remote entities, the abstract calculative time of the clock and the vivid sensory qualities of time given by the rhythms of living creatures. For me—and maybe for readers in industrial cities in the nineteenth century—learning about the time kept by birds promises to draw us into a world of glorious song and vibrant patterns of life that feel remote in urbanized places.

			

			—

			In the brightening dawn on Court Lodge Farm, I walk back from the songful pasture to the handsome old barns with black corrugated roofs. In the corner of the yard, the rooster is crowing away in boisterous voice. He started long before I went out at the end of the night, and doesn’t seem to be tiring.

			The cockerel’s bright call in the darkness lends its name to times of day around the world. In Old English, to give a local example, one part of the night after midnight and before dawn was named han-crēd (cockcrow). And there is a very old and widespread tradition that cockcrow marks successive times through the night. In Ireland, for instance, a diary written in the early nineteenth century lists how country people divided the day and night: midnight is followed by “first cock-crow,” “second cock-crow,” then night draws to a close.

			Cockcrow could be a sound with profound significance. A rather lofty account given by Henry Bourne in the Antiquities of the Common People, published in England in 1725, says laborers distrusted going to work before cockcrow dispersed “the Midnight Spirits.” “Hence it is, that in Country-Places, where the Way of Life requires more early Labor, they always go chearfully to Work at that Time [cockcrow]; whereas if they are called abroad sooner, they are apt to imagine every Thing they see or hear, to be a wandring Ghost.” The sound of cockcrow, it was believed, prompted malevolent spirits to fly away. But cockcrow could be untimely: to hear it at the wrong time of day was considered to be a deathly omen.

			

			—

			The bird I heard rising in the dim light this morning—the lark—is “messager of day” in Chaucer’s Knight’s Tale and “herald of the morn” in Shakespeare’s Romeo & Juliet.

			In “The Morning Quatrains” by the seventeenth-century poet Charles Cotton, after the cockerel crows to announce that “the day’s bright Harbinger,” the dawn light, is peeping over “the Eastern Hills”:

			The merry Lark now takes her wings,

			And long’d-for days loud wellcome sings,

			Mounting her body out of sight,

			As if she meant to meet the light.

			Once the lark rises to welcome the day in Cotton’s poem, the human household springs into action. The “old Wife sits down to spin.” The milker takes her pail and goes to “strip” Mull the cow’s “swoln and stradl’ing Paps.” The laborers and manufacturers prepare to graft. The cultivator “yokes his Oxen to the Team, / The Angler goes unto the stream,” the woodman to the wood. The shepherd “drives her Flocks, / All night safe folded from the Fox, / To flow’ry Downs.”

			Cotton paints a dainty, idealizing picture of English country people neatly divided by the labor they perform (and superimposed with classical imagery and symbolism). His poem suffers from the painful prejudices of his age. Yet Cotton plausibly describes a life where human routines are deeply entwined with those of other creatures and the cycle of the Sun. Where I stand now on this twenty-first-century farm, so much is different from Cotton’s day. Yet tangible links remain between the rhythms of the birds and the rise and fall of daylight, and between the routines of people and cows.

			

			—

			When I first went out this morning, the beam of a torch was moving around at the other end of the farmyard. This was Archie, the young herdsman, getting ready for milking. The cockerel had been crowing for a good while before that, but today Archie was literally up with the lark.

			Now the cows are waiting expectantly outside the milking parlor, where Archie is clattering about to set up the milking machine. He opens the parlor gate and adds his own calls and whistles to the songs of the birds and the lowing of the cows. “Come on, girls! Whee-ip!”

			Over the next hour and a half Archie will usher groups of cows in relay into the parlor. The milk needs to be ready for when the dairywomen arrive to make yogurt and labneh. Then, this afternoon, either Archie or Simon, the farm’s senior herdsman, will bring the cows back for the second milking.

			I didn’t grow up in a dairy-farming community. And when I bump into Simon by the barn, I stop him for a chat between jobs. The aim, he tells me, is “to try and get a nice level gap between the two milkings. So, you milk at five in the afternoon, and five in the morning.”

			Simon has been milking for forty-eight years. “It’s a gorgeous life,” he says. And, I know, a very arduous one. But he’s “all in” and cares deeply for the animals in his charge, like David, Marian, Archie and almost every farmer I’ve known. “I wouldn’t stop it for the world,” Simon tells me. “I mean, the winter could be a bit rough now. I’m getting on a bit. But the summer. Coming out in the summer, quarter to five, to get the cows in—it’s just lovely. It’s peaceful, you know. The wildlife here is just tenfold.” David and Marian converted the farm to full organic status in 1998 and rent land on the Sussex Wildlife Trust’s Pevensey Marshes Nature Reserve. Along with all the birds I heard this morning, there are marsh harriers and bearded reedlings.

			It’s early March now. As summer draws nearer, sunrise will move earlier and the dawn song will follow. But milking will continue on the farm here at more or less the same clock times.

			Milking in the morning and evening is a very old pattern (though I’d speculate that, before the clock, the timing fluctuated as the days grew longer and shorter). And there are likely to have been different milking times across places and eras, as there are today. A seventh-century Irish law text on keeping bees, Bechbretha, explains that the range covered by foraging bees is “as far as a cow reaches in grazing before milking time.” The word used for milking time, “etrud,” appears to mean midday. In short, the bees travel the distance a cow walks in the morning. That measure of bee-flight by cow-walk gives a glimpse of just how familiar people were with their daily routines.

			For people passing by a traditional dairy farm like this today, the sight and sound of a farmer calling and the cows gathering for milking still gives a broad sign of the time of day. And in the past, if not as much now, other sights and sounds in the working life of a farm would provide a familiar rhythm.

			When shadows grow long, writes Charles Cotton in “Evening Quatrains,” the sheep are brought to the fold. The bees return to the hive. And the cock is cooped for the night, “[f]or he must call up all the rest.”

			That concluding event in the day of the rooster—his return to the roost—brings to mind an old name for a time of day: cockshut. In A Worlde of Wordes (1598), John Florio translates the Italian expression cane e lupo as the time of “cock-shut, or twilight, as when a man cannot discerne a dog from a Wolfe.” The same phrase appears in French: entre chien et loup, between dog and wolf. Maybe it meant being caught between two kinds of threat. But I’m more convinced that the saying evokes the trickster state of twilight when it’s hard to tell between guardian and predator, friend and foe, benign day and dangerous darkness. No wonder wise chickens withdraw to the coop without prompting at cockshut.

			In lowland Leicestershire, where I grew up, the sheep graze in hedged paddocks and are not penned in a fold overnight. But at shepherding time—usually after tea (the evening meal) and always before dark—Dad would go around the fields checking the flock was fit and well. He would be especially vigilant in the lambing season. Rotund ewes are sometimes prone to getting pinned upside down in hollows by their own weight. And a thick hedgerow is no deterrent to foxes sneaking in to snatch small lambs. (When the ewes and lambs were most vulnerable, they’d be brought into the barn.)

			In wilder places, where you might actually be caught “between dog and wolf,” no doubt itinerant herders would be especially alert to the creeping approach of dusk. Nina Gockerell’s rich essay “Telling Time Without a Clock” (1980) reports that on overcast days the Hutsul shepherds of the Carpathian Mountains would observe their sheep’s pupils for a rough guide to the time. The shepherds “knew that the pupils of sheep’s eyes were oval throughout the day but became circular at just about the hour they were driven home to their folds.” According to Gockerell’s source, Polish farmers similarly checked their cats’ eyes. Was the practice very widespread? “The goats’ eyes were my clock,” wrote the eighteenth-century diarist Ulrich Bräker of his youth as a herder in the high Swiss valleys.

			You might say I was a child shepherd, too, if you’d count the decidedly patchy efforts of a shell-suited teenager running down hedged lanes after her lost sheep. My sister Lizzie, who worked alongside Dad, has shepherded for most of her life. In contrast, I lack the temperament and the skill.

			But after reading Gockerell’s essay, I decided to see what happens to sheep’s eyes for myself. One late afternoon in summer I wandered through the farm to see if anyone was about who could help me bring in the sheep and take a few photos. As I recall, a yellowhammer, perched on a telephone wire, was singing his distinctive appeal for a-little-bit-of-bread-and-no-cheeese. Somewhere in the distance, a tractor was moving around. But the yard and sheds were empty of people and sheepdogs. So I walked out alone into the field. With unexpected success, I shushed a dozen obliging ewes into a pen. Then I looked hard into their eyes.

			
				[image: Two close-up photos of a sheep's eye showing pupil changes. The top image displays a narrow, pill-shaped pupil, while the bottom image shows a round pupil.]
			

			I couldn’t tell where the Sun was hiding behind the blanket of cloud and, although it was late in the day, it still felt fairly bright outside. At this stage the ewes’ pupils were a narrow pill shape, as you can see from my first photo, opposite.

			Around three quarters of an hour later I came back from a walk to take more photos. Already, as the second picture shows, the ewes’ pupils had morphed into rounds.

			It was quite startling to see these changes because I wasn’t especially aware of how much the light had dimmed. Presumably that’s partly because my own vision, too, was adapting to the failing light. By my subjective and unscientific field experiment, I reckon the sheep’s pupil test would be a useful prompt if you need all the signs you can get for the time to retreat for the night.

			

			—

			In Thomas Hardy’s novel A Pair of Blue Eyes, when Mrs. Swancourt remarked on “how truly people who have no clocks will tell the time of day,” her husband agreed. He had known farm laborers, he said, “who had framed complete systems of observation for that purpose”:

			By means of shadows, winds, clouds, the movements of sheep and oxen, the singing of birds, the crowing of cocks, and a hundred other sights and sounds which people with watches in their pockets never know the existence of, they are able to pronounce within ten minutes of the hour almost at any required instant.

			This sounds like a romantic exaggeration. Yet clearly the people who told time by the eyes of other creatures had a deep sensitivity for fleeting changes in the world around them.

			

			—

			That sheep-eye study was background research for Stereochron Island, my project as artist-in-residence in Victoria Park (for Chisenhale Gallery) in east London in 2014. At its core, this was a series of creative field studies. My proposition was that we would imagine the park was a tiny island state, Stereochron, attempting to become a territory without clocks.

			To support our mission, we invited experts to lead us islanders (interested members of the general public) to investigate signs of the time in Victoria Park from shadows, flowers, birds and other creatures. I’d heard somewhere that sheep had grazed here in the twentieth century—and in our playful thought experiment, we imagined bringing them back.

			Our field studies began with a gökotta, as the Swedish call an early-morning outing to revel in birdsong. At 4:30 a.m. one morning in April 2014, a group of us from various parts of London gathered outside the park’s locked gates with birder Peter Beckenham as our guide. The ranger opened up, and we plunged from the murky orange light of the street into the dense darkness.

			With our vision suddenly reduced, the clarity of the songs of blackbirds, robins and wrens seemed enveloping, overwhelming. As we walked deeper into the park, the chorus swelled with the squeaky wheeze of great tits, the low coos of wood pigeons, the cascading trills of chaffinches, the dulcet whistles of blackcaps, the harsh caws of crows.

			On the eastern skyline the pool of cold-gray light grew and yellowed until it threw an amber cast onto the treetops. A pink rainbow arched over the park. Big pink birds began circling—and after struggling with the sight for a moment, I realized they were gulls tinted by the rising Sun.

			Our gökotta in Victoria Park was the first time I’d fully devoted attention to the dawn chorus in London. There were no larks, but there were chaffinches, blackcaps and goldcrests! The range of inner-city birds was a shock.

			In spring the early-morning air resounds with the clamor of “love and war,” as birders say. The male birds are flashing their ankles and raising their fists—appealing for mates and defending territory—through the medium of song. They will carry on singing through the day, though less consistently. In the heat of early afternoon there may be a lull. Then around sunset there is a quieter surge of sound: a dusk chorus or evensong.

			Many daytime-active birds sing fastest and most fervently at dawn. But why they do so then remains an open question for scientists, with several possible explanations. In the darkness and half-light, the singers are masked from their predators. It’s not yet bright enough to forage for seeds and insects. This is the time of day when female birds are most fertile. And when they typically lay their eggs too, with the ability to receive a mate straight away. Other theories are that the acoustic properties of the twilight atmosphere allow calls to travel further. Or that morning song is a kind of roll call of who’s still here and holding territory after the treacherous night.

			By mid-April, the dawn chorus is in full swing as millions of birds return to the British Isles from overwintering in the warm south. Slight changes in the duration of daylight trigger a restless urge to migrate, known by the German word Zugunruhe. At this time of year, each new wave of songsters arriving at their breeding ground adds to its chorus. After spring, some crepuscular (twilight-active) species like robins and thrushes will keep singing at dawn for much of the year. But once birds are nesting, as a whole their song subdues, becoming hushed after June, and picking up a little in autumn.

			In early autumn, migrating birds begin to fly south. Most birds make the journey at night (for reasons that are not all fully understood). In darkness, birds can evade their daytime predators. The nocturnal air may be calmer. It’s cooler, too, which would protect them from overheating. And as they make their way through the night over land and sea, many birds are steering by the stars.

			What magical events are happening in the world beyond our perception! Gradually, though, after the Stereochron project, my appreciation for birds slipped away. Rosie and I moved to a noisier part of inner London, and life got more hectic.

			But then came the “great pause” of early 2020, when the pandemic lockdown stilled the machines and brought that unexpectedly joyful side effect: the sudden intensity of the birdsong. Its beauty and clarity galvanized me not to neglect the birds around me quite so much again. And one of the great delights of this new commitment has been to become more aware of their vivid presence in the darker months.

			In winter in the city where I live, it turns out the bare trees in the park are not empty: there are multi-species groups of small birds quietly moving about together. In the street I’m becoming more sensitive to the difference between the flicker of a falling leaf and the darting of a tiny wren. And of course not all species are silent in the dark months. At dawn and dusk I’ve heard the blackbird singing its gloriously complicated song in the bare branches of a cherry tree.

			Out in the winter countryside, as the Sun sinks, scattered groups of starlings gather into a great body of bodies that swirls in synchronous motion and murmurs with the fluttering of thousands of wings. Herons and egrets roost in the trees like ghostly lanterns. The solitary white phantom—the barn, screech or ghost owl (Tyto alba)—swoops silently over the darkening fields with loping wings, or calls unseen with hair-raising shrieks.

			An echo remains in our everyday speech of how closely people once tuned into birds: we still say we’re “up with the lark” to mean early morning. Whether or not past generations had practical need to tell time by the cock crowing or the songsters quietening, the rhythms of birds would have given shape to the day and seasons. For us now, I think, there is personal bounty to be gained in becoming a trill seeker—and especially to listen closely to the avian world as the darkness ebbs and the light fades. The more I notice in the dead of winter as well as spring, the more I feel the turn of the day and year from light to darkness and back again.

			

			—

			After the Sun has “gone to sleep” in Cotton’s gloomy poem “Night Quatrains,” the owl flies, the nightingale sings, the bittern “booms.” Over the ages, these and some of the other twilight- and night-active creatures he describes have suffered declines or vanished almost entirely from our surroundings and awareness. The nightingale, not least, is only to be heard in rare places in the countryside. But I’m delighted to learn that a small number of bitterns have found a winter haven at the London Wetland Centre. There are owls in the great city parks too. And as we’re about to discover, even in some of the most unlikely places, the night air is not empty of life.

			

			—

			It’s a warm evening in early June and I’m in Feltham Marshalling Yard, a stretch of abandoned railway land in west London just a mile or two from Heathrow Airport.

			A deliriously lovely evensong is rising up from the blackcap in the bramble and the song thrush in the willow—despite the overwhelming, body-rumbling thundering of air traffic. The direction of the wind this evening means airplanes are roaring up into the sky right overhead.

			A group of us have gathered for a public walk to see bats. As a whole we’re curious but not knowledgeable. And I suspect we’re all intrigued by the prospect of experiencing this iconic nocturnal animal in an urban wasteland so close to an international airport.

			Our guide is the conservationist Elliot Newton from Citizen Zoo. He hands out heterodyne bat detectors: small gray plastic boxes with knobs and dials that have the air of eighties TV sci-fi props. We twiddle with the settings and produce a weird chorus of mechanical buzzes and whistles as if we’re sending signals into the cosmos. Someone jokes, “The detectors aren’t going to interfere with the airplanes, are they?”

			The low Sun throws pink-golden light over the scrubland around us
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