


[image: Cover: Nature Boy: A journey of birdsong and belonging by Seán Ronayne. A man with long hair wearing headphones looks up into the sky at a murmuration of birds. The quote from Manchán Magan reads, Seán's sensitivity to the natural world captivates the reader. The quote from Irish Times reads 'Earnest and uplifting'. Winner at the 2024 An Post Irish Book Awards.]





Seán Ronayne is a Cork-born ornithologist and naturalist who has spent his life immersed in nature. Following a childhood spent exploring the fields and woods of his hometown, Seán went on to study zoology at University College Cork (UCC), as well as a master’s in marine biology, also at UCC. After graduating, he worked at a seabird sanctuary in the UK, and then returned to Ireland to enroll in a master’s in ecological impact assessment, specialising in ornithology.

He secured his first professional ornithologist job in 2017, and in 2018 he moved to Barcelona with his partner Alba, a Catalan native, where he began recording birds and wildlife in earnest. Following their return to Ireland in 2020, he embarked on his project to sound-record all of Ireland’s regularly occurring birds, taking him all over the country in search of rare and elusive species, some of which were on the cusp of extinction. He has now just three species left to record, out of almost 200, and has amassed a collection of over 12,000 recordings of Irish birds and other wildlife.

In spring 2024, Birdsong, a documentary about Seán’s recording project, was released to great acclaim. Birdsong is directed by Kathleen Harris and produced by Ross Whitaker and Aideen O’Sullivan for True Films.

Wild Silence, an album of Irish wild soundscapes, recorded by Seán in a variety of habitats, is available at https://irishwildlifesounds.bandcamp.com/album/wild-silence

Seán lives near Cobh, County Cork, with Alba, their daughter Laia and their dog Toby. Nature Boy is his first book.

www.irishwildlifesounds.com/

@irishwildlifesounds (Instagram)
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To Laia.

I’ve loved you from the day you were little more than a seed in your mother’s womb. News of your arrival was the best thing that’s ever happened to us. Know that you owe me nothing in life, but I do have just one wish. All that I ask from you is that, one day, you fly the flag for nature and love it as it so deserves. To stand up for it and give it the voice that it needs. This book is for you, my little one. You bring us both untold hope and happiness and we are counting down the days to meet you.

Ens veiem aviat petita meva.




PRAISE FOR NATURE BOY

‘Seán’s passion for the natural world spills over on every page of this fantastic book. A stunning testament to the wonders of nature’

Pádraic Fogarty

‘With disarming honesty, eloquence and humour, Seán Ronayne recounts how he took possession of a childhood taunt and made it his adult mission. Whether it’s the humble magpie in your back garden, the poignant song of the last male ring ouzel in Ireland, or a close call with a gravity-challenged rhino in Nepal, his stories will reinvigorate a love of nature, at home and much further afield’

Magnus Robb

‘Seeing the world through Seán’s eyes is like getting a big, delightful hug. Informative, inspiring and insightful, this book is a heartfelt and enthralling personal journey of a life ensconced in nature’

Anja Murray

‘Through Seán’s beautifully sincere exploration of how nature has so deeply shaped and defined his life and has given him solace and refuge during challenging times, he brings home just how vital the natural world is to all of us, whether we know it or not, as well as how tragically divorced so many of us have become from it … Please read this book, now!’

Niall Hatch, BirdWatch Ireland

‘A gorgeously personal and deeply moving account of living a life fully immersed in the fantastic wonderland that is nature. This book opens a door to the alternate, enchanting universe that still surrounds us, but is being erased fast. Sublime’

Eoghan Daltun

‘Seán is a man who reveals wonder from within the ordinary. Trapped in a Barcelona apartment during lockdown, he chose to look up to the skies, and through a microphone and curious mind revealed a nightly treasure of passing migrant birds that had been invisible to the rest of the city’

Ken O’Sullivan

‘Motivated by the intricate biophonic utterances of the wild, Ronayne tells of a loving, supportive family that nurtured his love of the natural world, setting the stage for his life’s mission to capture those sounds for posterity – and to share his passion to record the voices of every living bird species in the country. Definitely a great read!’

Bernie Krause
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Prologue

IT WAS SEPTEMBER 2019 AND I HAD BEEN LIVING IN CATALUNYA for over a year, having moved there from Ireland the previous summer. I rummaged in the kitchen of the apartment in Barcelona that I shared with my partner, Alba, banging pots and pans, opening and closing cupboard doors, until I emerged with the new tools of my trade.

I had just come home from an interesting talk by Magnus Robb, the wildlife sound-recordist and composer, at the Ebro Delta Birding Festival. His scheduled talk about the autonomous capturing of birds calling in the dark of night as they pass overhead on their nocturnal migrations had captivated my imagination. Magnus had described in almost mystical detail how he captured the sounds of masses of incredible birds in the dead of night, passing over his home in Portugal, while he himself slept soundly in his bed. He described documenting habitat-specific birds – birds he’d never expect to encounter in the region by day, which were flying and vocalising at close range at all hours of the night. The concept that it was possible to encounter any bird from any place or habitat blew my mind.

And so a few days later, with my second-hand Olympus LS-12 sound-recorder that I had purchased on eBay in one hand, and in the other a Pyrex measuring jug, I went out to the balcony, placed the recorder inside the jug, hit record, and sealed the jug with some cling film stretched over the top. This recorder can run for up to 48 hours, and the cling film would protect it in the rare event of any wind and rain that might occur in sunny Catalunya. I’d been using my Olympus recorder to capture the sounds of the new and unknown species I was encountering since purchasing it in May 2018, but until now I had only been using it handheld.

The balcony itself was not a place I ever spent time as it was quite claustrophobic. It looked out to a series of high-rise flats across the narrow street – above us was the bottom of the balcony above, and to the left and right were solid brick walls. You could only see a sliver of sky, and it all felt very urban. I tended not to open the doors or windows, not only for the mosquitoes, but for the noise, too. It was a never-ending cacophony of sirens, ratcheting air-con units and shouting that seeped its way into the apartment. Upstairs, the footsteps of my neighbours sounded like those of elephants. Next door, the repetitive bass of my neighbour’s reggaeton rattled through my head. In bed, I wore earplugs to sleep. But even that usually wasn’t enough to drown out the wall of anthropogenic noise that dominated the soundscape and forced its way into my brain, unannounced and unwelcome.

I was never an indoors person; I always longed to be out there. My mother recalls me constantly digging in the dirt in our back garden in Cobh, County Cork, taking in ‘creepy crawlies’ to show to her in overzealous delight. My clothes would wear out from evenings spent climbing trees and wading through brambles. I was a wild child, and I never changed.

While I loved living in Catalunya, the chaotic aural environments of Barcelona’s streets were a riot for my brain. The groans of engines, the startling beeping horns, the sea of voices. They all collided into a sonic overload that raged in my head like forgotten pocket keys bashing and clanging around in a washing machine. To take my swollen, throbbing mind elsewhere, I’d often look up as I walked about during the day, between teaching English classes. Later on, on my days off from bird surveying, I’d wonder what passes over this chaotic spot in the comparative calm of the night. Now my new project was to intercept the nocturnal calls of birds as they migrated south to spend their winters in Africa, passing right over our small balcony as we slept soundly. At the time, I did not see this little boxed-in space as a place to encounter the wonders of nature. Oh, how that would change.

The morning after Magnus’ talk, having set out my recorder for the night, I jumped out of the bed and ran out to retrieve it from the balcony. I felt like a kid at Christmas, awakening to see what presents had been delivered during the night. The recorder was still running – great! The next step was to begin the analysis.

Each bird species has a unique shape or series of shapes that represent their calls. I downloaded sound-editing software called Audacity onto my laptop and taught myself how to identify the shapes of bird calls by looking at spectrograms. So, instead of sitting and listening to ten hours of audio – an impossible task – I scanned the sounds visually, which is a much more time-efficient process. At first every shape was new to me – I was stopping to play barking dogs, beeping horns, slamming doors, motorised window shutters, and all other manner of unwanted noise – sonic bycatch, if you will.

After I had sifted through a few hours’ worth of recordings, I began to develop a familiarity with the visuals of these unwanted sounds, and so I skimmed past them. I learned to know what to avoid, what not to waste my time on. Up until that point, I’d only ever encountered a handful of species from our balcony: feral pigeons, non-native monk parakeets – escaped pets that have formed a self-sustaining raucous population throughout the urban landscape of Catalunya – and yellow-legged gulls, the Mediterranean equivalent of our own herring gull.

Then a new shape appeared on my laptop screen – it looked somewhat like the shape of a small barking dog, but different. I played it. I’d never heard a call like it. It was quite a dog-like explosive ‘kwark’! This was the moment I began to look at the world around me in a very different way. No urban streetscape would ever look the same to me again.

At 4 a.m. on 22 September 2019, I had logged over 40 calls from at least two black-crowned night herons as they navigated over the urban sprawl of El Prat de Llobregat on their migratory journey south to spend the winter in the wetlands of tropical West and Central Africa, before their northward return to Europe in the spring. I screamed the news to Alba. My obsessions with topics run deep and I’m relentless in chasing details. Alba knew I needed to take things to the limit, so when I had these exciting moments of discovery, at least to me, she’d be the first person I’d tell.

From this moment on, I recorded every single night of the year.

I upgraded my equipment and bought a Dodotronic parabolic reflector – parabola for short. Parabolas look like little satellite dishes and are the audio equivalent of a photographer’s zoom lens. This enabled me to reach further up into the night sky, and thus it brought the ‘voices’ of even more nocturnal migrants to my attention.

So many out-of-context species flew directly over our flat, right in the heart of the city – from the high-pitched, guttural-cronking calls of groups of flamingoes, breaking through the sirens and barking dogs, and far removed from their typical shallow, saltwater foraging habitats to the sweet fluttering ‘prrioop’ calls from flocks of European bee-eaters so great in number that their sounds took up to eight minutes to pass over my microphones, as they shared the skies with echolocating bats. European bee-eaters are typically thought of as a diurnal species, migrating by day, stopping occasionally to feed on their favourite prey item of, you guessed it, bees! But here they were, flying in great numbers down the Catalan coast in active migratory flight in the dead of night.

For as long as I can remember, my mind has been swirling with the vocalisations of birds, and now I was able to look at their visual representation using the editing software. I could see the sound via spectrogram analysis. This was a game-changer for me, and I began to hear and interpret bird sound in a different way. Intricate details – subtle calls, dialects and mimicry – that I had previously missed were now slapping me in the face.

At first, I was the only one recording in Catalunya in this manner. I’d send on sounds to a few Catalan friends, and I think they really surprised them. These friends began to forward the results and it triggered several others to start dabbling in this strange method, too. Several of us had been inspired by Magnus Robb’s talk, and seeing my initial successes, we set up a WhatsApp group by the name of ‘Nocmig Catalunya’. ‘Nocmig’ is the designated term for the study of nocturnal migration of birds.

At this point in my life, I had qualified with a master’s in ecological impact assessment from University College Cork in Ireland, and secured a job doing ornithological surveys on potential wind-farm sites back in my home country, but I had left all of that behind to move with Alba to her hometown of El Prat de Llobregat. I hadn’t been able to secure a job working in ornithology in Catalunya – the fact that my Spanish was poor and my Catalan worse being the main barriers – so it was great to have this connection to a group of fellow birders with whom I could talk shop while finding my feet in a new country. I’d been teaching English for some time, but it wasn’t for me. I was longing to fall back to my true calling – a career in ornithology.

This group became a hub of excitement and discovery as, each morning, we all reported the bizarre and unexpected birds that had revealed themselves over our roofs the previous night. Soon, distinct and undeniable patterns began to emerge: those who lived in well-lit, built-up areas or those in geographical bottlenecks – narrow physical passes – scored the most birds, but sometimes in an incomparable manner. And, after some research, we soon discovered why. Birds are attracted down to the artificial light of our city spaces that can disorientate them and cause them to call to one another in a state of confusion. In extreme cases, as can be seen in the US, birds can collide with towering skyscrapers that thoughtlessly fail to turn off their aesthetic, non-essential lights after hours, sometimes resulting in tens or even hundreds of casualties a night during peak bird-migration periods. Thus, those of us in the group who lived in Barcelona often registered a far higher number of birds than those who recorded in more rural, less artificially lit areas.

I recorded every night without fail until the unexpected happened. In March 2020, Covid arrived and turned the world upside down. To find myself locked in the confines of a one-bedroom apartment surrounded by concrete was a devastating blow.

Nature has been the one true constant in my life from the very beginning. From when I was soaking it all up as a babbling toddler in a pram, all the way through my teens and into adulthood, my world revolved around it and it supported me like another parent. Even in the darkest of moments, nature was there to hold me up and help me limp through.

And so, even when I couldn’t leave my shoebox apartment under Barcelona’s strict lockdown rules, when I couldn’t find a way to nature, it found its way to me – through the fascinating and unexpected nocturnal bird calls I captured from my balcony every night.

The one thing that’s been a constant, which had already given me so much, took on a new dimension. It enabled my mind to escape the concrete prison of our flat and to float out there with nature, like it always had, but it also led me to pursue a project around a topic that would change my life in countless ways – sound-recording and sharing the sounds of our wonderful birds with the world.




[image: An illustration of a magpie in flight.]
Chapter 1

I REMEMBER IT LIKE IT WAS YESTERDAY. MY FATHER TERRY AND Granny Betty were in the front seats, I was sitting in the back with my grandfather, Pops. I’m not sure why we called him Pops – I think it’s an American term, but it’s what stuck, one way or another. Maybe it’s because it was an easy word to roll off my tongue, with me being just a little bruiser. Every Sunday, we would go for a spin around Great Island in my parents’ beige Ford Escort. Great Island is the largest of several islands nestled in the safety of Cork Harbour, including Fota Island, which houses a wildlife park, and Spike Island, a former prison island known as ‘Ireland’s Alcatraz’. Cork Harbour is one of the largest natural harbours in the world, some say second only to Sydney, and has been a working port and a strategic defensive location on the south coast of Ireland for hundreds of years.

We all lived in Cobh, the largest town on Great Island and just a 30-minute drive from Cork city, connected to the mainland by a bridge, a ferry and a railway line. Cobh was the last port of call for the RMS Titanic before she set out across the Atlantic on her doomed maiden voyage, and the town has a strong naval history. My father worked most of his life as mechanic for the Irish navy, making sure the boats were ready to go out on fisheries and drugs patrol. But, to me, it was just home. Our house was nestled at the top of a steep hill, as are many houses in Cobh. It was a detached home with a front garden, backed up against several mature trees, and overlooking Cork Harbour. Here I lived with my mam, my dad and my younger brother, Conor. It was even higher than my grandparents’ house, a kilometre away near the seafront in Cobh – the house where my dad grew up. Pops and Granny Betty didn’t drive and this spin around Great Island was a weekly treat for them. A break from the monotony of town life, and a chance for us all to soak up some nature. I loved it too, of course. In fact, there was nowhere I loved more.

One balmy, summer afternoon, and we’d all just finished our Sunday lunch, we chose the island’s coastal route for our weekend pilgrimage. This was our favourite route, as the others passed through agricultural lands and were much less nature-filled. I specifically remember rounding a sharp bend, trees in full leaf arching in a canopy over the roadway. The midsummer sun fractured through the deciduous foliage and threw a wonderful display of green hues interspersed with beams of golden light onto the roadway in front of us. As we cruised along, windows ajar, allowing the fresh summer breeze to flow through the car, Pops threw his eye up to the canopy above. A glint of excitement took over his demeanour. He turned to me and asked: ‘Have you ever seen a magpie, Seán?’

‘No,’ I replied. ‘What’s a magpie?’

My response made him smile even more.

At the time, this pile-on of excitement was insignificant in its meaning to me, but I understand it now. Pops spent his whole life in Cobh. He worked as an operator for Irish Steel during the week, but on weekends he loved nothing more than taking long walks through the woods and fields in the more rural parts of the island. I feel such a sense of pride and love for Pops. He was a good man, who sought out the beauty in the world and saw the creatures we share this planet with for what they are – our brilliant, wondrous comrades in life. Not conveniences, pests or things we should control or be wary of. Just brothers and sisters eking out a successful existence on this planet, with their own challenges and burdens to bear, and peaks to climb. Their own families to raise, and their own happiness to seek. Pops was a simple man who didn’t ask for much in life and appreciated just being, and all of this rubbed off on my father, too. Both my dad and Pops loved nature and sought it out in all its glory. I think it was a chance for them to bond doing what they loved, where they felt most at home.

Dad told me about how himself and Pops would bring back injured animals to the house when he was a kid. The two of them would do everything they could to nurse them back to health and, eventually, release them back to nature. They were always out there when my dad was younger, but when he grew up and had a family of his own, these weekend outings were their chance to get back out into nature together. Although Granny Betty didn’t directly seek out nature, she appreciated it. She loved getting out there and would always look forward to those trips.

Dad stopped the car at the side of the road and we stepped out as quietly as possible, not wanting to startle the prize that sat in the branches above. This was my first lesson in fieldcraft: we spoke in hushed tones and crept around the side of the car, hardly daring to move, slowly inching into position with crouched gaits. I copied Pops and Dad. Granny sat still and watched from inside with Mam. Pops’ eyes were transfixed on the treetops as he pointed up. ‘Do you see it?’

My eyes shifted from watching my foot placement in the green shade of the towering trees, fearful of stepping on a twig, to scanning the leafy behemoths that loomed above my little self. My neck hung back, my mouth open as if catching flies. My eyes flickered from left to right, and then across to Pops and Dad. Pops looked at me with eyes wide open, smiling and nodding his head in a beckoning manner. I looked back again and saw some movement further up in the tallest tree. I didn’t really know what I was looking for, but then I saw it … I just knew that this was the magpie! I’d never seen such a regal-looking bird before.

It sat there at the top of a large ash tree, visible through a gap in the dense green crowns of sycamores, hawthorns and other ashes. Pops explained to me that the magpie is a member of the crow family, but that it didn’t look like a crow. And he was right – it was beautiful: its striking black and white colour with long tail gave it an exotic look. It was unlike anything I had ever seen in my short life. But then it got even better: it moved position, hopping to another branch, where it was even more exposed to one of the rays of sunlight breaking through the canopy. Now all of the black feathers began to shimmer with greens and purples, almost like magic. ‘Wowwww!’ I giggled with surprise and looked up at Pops. I was hypnotised by the raw beauty of this bird. I stood there with my jaw agape, reminding myself to breathe at times. Then, the magpie turned its head and began to call – presumably in response to another magpie, somewhere out of sight. It was a new sound to me and one that struck me. I could see its beak open and close as it gave this loud crackling series of calls – almost like a series of exploding bangers. It certainly wasn’t shy in making itself heard. Pops and Dad admired the bird, too, but they were more taken by something else. They were in awe at my wonderment, for in that moment they both knew the family tradition of a love for nature had been firmly passed on to another generation.

Magpies have an unfair reputation in Ireland and many other countries. I have heard them referred to as an alien or non-native species. Invasive alien species are those species that are not only introduced by humans to an area outside of their natural range but that then go on to spread and thrive to the point that they begin to have negative impacts on native flora, fauna, habitats, economy and more.

Despite an unfounded belief among some that ruthlessly killing birds with rifles or inhumanely trapping them will benefit them financially, this is certainly not true of the magpie. Although there is no smoke without fire. It is believed that magpies are somewhat recent colonists to Ireland, with the first flock said to have crossed the Irish Sea in 1676, leaving from Wales and arriving in Wexford.1 To refer to these birds as alien or non-native reveals a misunderstanding of the terms. In the case of birds that extend their range as a result of population expansion, for example, we can refer to them as natural pioneers or colonists. This could be considered especially true of birds that make the crossing to the nearest neighbouring land mass, as was the case here in Ireland with magpies. Birds can willingly extend their range for a number of reasons, including in response to large-scale habitat destruction, habitat restoration, climate change or simply as a result of seeking out new resources because of population growth/saturation in a given region. Whilst you could argue that the first two points, or even the third, refer to human-made scenarios, these scenarios still push the birds to make a decision of their own volition. They are not physically relocated by humans.

In recent years, there have been a number of such colonisation events. The most famous of these was the arrival of great spotted woodpeckers to Irish shores, where today the unmistakable, explosive tree-drumming display can be heard throughout the country. The first birds began to appear in 2007 and 2008, as stragglers along the east coast, and as singles on Cape Clear Island in Cork and Great Saltee Island in County Wexford. At the time it was widely thought that these birds were coming from the UK, which was later proven through DNA analysis of feathers.

There are just eight bird species listed as invasive to Ireland: red-vented bulbul, Indian house crow, ruddy duck, Canada goose, Egyptian goose, sacred ibis, common myna and rose-ringed parakeet.2 All of those listed occur in Europe (some have not made it to Ireland but are flagged because of the possibility) through human introduction, mostly in the last century, and all species have a track record of having notable negative impacts when introduced outside of their natural ranges – and magpie is not one of them.

It is also thought that magpies have no natural predators in Ireland. But of course they do: foxes, pine martens, buzzards, sparrowhawks and more are all natural predators of magpies. And, of course, one of our own true non-native species is a ferocious predator of birds: the domestic cat.




Sparrowhawk (Accipiter nisus)

Family Accipitridae (hawks, eagles, kites, harriers and old world vultures)

Conservation status Green-listed (BoCCI, 2020–2026)3

Vocalisations The most frequently encountered call is a high-pitched, repetitive, chattering ‘kih-kih-kih-kih-kih’, usually given in the breeding season.





Outside the scientific community, some people have a long-held belief that magpies are attracted to and steal shiny objects, including expensive jewellery. Another strike against this ‘troublesome’ bird. And guess what? It’s also not true. There was a study published in 2014 debunking this myth.4 Rather than magpies being master jewel thieves, humans tend to notice when they occasionally pick up shiny objects but pay no heed when they pick up non-shiny, non-valuable objects. So the myth has come from the observation bias of humans.

Why do we vilify nature? Why call wildflowers ‘weeds’ or refer to certain species as ‘pests’? This is all undeserved language, and a clear indication of our anthropocentrism – that humans alone possess intrinsic value in this world. Why do we fear the randomness and chaotic beauty of nature, when we too are a part of this beautiful mess? Why do we pretend to be above it all? Because we’re not. Magpies are wonderful creatures in their own right, with complex lives and a plethora of emotions. Just like us.

Magpies and other members of the crow family (corvids) have been observed attending ‘funerals’, in which they appear to mourn the death of a conspecific (member of the same species). At least, this was the initial view from our human perspective. However, it has been suggested that such death rituals in corvids are not what they seem, and that they might use these ‘funeral’ events to learn about danger – they inspect the body of the deceased in an attempt to understand what has happened.5 It was also found that decreased foraging occurred in the vicinity of an observed death of a conspecific, with birds avoiding food in these danger zones for the following three days. Thus corvids, including magpies, have a society in which they observe, react and learn, just like we do.




Magpie (Pica pica)

Family Corvidae (crows)

Conservation status Green-listed (BoCCI, 2020–2026)

Vocalisation The most commonly encountered vocalisation is the harsh chak-chak-chak-chak. This is utilised for a variety of purposes, from alarm call to contact call, depending on its volume, speed and intensity. Magpies are beautiful songsters, with an unusual warbling song interspersed with clicks, and sounds not too dissimilar to laser beams from a sci-fi movie, but because their song is very quiet, humans rarely hear it.





Corvids are typically known for their raucous, atonal calls, and it is thought that they do not sing. The characteristic call of our magpie is a series of husky, strident notes, given in quick succession, almost like the rattling of a Gatling gun. But this is only what we hear. Magpies have several types of vocalisation, several of which we never get to experience in life, either because we genuinely do not hear them or because we do hear them, but we aren’t listening to them. Sometimes, we listen for what we expect to hear, and we miss anything novel or unexpected. For instance, for many years science assumed that only male birds sang. Of course, this is not at all the case.

Whilst most cases of female song have been detected in tropical regions, it has also been discovered closer to home. Take the familiar barn swallow. This is a species most Irish people will be familiar with as the cheery harbinger of summer. A beacon of light that pulls us out of the damp, grey grips of winter. Their cheerful, melodic song, interspersed with high-pitched, fluid notes, connected with a variety of clicks, brightens up our skies every year.

It was widely thought that our very own swallows were only represented by male singers. However, song in female swallows was described and qualified for the first time in 2020,6 despite them being a common and widely studied passerine songbird, with over a thousand scientific papers published in their name! Females were noted as being ten times less likely to sing, and typically singing earlier in the breeding season – perhaps she is more occupied with tending to her young later on. Female song in barn swallow sounds similar to that of the males, but are slightly less complex. Whilst studies are still ongoing, it is believed that females sing to compete with rival females in both attracting a male and guarding that male. It is also thought to be a pair-bonding exercise.




Barn Swallow (Hirundo rustica)

Family Hirundinidae (swallows, martins and saw-wings)

Conservation status Amber-listed (BoCCI, 2020–2026)

Vocalisations The most typically heard vocalisation is the simple ‘whit-whit’, given in flight and when stationary. When excited, their disyllabic ‘tsu-whit, tsu-whit’ often alerts human ears to an approaching bird of prey. Song is an uplifting melodic series of fluttering notes, interspersed with a variety of clicks.





Magpies have three well-documented song types: babble song, soft song and, my personal favourite, whisper song. Of these three scarcely heard songs, babble song is the most frequently encountered, though it is still a very rare thing for us humans to encounter. Babble song is described as ‘a series of soft warbling sounds interspersed with higher-pitched units’.7 It’s very quiet, and most often sung by the male, although the female can also sing it. It’s typically sung in the courtship phase, before the true breeding season commences – like a pair-bonding or partner-attracting exercise. Babble song is often sung in harmony between a pair after a bout of mutual preening. Soft song is similar in function to babble song, and is again sung by both sexes, only it is more uniform in sound and lower-pitched. Whisper song, as the name suggests, is extremely quiet, and is sung by both sexes during the process of nest-building. This to me is so beautiful, and makes me think of a loving, tender moment shared between a couple who are building their future family home. I might be anthropomorphising, but I strongly believe that we share such characteristics. After all, who are we to think or claim we are the only species who experience love, tenderness, passion, joy and fun?

Standing there as a small child, free from the biases we pick up as adults, I could only see the shifting iridescent colours of the magpie’s feathers, and was content to share this experience with the people I loved and looked up to, especially Pops. Every weekday, I would go to spend the day with him and Granny Betty at their home on the seafront in Cobh. I was too young to go to playschool at this point in my life. They both adored me – I was their first grandchild (my brother Conor wouldn’t arrive for another few years). I adored them too, and loved every minute of my time there. My parents would drop me down to their house each morning before they went to work. My grandparents were early risers and would be up and ready for my chaotic energy and cheeky smile. I can still picture the house and even remember its smell. To my little self, its towering three storeys seemed all the more impressive. The house was book-ended by similarly tall houses, which climbed the hill of Harbour View leading up to the great cathedral of Cobh. The house was like a time capsule, full of trinkets, antiques and memories.

Although my father had long moved out of the house, lots of his stuff was still there. He showed me the old wine-brewing vats in his childhood bedroom, complete with fireplace. Back then, all the rooms had fireplaces, because there was no central heating, and the winters weren’t as forgiving as they are today. Health and safety also wasn’t a thing, and the thoughts of embers flickering onto the wooden floor or woollen rugs, while everyone slept soundly, didn’t worry people as it would today. My dad told tales of how himself and his two brothers shared the room and got up to all kinds of bother in there, as is to be expected from a roomful of young, boisterous boys.

The old floorboards in the room creaked underfoot as I made my way to one of the two big sea-facing windows. I could see right out over the expanses of Cork Harbour. Here, my dad spent many hours gazing out to sea, watching the comings and goings of boats, birds, dolphins and even the daily movements of the prisoners of Spike Island, of which he also had a bird’s-eye view.

I spent my days here with my grandparents while my parents were at work. Of the two, my granny was definitely the dominant character: a strong woman both physically and mentally. Originally from Kerry farming stock, she had a strong frame, with a big booming voice to match. She didn’t mince her words and didn’t suffer fools gladly. You didn’t mess with Granny. But all of that aside, she was very loving, caring and quite funny – often in her directness, in an unintentional way. She filled the voids of the old house with her frequent singing of old Irish ballads as she went about her business, always keeping herself busy. She was a great cook, and her meringues were to die for: snowy white, sweet, crunchy on the outside and chewy on the inside – literal sugar pies. I blame her for my meringue addiction. Despite having tasted meringues all over the country, in some of the fanciest restaurants you can imagine, none have ever compared to hers.

Pops was the quieter of the two, by a long stretch. He was a hard worker who kept his head down, and he had a really gentle manner. He was softly spoken, a man of few words who liked to avoid confrontation. He had long flowing white hair, but was bald as a coot in the centre. To cover this up, he grew his hair out and combed it over the top, keeping it in place with hair wax. I can still remember it whipping up and flowing through the air on windy days, like white sheets on a washing line. He’d scramble to put it back in place, to cover up the bald patch. My mother always referred to him as a dote, and I think it was a very apt description. He certainly doted on me, and did everything in his power to make me happy when I was there, as did my granny. I’d regularly mount his back and he’d pretend he was a horse and I a cowboy. He’d make his best neighing sounds and trot around the hallway cumbersomely, with me laughing in hysterics on top. This is the definition of a love for a grandchild. Making a pure fool of yourself just to make them laugh.

Every week, they’d bring me on the train to Cork city – which was a big adventure. Despite taking this journey with them for two years, I still loved each one as if it were the first. We’d start our adventure with a short wait at the platform at the station in Cobh, again with a view to the inner harbour right in front of us. The tracks were separated from the deep-water quay by a set of old green railings. Beyond this is a small stretch of water, approximately 700 metres out. Then you have another small island, Haulbowline, which is only about a kilometre in length. This is the home of the Irish navy, where my father worked as a mechanic. Next to it was Irish Steel, where my grandfather worked as an operator before his retirement. The water only stretched a kilometre or so to our right before meeting the rocky shoreline of Whitepoint but, to our left, it stretched for several kilometres spanning not only Cobh, but Whitegate and Aghada on the shoreline opposite us. The view out to the mouth of the harbour is impeded by the several islands nestled in the harbour’s centre.

We’d sit on the wooden benches that flanked the platform and we’d watch the gulls coursing along the quay. During periods of bad weather, trawlers would come into the harbour and berth alongside for shelter, and even more gulls would congregate, feeding on the scraps the men would fling overboard as they cleaned their boats and did all the little jobs they were too busy to do while on the high seas. As a child, I was like a sponge, always looking, learning and questioning. I watched everyone and everything, as I tried my best to understand the hectic but fascinating world around me.

When the train came, I’d dash on and try to get to my favourite seats – the ones with a seaward view and a big table between two couches. We’d all sit down and gaze out the window as we made the short journey to the city. We’d pass through the upper reaches of the harbour and work our way up past the muddy estuarine parts, and eventually to the lower reaches of the River Lee. The gulls of the platform would swap places for mud-probing black-tailed godwits, redshanks, greenshanks and dunlin.

All of these waders overwinter in significant numbers in Cork Harbour, which is designated as a Special Protection Area, under the European Union Directive on the Conservation of Wild Birds. This means these sites are safeguarded under EU law, in order to preserve the habitats of migratory birds, as well as rare and threatened species. Cork Harbour is an internationally important wetland that holds significant numbers of wintering and breeding waterfowl. It is designated for an amazing 23 species, of which two occur in internationally important numbers, namely black-tailed godwit, with its long knitting-needle-like bill, and redshank with its bright-red legs and apt nickname: the sentinel of the marsh. Redshanks are the meerkats of the bird world, always on the lookout for danger and, when they see it, they let out an ear-piercing string of high-pitched ‘tsee-tsee-tsee-tsee-tsee’ calls.

We were spoiled for choice and, as our train zoomed by the estuaries, we’d scan the mud ahead of us and pick them all out. Birdwatching at speed!

As our train slowed on the approach to Kent Station in Cork city, we would look at the cormorants sitting on big old wooden pier supports, wings outstretched and drying in the sun. Some days a man would sit on a small wooden platform positioned directly above the river, overlooking the water below – always with a peak cap and sunglasses. He was looking for salmon that would swim upriver and become entangled in a draft net outstretched from the river wall near an old wooden punt. It was held at the surface via a series of floats, and weighted at the bottom so it would stay open in the water table. One man would row the boat so that the net formed a loop and they would both haul it ashore in the hope of a catch. The watcher gave the added bonus of knowing when and where to strike. There was plenty to see as long as our eyes were open to it, and I always had Pops as my knowledgeable guide.

As much as I loved our trips to the city, Pops and Granny had plenty of ways to keep me occupied when we spent the day at home. Pops had a great skill for making paper aeroplanes, and I would ask him to make one every day. I’d watch him in astonishment as he made all of the intricate folds by hand. I practically danced as we went through the front door to launch it. Stepping outside, we would cross a small road to reach the rusty metal railings that stretched the entirety of the street. Behind the railings was a steep drop of about 80 feet that led down to Harbour Row, and we had a clear view of Cork Harbour for many kilometres. There was a real sense of openness about it – the perfect place to launch our planes. From here, we could see all of the little islands dotted in the centre of the harbour, and we could see navy and cargo ships coming in from the mouth, way out at Roche’s Point. A pilot boat would motor out to the larger boats so a local navigator could temporarily take the helm and avoid the hidden sand banks and rocky outcrops. We had a bird’s-eye view of it all.

I was too small to reach over the top of the railings, so Pops would lift me up and I’d sit on his shoulders. I was the pilot and Pops was both the aeronautical engineer and co-pilot. A man of many talents! Before launching, I’d take in the sweeping views with butterflies in my stomach. I felt like I was on top of the world – almost like a bird. I looked down at the drop below and the blues of the harbour out in front of me. We’d do a countdown from ten and, as soon as it left my fingertips, I became that plane. I imagined I was a bird soaring to the spectacular backdrop of Cork Harbour. In that moment I was a herring gull, patrolling over my marine kingdom, gliding on updrafts and looking out for my next fish supper. It was so liberating and it’s a memory that’s so clear in my mind’s eye despite me being so young then, and three decades having passed since.

Other days, I’d go ‘downtown’ with Granny Betty to seek out lemon meringue. Downtown is the main hub of the town, where it’s mostly flat. A famous row of brightly coloured houses, known as the ‘Deck of Cards’, is built in a step-like fashion along one of the steepest hills that leads residents and tourists alike down to the seafront. We went to a very specific place, where the meringue was to die for (but not as good as Granny’s, of course): Vicky Barry’s café, where my father served his time as an apprentice mechanic back in the day when the building had been a car-repair garage.

My days down with Pops and Granny Betty are forever etched in my memory. They were innocent, joyful times.

At weekends, I’d often visit my mother’s parents – Granda Dave and Granny Cahill. They lived in a more rural part of the town – a 15-minute walk from our house. I loved going to their place – they had a lot of land out the back where I’d roam and look at the various butterflies and birds. Granny Cahill didn’t know much about nature – instead she knew about taking care of people. My mother has four siblings, so Granny Cahill had her work cut out. She never stopped. Any time I called there, she’d have tea and biscuits out and I’d tell her all about my wildlife adventures. And although she didn’t know all of the creatures I spoke about, she always listened to me and beckoned me on with a smile. Granda Dave, on the other hand, enjoyed nature quite a lot. He grew up on a rural farm in County Limerick, some two hours northwest of Cobh. He often told me how he was kept awake at night by the incessant crexing calls of late-night corncrakes, and how quails used to flush from the long grasses and wildflowers as they walked through the fields – both are now long gone from Limerick. You see, in those days meadows were cut by hand at the end of the year. Ground-nesting birds were much better off back then, before we industrialised our farming systems.

Granda Dave was quite the character. He loved to socialise, and he would develop the accent of whoever it was he was chatting to. They say that this is a character of highly sociable people, that they do this to try to find common ground with whomever they speak. Despite his outgoing manner and love for mixing with anyone who came his way, he also had a knack of getting himself into some highly awkward situations. I can remember one Christmas he was gifted a pair of binoculars by a cousin of mine. He couldn’t wait to try them out and so he began scanning from the kitchen window into the garden behind. He mustn’t have noticed his half-naked neighbour glaring back at him from the window across from his gaze, assuming he was looking at them. He did eventually though and flushed red with embarrassment, he snapped the binoculars down from his face and took a dive for the couch. I think he found it quite hard to look them in the eye for some time, but I have to say, somewhat apologetically, that everyone else found it hysterical.

When I turned three, I was old enough to start playschool. It was the best thing for everyone, because I was a very active child and it wouldn’t have been fair on my grandparents to keep on minding me. But it was great! There weren’t a lot of kids my age on my street so I didn’t really get a chance to meet many until playschool. But boy was my teacher in for a rude awakening! I entered the building like a storm. I was capable of saying or doing anything; I had no filter at all. On my first day there, I looked around, grimaced, waved my hand over my nose and exclaimed, ‘Poooooh – there’s a weird smell in here.’ My mother’s face flushed a deep red and she hushed me quiet. ‘Seán – stop it, please. You can’t say things like that. Sorry – he’s only joking.’

‘No, I’m not, Mam!’ I replied.

Typically, one of my aunties would collect me after class, and they dreaded it – afraid of what my teacher had to say about my behaviour. Even at that young age, I remember frequently getting into trouble. I didn’t mean to, I just said and did things the other kids knew not to. I’d call my classmates names, take their stuff and generally said things that were out of line. But I didn’t know they were out of line.

I spent a lot of time in the ‘bold corner’ – a corner of the room we had to stand in with our back to the class when we misbehaved. Not for long, just to teach us a little lesson. I spent more time there than anyone else. I remember one time being asked to stand there and telling my teacher to ‘let me go immediately or I’ll call the guards’. She tried to hold back her amusement, rolled her eyes and told me to sit down, but to behave. I was off the hook.

At the front of the playschool was a small grassy area with a slide. On sunny days, towards the end of the day, we’d finish up out here as we waited to be collected. I remember waiting impatiently on the ladder for a nervous classmate to go. He must have taken too long for my liking – I pushed him off the top, and slid down like nothing happened. He wasn’t hurt but he started to cry. Off to the bold corner again. My aunt arrived not long after and knew by the look on the teacher’s face that I’d done it again. Although I didn’t feel like I had differences to the other kids, looking back, I definitely did. I had no patience, I always interrupted or did silly things, I spoke out of line. I didn’t really flow like the others did in group games. I was an ‘unruly’ misfit of a kid. Was I, though? Looking back, I don’t think so at all. I was just different and my schooling needed to be approached in a different manner. I understood animals and nature far better than my peers. I didn’t get into trouble with nature; I was a part of it. I was at peace there. I didn’t step out of line or fidget. I listened intently to what nature had to say. We understood one another. I knew this and so did my parents. But in school back then, things were seen differently.

At home after school or on weekends, I longed to be out in nature. It wasn’t possible for me to sit still in the house. Although I had some toys, I wasn’t really into them. I much preferred to be outside, digging in the dirt, climbing trees, and exploring and learning about everything I could find out there. We had a small back garden with a lawn, but nature still found a way in. If I discovered a new creature in the garden, I’d pick it up and bring it inside to show my parents, much to my mother’s delight. I spent the majority of my free time out there – it was my real classroom. I didn’t quite belong in the school classroom but, here, even though it was a suburban garden, I belonged. In the mornings, we’d wake up to a beautiful dawn chorus. We were lucky that we were surrounded by many elms, ashes and sycamores.

This was before Dutch elm disease became widespread in Ireland, when ash dieback disease was unheard of. Dutch elm disease is a fungal disease specific to elms and is spread by the elm bark beetle. Although it originated in Asia, it reached Europe through tree imports, and was first recorded in Ireland in 1958, from which time it took a devastating toll on the Irish wych elm population, wiping out thousands of mature trees across the country. Ash dieback disease is yet another fungal infection that was imported to Ireland, having been first detected here in 2012. It seems we never learn from our mistakes, as we now have a new imported disease: fireblight – a bacterial disease that affects hawthorn in particular. Hawthorn is a very important tree here in Ireland, being a staple species of our hedgerows and treelines, which dot the innumerable, otherwise intensively and often unsympathetically managed cow fields that blanket the majority of our land.

Because we had such a verdant border of mature trees at our house, the dawn chorus was diverse and well populated with blackbirds, robins, dunnocks, wrens, great tits, song thrushes, woodpigeons and more. It was as varied and melodic as could be in a leafy suburb.

Each morning, I heard a slightly different rendition, and each was better than the previous one. Each species occupies a different frequency so as not to step on one another’s toes. At the lowest end of the scale were the woodpigeons, with their bass-heavy cooing tune. The rich and fluty melody of the blackbird was a step up – they brought some technical flare to the chorus. Right up at the other end of the scale were the tiny goldcrests – Ireland’s smallest birds. Their songs sounded higher than anything else, a sweet series of see-saw-like phrases that ended in a wonderful flurry.

Every spring and early summer morning, I vividly remember waking up to the resident blackbird. Blackbirds are one of the first birds to sing at dawn. Their song is one of the most beautiful we have. It’s such an eloquent tapestry of warm, rich notes, joined together in perfect harmony and flow, like cursive writing in song form. Their beautiful tunes are also woven with mimicry – sounds they’ve learned in their lifetimes around the neighbourhood. One example from its repertoire in particular always made me laugh as a kid – it used to mimic the stereotypical ringtone of an old landline phone ‘rriiing-rriiing, rriiing-rriiing’. Several studies have found that increased eye size in birds enables them to gather more light than birds with smaller eyes. This means that these larger-eyed birds, like the blackbird, can sing earlier, as they already have the benefit of seeing any predators that would be alerted to their presence. Smaller-eyed birds need to wait a while longer, until it gets a bit brighter, for their own safety. You don’t want to get snapped up by a barn owl in the twilight, when you can’t see it coming.

The view of the harbour from our house was slightly obscured by a large grey-blue convent directly in front of our house. In the grounds of the convent are several gargantuan conifers. I don’t know what species they are, but they certainly aren’t native. We have three native conifer species here in Ireland – Scots pine, juniper and yew. These looked very different to any of those. Firstly, they dwarfed all of those species and, secondly, they had distinctive pine cones I had seen nowhere else. They’ve been there a long time, though, and every year a pair of hooded crows nested on the top of the tallest. I’d watch them from my window, repairing and adding to their generational stick nest each spring. I’d see the female sitting tight incubating the eggs and the male bringing her food. The occasional bad storm would hit in early spring and I’d watch her in the tree hunkered down, swaying in the violent gusts. I hoped with all I had that she wouldn’t get blown out. She never did. She’d stay on top of her precious cargo no matter what, only occasionally popping up her head to assess the situation.

These were my neighbours, I really felt that. Just like the foxes that bred in a den up the road and visited each night or the hedgehogs that lived under one of the wilder garden boundaries. I didn’t think of my neighbourhood in a human context, because I didn’t really interact with my neighbours that much, at least not as much as I did with my animal neighbours.

Thanks to Pops’ early lesson that Sunday, I would also enjoy magpies in and around the garden. In fact, they too bred in some of the trees opposite my bedroom. I am forever indebted to Pops. He gave me the gift of nature – somewhere I could retreat to and recharge throughout my whole life. Though nature is fleeting, and I learned a harsh lesson very early on in my journey through this world. Pops died suddenly of a brain aneurism … I was just four. I didn’t get to spend a lot of time with Pops, but the sight of the magpie with him is the first thing that comes to mind when I think of him, and of my early childhood in general, and I am very grateful for that.

You never know what moment in your life may be significant to your future self. Little did I know that watching that magpie with Pops would be a memory that would live in me forever. It’s a reminder to cherish every moment with family, and not to get lost in the stresses and challenges of life. But also to focus on the now and appreciate the simple things. Live in the moment and be happy.

Nature is so endlessly beautiful, and it can lift the spirits of us all no matter what the day has brought. But to share its beauty with others – to share this excitement with others – elevates this feeling to another level. To be able to show something as beautiful, simple and pure as a common magpie to someone who has never seen one before is a special treat. This beauty is everywhere. We all too often forget the beauty in the every day. We only need to take the time to look at and listen to what is right in front of us, and you never need to look too far. Stop searching for the big show – there’s no need. Open up your mind and let it come to you.




[image: An illustration of a white throat sitting perched on a thorny vine with leaves.]
Chapter 2

I HAVE TWO STANDOUT MEMORIES FROM MY EARLY LIFE. ONE was Pop’s introduction to the magpie and the second comes from my regular visits to Cuskinny Marsh Nature Reserve with Dad. Cuskinny is a reserve of varied habitats, including brackish lagoon, marsh, woodland and rocky shoreline, just east of Cobh, and it boasts a kaleidoscope of wildlife in a relatively compact 12 hectares, owned by the Bird and Ronan families and managed by BirdWatch Ireland. Like Pops, my father had a great affinity for the outdoors, and he was very generous with his time and knowledge. It was like passing a torch – from Pops to Dad to me.

I remember clearly being pushed in the pram along the Tay Road, a long rural road that stretches the length of the reserve. Dad would wheel the pram the two and a half kilometres from our home near St Coleman’s Cathedral, up Bishop’s Street hill, passing my schools-to-be, eventually dropping down through the leafier Cuskinny Hill. This was our gateway to nature. Here, Dad would teach me all that he knew of the local flora and fauna. Everything that Pops had originally pointed out to him when he was a child. This same place provided me with an education in nature all throughout my childhood, and still does. Despite having travelled far and wide in life, Cuskinny will always hold a special place in my heart.

These Dad-powered visits took place in the early 1990s, and back then the roads were quieter; there were fewer cars down around the reserve in particular. Having passed through the many housing estates of the town, when we began the descent of the hill, a noticeable change occurred. First, the footpath disappeared, stopping abruptly at the last house – the last one for quite some distance. More visible was the sudden appearance of trees, and lots of them. Great big elms, ashes, sycamores, oaks and chestnut trees. They grew tall and proud and created an inviting tunnel-effect over the small road, tempting us to continue down to our nature-filled refuge, nestled in the peaceful outskirts of town. Both sides were bound by old stone walls, from which grew a rich covering of native plants: ivy, navelwort, honeysuckle, bramble and a great variety of ferns, of which the prehistoric maidenhair spleenwort was most abundant. As we took the first sharp bend and entered this new world, the maelstrom of intrusive sounds of the town were replaced by a gentle babbling stream, which flowed along the left-hand boundary wall. It rose suddenly from a spring, the water icy cool and with exceptional clarity. My father later told me how he would stop and drink from this when he was young, on his regular visits down to the fields behind Cuskinny. He’d take his two collies, Charlie and Garrett, there for long walks. Sadly, like many of our roadside streams, it has since been covered over – ‘tidied away’. I don’t know who by, but it’s a big loss. No wildlife may avail of it nor can we drink from it. It’s a pity these little details are so commonly erased from our landscape, often unnoticed and unquestioned.

To the right, behind the other wall, was a large estate, several hectares in size, owned by the lovely Mrs Wanda Ronan. In there were red squirrels, foxes, hedgehogs, a great variety of birds and a wonderful mixed woodland. She very kindly allowed us to enter during my teenage years, and it was an extra special treat to get to know this hidden site. Mrs Ronan owned most of the lands that made up the reserve that is open to the public. She kindly allowed some local conservationists to manage it under the guidance of BirdWatch Ireland, in the best interests of the eclectic flora and fauna that call it home.

Continuing down the hill, some cow fields appeared on the left, with an old cottage sitting amidst an overgrown hedgerow. My father had known the occupants, who had long since moved on. To the left of that cottage was a huge oak, rumoured to be the oldest on Great Island. Its great big, gnarled trunk and numerous thick, irregular branches seemed to confirm this. It’s surely several hundred years old and still stands at the time of writing.

At the bottom of the hill, we would reach a crossroads and have three choices: turn right into the private grounds of Mrs Ronan, go straight on
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