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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 synchronised 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 urbanised 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 tarmac-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 organisations in London (and, briefly, below the streets as a curator for Art on the Underground). 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 coordinate 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. 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 favourites 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.’1

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 colour 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 botanise 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 long-standing 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 ‘decentred’ 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.2 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 flightpath. 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’.3 In Thomas Hardy’s novel A Pair of Blue Eyes (1872–3), 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.4 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, urbanisation and industrialisation are placing on seasonal rhythms. In the UK, warmer springs mean plants are now flowering about a month earlier
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