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Mark Cocker has been birding for nearly thirty years and recently won a Winston Churchill Travel Fellowship to explore the cultural importance of birds in West Africa.
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Satyr Tragopan

1 male Satyr Tragopan, Tragopan satyra

Chandan Bari, Nepal, 20 May 1996

THE INDEFINABLE FRAGRANCE of the Himalayas was in the air – a high sweet blend of wild flowers, dew on conifer forest and woodsmoke rising from numerous cooking hearths. We were on the southern edge of the Langtang mountains in northern Nepal and it was 20 May 1996. There were six of us up at dawn: our two guides, Ramesh and Chabindra, plus four others, including a friend, Alan, and myself.

I’d persuaded a group of seven friends, half of them members of an old birdwatching class that I’d taught for ten years, to come on a trip to look for Himalayan birds and walk through the mountains. About as tiring as a hard day’s shopping in Norwich was how I’d tried to convince them they could do it. Unfortunately I’d based that assessment on my own trekking experience thirteen years earlier, when I was twenty-three. Most of my group were in their fifties and sixties. I realised too late that I needed to review my description of trekking. It still felt like shopping in the city. But more like a whole week of it . . . continuously.

The day before had been a real grind – about a 3000-foot climb (and about equivalent to ascending Ben Nevis) to a spot called Chandan Bari. Today was going to be worse. After a few hours’ birding we were off up the equivalent of Nevis again, but most of it at an altitude three times the height of Britain’s tallest mountain. Above 10,000 feet most Europeans find the air desperately thin. Your lungs pump frantically to filter out the necessary amounts of oxygen. Muscles grow weary and tempers fray. By the dawn of the 20th, day eleven of our trip, we were not the happiest of groups.

That morning I was most worried about Alan. Whenever he looked at me I sensed the menace in his eyes – a mixture of plotted revenge and irritation at allowing himself to be so easily fooled. Alan was fifty-eight years old, six foot four and about seventeen stone. The only small blessing was that he was getting lighter by the hour. At one point on the trail, after a steep climb, he’d arrived with sweat running in rivulets down his torso and a soaked white hanky knotted on his bald head, like Gumby out of the Monty Python sketch. He arrived with the words, ‘Stuff me slowly with a yard broom.’ It was his way of telling us he was shagged out and I was surprised to find he was up that dawn for the birding excursion.

But then I’d billed it as the highlight of the trek. In fact I’d even confessed that the whole thing – the tour for eight people for seventeen days, with a support staff of over twenty Nepalese – had been arranged specifically to get me to this spot, on this morning to look for one bird: Satyr Tragopan. I was only half joking.

Satyr Tragopan is amongst the most beautiful names for any of the world’s 10,000 species of bird and a loose translation might be ‘horned god of the forest’. But this is a creature even more lovely than its title. It’s a type of pheasant. Those who haven’t seen one shouldn’t try to conjure the beast by thinking of those beautiful but stupid birds that blunder into our car windscreens. Comparing a tragopan to the hand-reared pheasants we know in Britain is like trying to evoke an Apache warrior by describing a balding overweight London businessman.

Imagine, perhaps, a bird the size of a really large cockerel with an electric blue face, erectile black feather horns that it can raise at will and a body plumage of the deepest blood red. Overlay that magical colour with hundreds of white ocelli so bright they look luminous. Then surround each of the glowing eyes with an intense black margin and you have a sense of this extraordinary creature. And that’s only the appearance.

The beauty and power of its habitat undoubtedly feed into its legend as the most sought-after bird in Nepal, a country that boasts one of the highest species totals proportional to its surface area (about 850 different birds) in the world. Tragopans occur only in dense Himalayan forest usually above 8000 feet on the steepest slopes. At Chandan Bari it was as atmospheric a spot as you could imagine – huge, widely spaced stands of hemlock, dripping with hanks of moss and lichen, the morning mist rising upwards and shredded to light ribbons by the trees’ dramatic silhouettes.

As we walked through the forest away from the campsite we could actually hear a tragopan calling. That alone was amazing. The first sound was a harsh, repeated ka-ka-ka-ka-ka-ka-ka-ka, which had a distinctive mocking quality. Much more weird and powerful was an unearthly, un-birdlike, drawn out, rising wail, W-a-a-a-a-a-a-a-a. It was the sort of sound you would expect from a horned god of the forest. It was tantalising and magnificent, but it was not enough. And after a long and complicated stalk we all finally got to see the bird itself. For about two or three seconds it was in view as it rushed down a tree stump, from which it had been calling, and ran off over a steep brow – a blur of crimson studded with a hundred silvery eyes. We never saw it again. The horned god was gone. Yet it is still, undoubtedly, the most beautiful, wondrous and thrilling wild bird I’ve seen in my life.

In a sense, the purpose of this book is to explain why that tragopan is so special and to make that moment intelligible to someone who has perhaps never even been birding. It is to let you understand and feel what I felt on that May morning. I’d like you to see, for instance, why it wasn’t enough simply to hear the creature. Why it was so important to continue until we were in a position for the light to make its near-instantaneous journey from the tragopan to me and on to the retina of my eyes.

The following 215 pages are no more than a description of that three-way relationship between bird, light and human observer. Because that momentary biochemical process has eventually come to be surrounded by an entire subculture and a type of tribe, with its own rules, structures, history, customs, language, etiquette and values. To help you grasp completely that moment between me and the tragopan I must explain all the elements in that society and introduce at least some of the characters who make up the tribe; the bird tribe. It’s a book about the way birders’ lives are defined by the experience, what they’ll do and what they sacrifice to ensure it. It is, in short, about the way the human heart can be shaped by the image of a bird.

So come on . . . let’s go birding. Remember – it’s no more difficult than a hard day’s shopping. W-a-a-a-a-a-a-a-a.
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The Archaeopteryx

c.5 Feral Pigeons, Columba livia

Chapel-en-le-Frith, 1968(?)

MY FIRST CONCRETE memories of an intense interest in birds date from about the age of eight. My father had a shop, originally for general groceries, then women’s clothes and finally a launderette, in the north Derbyshire town of Chapel-en-le-Frith. Set amongst the bleak, powerful upland country of the Peak District National Park, Chapel is a quiet rural place, a commuters’ retreat from the urban sprawl of Manchester a few miles down the busy A623. But it suffered then from heavy traffic coming to and from Derbyshire’s numerous limestone quarries – lorries laden with huge trailers of stone and powdered lime that hurtled down Chapel’s main street. Their empty wagons rattled as they pounded the road’s frost-cratered surface, and as they passed our shop it shook briefly with the violent impact.

It was bitterly cold. A grey slab of cloud pressed down on Chapel’s damp winter streets like a colossal lid. I can’t recall why exactly we’d called at the shop or what we were doing, perhaps some kind of repairs. And I was there to help or, like small children with parents at work, allowed to think I was helping. Eventually I drifted away from the task in hand and climbed the stairs to investigate the old storeroom-attic. When I entered the room I noticed a number of slates were missing and the stark daylight was crashing in through the unhealthy cavity, scattering amongst boxes of old stock and the debris abandoned on the floor. It was just the sort of promising, wild, half-shadowed landscape that a child explorer loves. And I burrowed in.

Suddenly, from amongst this rubble of half-lit junk there came a clatter of wings, a dramatic upward surge towards the hole and, briefly, the intense silhouette of an escaping bird. Then another and another. Their departure left a swirl of dust in the shafts of cold light. They were pigeons. The usual inhabitants of parks and town centres everywhere, they had taken advantage of the building’s undetected point of access and made the attic a convenient roost spot.

But I also discovered that our attic held a different kind of secret for the birds. I could smell a warm, fusty pigeon-dropping sort of odour and there was a scattering of down wafting across the floor with each blast of air. Finally, in a cavity between some broken floorboards, I unearthed several nests – shallow untidy hollows amongst heaps of crumbled plaster, old twigs, pale feathers and dry white droppings left by the birds themselves. At the centre of these crude scoops were clutches of eggs – as unexpected and exciting a discovery as any archaeologist could hope for. They lay there, pure white in colour, oval in shape, perfect amongst the winter gloom of a neglected attic.

It never occurred to me that the birds might be sitting or the eggs fertile and I rescued them from oblivion, taking them to keep in an old shoebox in a new, more comfortable nest of my own construction. For a few weeks the box and its contents were a childhood treasure, to be opened and examined after school, until they lost their compulsive numinous power and I abandoned them to devote myself to a new hobby – excavating bones from a hollow tree stump and collecting owl pellets.

I have other bird memories from after this event, but they are only a hazy background or random single-image snapshots without context and incapable of awakening any sort of narrative. They remain suspended, jostling with a rabble of other half-remembered events, until I turned twelve, and birds stepped back into the foreground of my life. Before they asserted dominance, however, they had one last competitor to see off. I remember that for a few months I couldn’t decide whether I was keener on stamp collecting or birdwatching. Very soon it was a straight race between birds and collecting stamps with birds on them. Finally it was just the birds.

From that moment until this, their place in my life is a story with a continuous plot. Yet I still go back to that winter’s day in Chapel and those pigeons in an attic as a terminal point, beyond which there is absolutely nothing but darkness. That inward flood of light, that upward surge of wings, those extraordinary white eggs – they are the very earliest origins, the primeval beginnings, the Archaeopteryx in my personal story as a birder.
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The Two-legged Kind

c. 8 Meadow Pipits, Anthus pratensis

Lightwood Area, Buxton, March 1972

IT WAS A standard joke when people heard I was interested in birds – ‘Oh, the two-legged kind, I hope!’ They said it in a mock-serious tone but with an implicit knowing wink. Then they laughed as if it were original or funny. It was neither, even to a young boy, and it was particularly irritating that it wasn’t accurate. How many girls did they know with three legs?

But that kind of constant crass innuendo made me wary about disclosing my bird interests. I was especially terrified that the other two-legged kind would find out and I often rehearsed a nightmare scenario in which a large gang of girls stood in a scornful huddle laughing at the nerd with the anorak and the binoculars. I don’t know why I should have had that particular childhood fantasy. At that age I didn’t even know any girls.

But one of its consequences was that when I did go birding I used to slip quietly up the road to the surrounding Derbyshire moors with my binoculars concealed beneath my coat and jumper. And I always dreaded two other possibilities: one was spotting a bird I wanted to look at before reaching the end of the houses, where I could drop my guard. The second was meeting our next-door neighbour, Mrs Wilmott, out walking her dog, Whisky. Because Mrs Wilmott always announced to the entire street in a loud, high, singing, north-Welsh accent ‘OOOH, GOOING BIRDWATCHING ARE YOU, MAARK?’ Her voice always had that note of absolute surprise, as if it was the weirdest thing in the world for a young boy to go looking at birds.

But in effect it was good old Mrs Wilmott, and my youthful embarrassment at meeting her, that really let me know at an early stage how serious I was about birding. It happened because I spotted some strange mud-brown birds feeding on an area of water-flushed pasture at a point just before the houses ended. It was inside what I considered the danger zone and staying to study the enigmatic creatures ran the distinct risk of being caught, as it were, in flagrante delicto by Mrs Wilmott.

But the riddle of those creatures creeping about in the tall grass was too strong and I had to stay to solve it. In fact I stayed several evenings, returning to the same spot to raise my binoculars, lean across the stone wall and focus in on their location. They were just a little way down the field, but my glasses converted the place into a curiously enlarged, deeply unfamiliar orbit of green.

Every now and then one of the birds would loom briefly into that intensified world. I could make out the confusing mix of streaks and bars, pale lines encircling each eye, subtle greens and browns blending with the surroundings, altering shade as the birds adopted new postures or according to the light.

I would then look up from this world and its unknown occupants and try to unearth some meaning by flicking through the pages of The Observer’s Book of Birds. Unfortunately half the ancient plates by Archibald Thorburn were reproduced in black and white and didn’t give many clues as to what lay before me. I couldn’t even truly work out whether I was looking at one type of bird or several because each of them was minutely different from the next. But I’d made a startling discovery even at this primitive stage. Every bird is an individual – unique, mysterious and beautiful. It didn’t really matter that I couldn’t actually say what they were. I was hooked and the riddle of those strange mud-brown inhabitants of that hitherto inaccessible landscape only intensified the appeal of birding.

If someone had explained to me, as I shall now to you, the role, the significance, the critical importance of numbers in birding, perhaps I could have been spared those nights of uncertainty, not to mention my torture at Mrs Wilmott hands. It’s not just a question of the number of legs. Numbers are central to the whole business of birding. Look in a birder’s notebook and all you’ll find is lists of birds with numbers against each name. Numbers help you understand where you should birdwatch, which places are good for birds, what birds are rare, which common. Sometimes they even help you work out mystery species you’ve been attempting to unravel for days.

If I’d been told, for instance, that Meadow Pipits were one of the most numerous birds in north Derbyshire, and that there were four million breeding in Britain, but only, say, one sixtieth that number of Rock Pipits; if someone had pointed out that, numerically speaking, Meadow Pipit was 500 times more probable than Twite – like Rock Pipit, Twite was one of my candidate mud-brown species from The Observer’s Book of Birds – I could have weighed up the possibilities and got out of there. As it was, I simply had to stick it out until the penny dropped.

So, numbers . . . let me give you some clues. About 560 bird species have been recorded in total in Britain in its entire ornithological history. But there are only about 200–225 different birds regularly breeding in this country. The rest are scarce migrants or vagrants – oddities that may only have occurred once in the last 200 years. And there’s the importance of numbers already. If you have an unidentified bird in front of you, put your thoughts of the other 335 occasional, exotic species to one side. It’s much more likely that you’re looking at one of the commoner breeding types such as, well, Meadow Pipit.

A figure of between 200 and 250 regular species has a far wider significance in the birding world, amounting almost to a form of golden mean. It may even go some way to explain why birding has taken root in places like Britain, but not in other countries. It’s certainly the number of different birds you are most likely to see in a 2–3 week trip in Britain. In fact the same rule can be extended to include two other regions of the planet that usually only birders (and a few other naturalists) bother to visit or even know about, called the Palearctic and the Nearctic.

During the nineteenth century biologists like Alfred Russel Wallace divided the planet into different faunal zones – geographical territories that share a common assemblage of animal species. Six zones are widely recognised. The Palearctic and Nearctic are two of them. All of Europe and most of Asia are included in the first of these. (Largely for administrative convenience European ornithologists have subdivided this huge landmass into the Eastern and Western Palearctic, the latter embracing Europe west of the Urals, most of the Middle East west of Iran and Africa north of the Sahara.) The complete Palearctic region stretches from the Canary Islands or Iceland in the west, across to the Pacific coast of Russia and Japan in the east. It also includes most of China north of the Himalayas.

The Nearctic is much more straightforward and incorporates all of North America to a curving line which passes just to the south of Mexico City. Sometimes, owing to the affinities that exist between bird families in the two regions, the Nearctic and Palearctic are considered together as a single super-region known as the Holarctic.

But here comes the significance of the golden average. Take any point in the Holarctic and the list of birds to be found within a radius of about 180 miles from that spot will be about 200–250. This means that in Britain, Europe and the United States – the areas of the world where birding is most popular – you’d be hard-pressed to see many more than 250 birds on a 2–3 week trip. Yet that golden mean offers you enough different birds to make it a mental challenge, sufficient variety to maintain a sense of novelty, but not so many that you’re overwhelmed and confused by the sheer welter of possibilities.

It’s important to realise that in terms of pure bird diversity Britain, Europe and North America are only relatively modest landscapes. There are lots of places with many more species than the golden mean. Since Archaeopteryx first appeared on earth about 145 million years ago, birds have spread and radiated outwards as a life form until there are now about 10,000 recognised species in total.

There are two basic rules in locating all this bird diversity. Species numbers decline as you rise in altitude and latitude. So, for example, in the mountains of Antarctica there are usually none at all, while lowland equatorial rainforests hold the greatest variety for any landscape on earth, with those of South America coming top. Altogether that continent holds 3100 bird species, roughly a third of the world’s total on just 12 percent of its land mass. Peru and Ecuador each have national lists numbering about 1700 species. That’s a greater number of different birds than in the entire Palearctic region.

Even within Britain the rules of latitude and altitude quickly come to influence birding. In Norfolk, nowhere much over 300 feet above sea-level, I’ve seen 134 species in twenty-four hours and the record is 159, the highest for any British county. Yet I can recall a beautiful summer’s day in the Cairngorms in the Scottish Highlands, at well over 3000 feet, where we saw just four different birds.

There’s another kind of number that impacts upon birding and it has to do with the sheer volume of birdlife. At the last count there were 148,684,606 birds breeding in Britain, give or take a few omissions and errors. And after the breeding season, including migrants, the young and non-breeding adults, there will be at least 500 million present in the country. That’s more than eight birds for every single one of us. But it’s when you start to calculate bird populations across whole continents that the numbers start to sound impressive.

Difficult for anyone to assess accurately, perhaps, but one person who had a go was Reg Moreau. One of the most distinguished British ornithologists in the twentieth century, Reg spent most of his working life as an agronomist in Africa. But as he lay dying of a degenerative illness in Hereford General Hospital he put the final touches to a work he hoped would be ‘no bum swansong’. Don’t let its technical and unwieldy title put you off. The Palaearctic-African Bird Migration System was a book written by a man whose imagination worked on the grand scale.

Reg was looking at those species, like the Barn Swallow and Eurasian Cuckoo, which travel out of Africa each spring heading for large parts of Eurasia, or the Palearctic, and which then reverse the journey each autumn. He tried to conceive of that chaotic sprawling mass of individual bird movements as one complete and unified process. What Moreau gave us was a breathtaking vision of overwhelming numbers reduced to the simplicity of a heartbeat, that momentous two-way passage as a mere systole and diastole in the life of Europe’s migrant avifauna.

His figures are inevitably rough approximations and now a little out-of-date, but Reg speculated that the total draining through the Mediterranean and comparable latitudes further east, at the end of summer, was in the region of 5000 million birds. He also offered some figures for individual species. Try and envisage, if you can, 90 million House Martins, or 220 million Barn Swallows. When you think of Common Swifts – those black scimitar-winged lunatics that horde and scream above the city skyline – think of 200 million. And when you’re exhausted by all that high-pitched screeching try to imagine the silvery falling cadence from 900 million Willow Warblers.

Hitchcock was right, but it’s not a sinister nightmare. It’s heaven. Birds are everywhere and, while you may not notice it, I do. So do all birders. Like them, I identify or, at least, attempt to identify every single one I see, without exception. I look at birds as I walk for the morning milk, when I go to the postbox, as I drive the car. I’ve recorded birds in the middle of the night, waking up to hear migrants flying above the house. On the day my second daughter was born I noted a flock of wild swans passing over at three in the morning. Friends have seen good birds while waiting to be served at the cheese counter in a supermarket. People birdwatch from their office. I have a pair of binoculars on my desk here, now, as I write, just in case.

Their universal presence is one reason why birds have galvanised our interest like no other life form on earth. Most birders love other aspects of wildlife, but specialising in any one of these different areas of biology is much more difficult. Botanising, for instance, is great, but tell me what you do for entertainment on a damp foggy morning in December? Butterflies are also wonderful, but try planning a field excursion on that crisp clear Saturday in February. Most birders also like mammals and many places in Africa offer a tantalising combination of fantastic birds and large game. But in Britain . . .? The biggest predator you’re likely to see is a weasel, if you’re really lucky. Even with a night-sight and set of tunnel traps you might see, say, ten species on a good outing.

No. It’s birding that offers the right balance. The range of species is good but not too great. Two hundred different birds is challenging, but not as overwhelming as, for example, the 2000 species of plant in Britain or the 20,000 insects. Then there are the other benefits. Birding is without seasonal limits. In fact, some of my favourite birding outings are winter excursions. It is this perfect combination that most birders offer as justification for their interest.

But I have a slight problem with that. To me that explains why we’re not equally consumed by fungi or beetles. But it doesn’t actually tackle the whole issue of why birds. I think it’s much more to do with freedom, with notions of flight and escape, with some of our deepest fantasies, even with eroticism. But let’s not talk about it. Let’s go and do it . . . with the two-legged kind.
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The Feathered Kind

1 Short-eared owl, Asio flammeus

Goldsitch Moss, June 1972

IN ITS INFANCY my birding was a completely private and unstructured interest. I had no sense of it as a collective activity, except for the odd friend who might occasionally come on a walk up the road to the moors. Nor did it occur to me that I might contribute to any formal study of local birds by sending records to a regional bird club. And I certainly never dreamed of setting myself serious study challenges, such as analysing the breeding behaviour of the Lapwing or the Woodcock.

Birding was simply a case of carefree foraging through the fields and woods around our house. Its pleasures were threefold. There was the essential joy of escape, which is so fundamental to my own birding and so enduring it’s one reason I question the frequent claim people make that they watch birds because alternative branches of natural history are more limited. Birding was for me a bid for freedom. Prior to setting off each evening I can recall that the change of dress from school uniform to my old clothes felt like shedding a more restricted identity for the unlimited spaces of the Derbyshire countryside.

The second great source of happiness was a chance to go hunting. As a child my favourite forms of play were always war games, creeping around bushes with a plastic gun or stick and trying to outwit an enemy by sneaking up behind him. I’m convinced that birding at the age of twelve was a way of continuing the pleasures of an eight-year-old without appearing too ridiculous. The principle applies even thirty years later. Birding involves exactly those physical military skills of seeing and not being seen. For me this explains why so many male birders dress in paramilitary fashion – it’s a subconscious expression of the boyhood soldier present in us all.

The third great pleasure was the amateur sleuthing and mental challenge involved in putting names to birds I saw. In this activity I had two basic props, a pair of cheap binoculars borrowed from my brother and my copy of The observer’s Book of Birds. I usually set out along one of two routes of attack. Either I wandered up the road – keeping a nervous watch for the short, jaunty frame of Mrs Wilmott – into a small wood that enveloped a reservoir on two sides. Or I would drop down to the brook which ran below our house and followed the riverbank to its origins above the wood, on an expanse of heather moorland that stretched towards Chapel-en-le-Frith on one side and the Goyt Valley on the other.

At an elevation of over 1000 feet, much of north Derbyshire is powerful country but an impoverished bird landscape. A poor local outing may produce 6 species. Even a good one may involve no more than 30–40 species. In my earliest days even this was beyond me and I usually identified around 20 birds, probably close to half those I had ever seen in my life. With such limited opportunities it’s conceivable that my birding might have slowly meandered to a terminal sump on the moors around Buxton had it not received a powerful injection of enthusiasm and new experiences through joining a local natural history group in the spring of 1972.

The Buxton Field Club had been formed just after the war and, by the time I discovered it, it had already celebrated its twenty-fifth anniversary. For a young enthusiast like me it was a wonderful pool of natural historical expertise. And for its leading lights, who were often already prominent figures in a small place like Buxton, it was a further opportunity to deploy their talent and standing. The much-loved secretary, a silver-headed man with a neatly trimmed moustache, was also a local bank manager. When I met him he had held the secretarial rank for over twenty years and presided over our indoor meetings with an air of kindly military charm.

Our president, another tall, spare soldierly figure, was a senior master at one of Buxton’s boys’ schools. His own rank in the field club was even more enduring than the secretary’s, having continued uninterrupted since 1951, while his commanding presence gave an extra air of authority to his pronouncements on natural history, especially birds, which were his main interest. But his ornithology suffered from one major setback. The man was almost completely blind; although his ears, I was told, were as sharp as a bat’s.

The two senior males could not have presented a deeper contrast with the only female officer in the club. Our editor, a tiny rotund lady, was a kindly soul revered for her knowledge of plants. Unfortunately, being a birder, I was totally unreceptive to her botanical expertise and I have to confess that to an impressionable child her physical appearance and unfamiliar odour of mothballs carried an almost moral ambiguity.

On any outing her head was swathed in voluminous floral headscarves and her round frame enveloped completely in several anoraks. The parts of the body not padded with garments were consumed by a huge pair of black wellington boots. She seemed impregnable. I remember being told that her characterful country home close to the town of Chapel-en-le-Frith was entirely without amenities, such as water or electricity. I could believe it. She looked frozen. Her face was round and rubicund. Her nose was hooked and beak-like. Her piercing eyes were hooded. I suspect that had she lived in the Middle Ages she’d have had a regular ride on the ducking stool as one of the cunning folk.

Yet for sheer character our editor was outdone by the Buxton Field Club’s most senior member, Dr J. Wilfred Jackson. He was an eminent local geologist and by the time I met him he was too old to accompany our field outings. In fact he was so old I remember a younger female relative had to assist even when he attended our indoor winter meetings in the back room of a Buxton pub. Occasionally the old boy would be encouraged to speak, often introducing a historical perspective on affairs. I wish I could now recall some of his memories, which stretched back well into the nineteenth century. But I have to confess my attention was less on what was said than its style of delivery, because as Dr Jackson gave his address his false teeth would lose their footings and rattle gently and continue to do so after the words had been spoken, almost like a lingering echo of the sounds enunciated. It was an unforgettable performance.

It was the field club outings, however, supervised by a younger, more dynamic corps of members, that led to a dramatic expansion in the scope of my birding. One unforgettable field trip was to Leighton Moss, a reserve belonging to the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds in north Lancashire, where there was enormous excitement when we spotted a Bittern, a bird confined to about half a dozen breeding locations. At Cannock Chase in Staffordshire we saw one of several Capercaillie, huge grouse-like birds, strutting across one of the woodland rides. They were not native to the area. The birds had been released by the Forestry Commission in the 1960s in the hope that they would re-establish themselves in the extensive conifer plantations at Cannock. But it was a forlorn project doomed to failure. Capercaillies had not been found in Staffordshire since the seventeenth century, but these niceties were lost on a twelve-year-old. I added Capercaillie to my growing list.

This and the Bittern were the rarest birds I’d seen, but they were not the most exciting or memorable from the period. That event had occurred earlier, during a more parochial outing, to the Derbyshire moors in the spring of 1972. We had gone to a spot called Goldsitch Moss, close to the A53 through north Staffordshire, a road notorious each winter for the radio and TV bulletins announcing its closure because of snowdrifts. On this particular day Goldsitch had been coaxed out of a usual clenched, wind-swept grimace by a little spring sunshine. The idea for the day was to trudge for several hours through the heather and amongst the outcrops of dark gritstone and en route listen to the Meadow Pipits performing their weak monotone cadence. Occasionally loud bubbling songs of Curlew erupted from the expanses of drab moorland.

Then someone suddenly spotted an odd bird and it was instantly apparent I’d never seen one before. It was about the size of a Curlew, yet not the same anonymous grey-brown colour and with an indefinable quality of beauty and strangeness. It floated away across the moor and then suddenly wheeled around and turned towards us, its silent and loosely bowed wings knitting a course through the updraughts in long exaggerated beats, not unlike a gigantic bat. Eventually it came much nearer, close enough, in fact, that I could see clearly two huge yellow eyes staring from within a heart-shaped facial disc.

It was a Short-eared Owl, a bird in aerial display asserting its breeding territory with that fantastic see-saw wing action. Short-eared Owls are sporadic breeders in the uplands of Derbyshire, spreading quickly in years of high vole numbers, then apparently melting away when their principal prey fails them. This bird was the first one I’d ever seen – I recall, in fact, it was my ninety-ninth species – and it was wonderful.

Before that moment I had, like every young keen birder, compensated for experiences of the real thing with long hours poring over bird books and bird pictures. But on Goldsitch Moss I realised, perhaps for the first time, by how much life can exceed imagination. A Short-eared Owl had entered my life and for those moments, as it swallowed me up with its piercing eyes, I had entered the life of an owl. It was a perfect consummation.

Birding has seldom got much better. It involved all of my three central pleasures from birds. Against the dark heather the owl assumed an almost light-radiating paleness and with its long scissoring flight action it seemed to shear from the moorland sky and make visible the abstract notion of freedom. There was also the pure joy of converting that lifeless monochrome plate from The Observer’s Book of Birds into its living counterpart.

But here’s the point of that remarkable encounter. Although the mesmerised twelve-year-old boy would never have
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