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    Daphne du Maurier was a widely popular author and playwright in her time, with several of her novels and short story collections selling in the millions – as well as seeing numerous film adaptations – and her plays running hundreds of performances. While popular, however, critics saw du Maurier as unimportant to literary canon: “dismissed with a sneer,” as she herself said, “as a bestseller” (p.xv), though posthumously she has been granted far more respect. Her novels often focused on romance, which is perhaps the reason for this disregard, but her short stories typically invoked far darker moods and themes, dipping into the gothic as well as supernatural and horror genres.
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    Winter comes over Britain. Nat Hocken, a part-time farmhand, begins to see huge flocks of restless birds, of all species, gather everywhere. At first unconcerned, the situation shifts from strange, to menacing, to deadly as the birds come closer to civilisation and Nat’s home, then begin to attack. “The Birds” is one of du Maurier’s most popular short stories, and went on to be adapted as a film of the same name directed by Alfred Hitchcock (British director, 1899-1980), cementing it as a landmark in horror fiction. And an odd one at that, for the typical horror work of the time (for instance, the works of H.P. Lovecraft [American writer, 1890-1937]) tended to use a singular and outwardly terrifying creature or person as its antagonist, whereas common birds are at once non-intimidating and multiple, a fundamental subversion of the genre.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    WINTER, AND THE BIRDS, ARRIVE


    Nat Hocken, working as a part-time farmhand due to a “wartime disability” (p.293), sees the winds become wintry in the opening days of December. With the winter comes also an abnormal quantity of birds of various species, apparently restless as they gather. Nat thinks little of their masses, only that it is odd and perhaps a sign of the winter’s strength. His employer notes nonchalantly that the birds are somewhat more aggressive in their hunger than usual.


    That night, Nat is awakened by a tapping at his window. When he opens it, a small bird scratches at his hand and flies away. Later in the night the tapping resumes, and this time when he opens the window, several birds attack him before flying out again. His wife is half-asleep and does not react much to his yell, but when a cry comes from their children’s room she wakes and tells Nat to go check on them. He rushes in to find an onslaught of birds, whisks Johnny and Jill out, and proceeds to fight the birds with a blanket until they finally withdraw at sunrise.


    THE THREAT IS NOT TAKEN SERIOUSLY


    Nat and his family are shaken by the attack, after which Jill says that the birds specifically attempted to go for Johnny’s eyes. Nat goes to the farm to check that “all was well” (p.300). Both of the people he speaks to, Jim the cowhand and Mrs Trigg the farmer’s wife, express doubt at Nat’s accounts of his night. Nat returns home and clears the dead birds from his home. He goes to dispose of them at the shore, where he sees several thousands of seagulls out on the water. Worried, he considers reporting the birds to some authority, but decides against it.


    PREPARING FOR THE WORST


    Nat returns home. His wife mentions that a special news bulletin had come over the wireless saying that the inordinate gatherings of birds were occurring all over the country, with “intense hunger” (p.304) given as the potential reason that they might attack people. Nat expresses brief excitement at being right about the threat, but then promptly spends the remainder of the afternoon boarding up the house. At dinner, the family listens to the news, which recounts “various incidents” (p.306), but Nat is convinced that still no one is truly taking the birds seriously. Nat goes outside and sees that the gulls from before have taken flight. He goes to get Jill home from school as quickly as possible. At the bus stop, he reports the rising gulls at a call-box, but the operator does not take the birds seriously. The bus arrives, and Nat urges Jill’s friends to return home quickly rather than play outside. He comes across Mr Trigg driving his truck to go shooting at the birds, and asks that the farmer take Jill home for him. As Trigg passes Nat on his drive back, Nat cautions him to board his windows, but Mr Trigg does not take his warnings seriously either.


    HOLING UP AT HOME AND THE NATIONAL EMERGENCY


    Nat is nearly home when birds assail him once more. At the door, bleeding, he cries out to be let in as a large gannet takes aim at him. He is let in just as the gannet crashes into the door. Nat goes to check on the integrity of the windows he had previously reinforced, and decides the entire family needs to stay in the kitchen in order to keep away from windows and the unused chimneys. When he turns on the wireless to listen for news, “the usual programs had been abandoned,” something which “only happened at exceptional times” (p.315). Later, an announcer declares a National Emergency. Outside, planes and gunfire can be heard – followed by several crashes. Nat deduces that the birds took the planes down by clogging their engines. Later that evening, when the birds retreat for the night, Nat goes out and sees one of the crashed planes in the distance. He decides to use the bodies of the birds surrounding his house as further defensive padding for the windows.


    ANOTHER ASSAULT


    Nat’s wife wakes him in the night because the birds have renewed their assault on his windows, and have also dropped into the chimney and begun burning on the open fire. Nat risks spraying paraffin on it in order to send a gout of flame up the chimney and scare them from that point of attack. He continues to reassure his crying children even while raking the burning bodies from the fire. By this point, Nat has realised that the birds probably attack based on the patterns of the tides.


    REGULATING THE SUPPLIES, AND FURTHER FORTIFICATION


    Nat calms his family by distracting them with small chores. Supplies are beginning to run low, though not yet to a dangerous degree. Nat considers other ways of fortifying the windows using furniture from upstairs, but comes back down when he hears that birds have broken into the upstairs rooms. He waits worriedly for the turning of the tides and turns off the wireless to conserve its battery. When things are quiet, he leaves the house to discover that his tidal theory was correct. He decides to go to the farm, and his wife insists that the entire family go.


    THE FARM AND STOCKING UP FOR THE LONG HAUL


    At the farm, none of the animals have been attacked, and the resting birds watch Nat from the trees and the farmhouse roof. Nat discovers Jim’s mangled body, and then also Mr Trigg’s next to the telephone and Mrs Trigg’s in the upstairs of the house. He gathers food and supplies from their house. He attempts to use the phone at the bus stop, but the line is dead. Nat wonders why the air force does not attack the birds while they rest. At home again, the tides turn, and Nat hurriedly prepares for another attack. The story ends as the family huddle together and the birds begin another assault on the house.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    NAT HOCKEN


    Nat Hocken is a war veteran, now working part-time at a local farm. He is married with children, and has generally amiable relations with his neighbours, though he is of a “solitary disposition” (p.293), preferring to work alone given the chance. When trouble occurs, he is cautious and adaptable, capable of adeptly preparing for further trials, as his initial confrontation with the birds and his subsequent preparations for more attacks amply display.


    Nat quickly takes on the role of a patriarchal protector, doing almost all the work of adding defensive measures against the birds to his house and putting himself in danger for his wife and children’s sake when necessary. This type of male lead – a centring leadership force who has no overt flaws, whose positive qualities are in fact emphasised in juxtaposition to other male figures in the story – is fairly typical for the survival and horror genres, tending to reinforce the idea that not only children but also women are in need of constant protection, and that men like Nat Hocken are the only ones who can provide it.


    MRS HOCKEN


    Nat’s wife Mrs Hocken is almost entirely dependent on Nat in times of trouble (“[she searched] his face for confirmation” [p.298]), acting more as a soundboard for Nat’s thoughts than as a character pulling their own weight when the birds upset their peaceful bucolic lifestyle. Several times throughout the narrative, Mrs Hocken asks her husband fairly rudimentary questions with her own uncertain answers inside them. Nat often easily disregards these by providing a more reliable and simplified answer or command (for example: shooting down her suggestion that the army come and deal with the birds, saying to “Do what I tell you” [p.308] when she expresses incredulity at being told to do a series of night-time tasks in the afternoon, and explaining simple reasons why the government might not be reacting in the way she expects).


    Mrs Hocken, in fact, is never named, only ever referred to as Nat’s wife (not even by the name “Mrs Hocken” – only ever as “his wife” or some variant). Her lack of agency gives Nat a perfectly fragile foil: where he is a strong protector, she is weak and in need of protection; where he is calm and quick on his feet, she is easily terrified and rarely provides substantive assistance. For the horror and survival genres, this damsel trope is another mainstay.


    THE BIRDS


    The birds are the primary antagonist(s) of the story. Their onslaught occurs at the start of winter, and their attacks follow the pattern of the turning of the tides. A somewhat subversive horror trope, the birds – instead of being a singular monster or entity which is eventually destroyed, thereby freeing or purifying the setting of their malign influence – are a heterogeneous mass, and a common part of the world rather than an alien intruder.


    The uncertainty behind the birds’ reasons for their attacks dogs the narrative constantly. They could be read as the vengeful arm
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