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To Bob, Bobette, all the robins, animals and of course our followers




Prologue
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I knew Bob the Robin for nearly three and a half years, and in that time I saw him almost daily. During my workday, he’d follow me around the garden where I worked, and on my days off I’d stop by to check how he was doing. We went through highs and lows together over those years and built a strong bond of trust and friendship. But Bob wasn’t just my friend: he was adored by thousands from all over the world who followed his daily antics on my social media pages. Many would tune in every single day to see what he was up to. Bob gave me a great insight into the world of robins. He readily allowed me to film his everyday life, whether he was singing from the branch of his plum tree or showing me his beak full of critters as he worked tirelessly to feed his young, as well as his quieter moments, when he simply stood in front of the camera as he happily spent time with me. It was as if he knew that everyone was watching, and he seemed to smile at the world just as it smiled back at him.

When Bob left, the prospect of life without him wasn’t just heavy on my heart, it was upsetting for all our followers, too. But the hardest thing of all was the not knowing. We never found out what had happened to him, and there was always a glimmer of hope that he might return. Hope is a powerful emotion, and that was what we all held on to.

My dear friend Bob the robin may have gone, but life in the garden continued. The grass kept growing, the plants still flowered, the birds went on singing and the bees carried on buzzing. There may have been a huge void in my life, but the world did not stop turning, and nor should it have. The garden was a reminder to me that life goes on, and its resilience through every season pushed me to keep going too.

But there were so many memories in the garden that took my mind back to Bob. And, of course, I worried about him. Had something unfortunate happened or did he just find a new partner and move territory? Was he over the hedge – not far away but too far to come home? I didn’t know.

The successors to Bob’s territory were two younger robins, Bobbin and Bobette. They were a great distraction, and gave me something positive to focus on. They could never be a replacement for Bob, but they were new personalities to get to know and understand. Though in the back of my mind I clung onto the hope that maybe, just maybe, Bob might one day come home, I also didn’t mind making new friends along the way, and I was excited for what another year of life in the garden might bring.




Chapter One

Life with Bob
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My home town of Edenbridge sits in a valley in the south-east of England, having been built up along the Roman road that led from London all the way to Lewes in Sussex. I’ve always had a deep and nostalgic love for the town and have always valued its historical heritage. I would often walk the high street trying to imagine the past and what it looked like, knowing that some of the buildings that date back centuries had seen thousands of faces come and go, with mine a small addition to that long line before me. In years gone by there would have been Romans marching north or south along the straight road, or members of the House of Tudor making their way to the south coast or to Starborough Castle, a couple of miles south-west of the town.

Henry VIII, one of Britain’s most famous kings, may have been spotted here, perhaps on a hunting trip to Knole Park near his lodging at Penshurst Place, or visiting Hever Castle just two miles away, the childhood home of his second wife Anne Boleyn, whose dramatic downfall led to her execution at the Tower of London. During the upheaval of the English Civil War, Starborough Castle was demolished by order of Oliver Cromwell, but a small folly was built from the ruins and the moat survives today.

In more recent times, Winston Churchill may also have passed through the town – Chartwell, his home for 40 years, is just a couple of miles up the road. So, while Edenbridge may be small and unassuming, it is full of places and tales of great historical value, not to mention the stories of many ordinary folk who have lived here or passed through, and whose lives are no less interesting or valuable. More than that, though, it is home.

Hever Castle, which had fallen into disrepair, was beautifully restored by the Astor family after they bought it in the early 1900s. Millions of pounds were poured into the place and local craftsman were employed to ensure that everything was done to the highest standards. The marshland that surrounded the castle was landscaped and transformed into a stunning Italian garden, with walkways leading to antique statues and garden ornaments, pergolas covered with grapevines and wisteria, and nostalgic rose gardens. At the end of the gardens is a 38-acre lake, which was dug by hand and took over two years to complete, with 800 men working day and night. The river Eden, running north of the castle, was moved and diverted to fill the lake. This was a labour of love, and the castle soon became a very popular tourist attraction. It is a local treasure, with thousands visiting each year to walk in the footsteps of the former Queen of England, Anne Boleyn.

I regularly visit the castle and gardens and when I do, I try to imagine the history the stone walls bore witness to. I think about everyone who lived, worked or visited, and all the experiences they may have had. I think in particular about all the gardeners who have worked there over the years, getting to know the grounds and passing their knowledge of the landscape down through generations. And I consider, too, the wildlife they have shared it with. It’s lovely to think that you can trace the history of these gardens, from over a hundred years ago right up until today, when there is still a dedicated team working to keep the grounds thriving.

I can’t help but smile when I notice the resident robins in the castle grounds singing on the wall leading out of the blue garden, going about their business and ignoring the crowds of people. Perhaps the ancestors of these very robins befriended Anne Boleyn or someone in her family. No doubt the birds of the time became familiar with the Astor family’s workers as they dug the lake, and as the landscapers transformed the marshlands into the stunning Italian gardens. I like to try to imagine what used to be. I used to work at Starborough Castle, and I often tried to visualize the hive of activity there must have been when they built it, and the people who lived there down the centuries. Today, a small folly sits quietly on an island. I have spent many an hour there, learning photography, and rubbing shoulders with the ghosts of the past. I wonder if any of the robins and gardeners forged relationships as close as mine and Bob’s. So many stories of ‘unremarkable lives’ from the past go untold, and I always ponder what we’ve missed by not hearing them. It’s easy to forget that history isn’t just about humans – it’s about the natural world too, and our relationship to it.

The grounds of Hever Castle are not far from the garden where I work, so I often question if any of its more ‘regal’ robins could be related to the robins I have known over the years. After all, they are not far away from where my story, and Bob’s, begins.

***

My own relationship with robins started back in 2014 when I was tending one of my regular jobs in Edenbridge. As a gardener by trade, I would naturally get to know the feathered friends in the garden. They would boldly investigate what I was doing, especially when I turned the soil in the veg garden or was digging up weeds in the flowerbeds.

I worked two days a week in Bob’s garden, and elsewhere for the other three days. I had befriended robins over that time, or rather they had befriended me – it was difficult to tell which! All of them lived in the same garden apart from one, ‘Star’, who lived at Starborough Castle. The first robin I met I named ‘Robin’, in 2014, and it was my close encounters with Robin that encouraged me to learn photography. I often liken photography to fishing: there’s the same buzz of anticipation, the not knowing what you might catch – even though you know what you’re aiming for! I was instantly hooked by the thrill of it, and the satisfying feeling when you finally get the shot you’re after.

I started sharing my photos and later videos on social media, and in 2015 I created my ‘Putman and Robin’ Facebook and Instagram accounts (from my surname and the name of my first robin friend). I never expected it to become a significant part of my life or my work – I simply enjoyed learning photography and learning all about the robins, and wanted to share it all with like-minded people who loved robins too.

It wasn’t until 5 November 2019 that I first met Bob in the garden. He was perched on the branch of a plum tree, and as I approached him, camera in hand, I took his photo.

I’d known seven robins before Bob came along, and they all disappeared within a year of our meeting. I never knew what happened to them, and I’m not ashamed to say that I found it emotionally taxing getting to know them but then losing them. Robins are wild and free, and so you don’t always get closure when they suddenly vanish. So when Bob came along, I made the conscious decision that I would not try to befriend him. I’d simply photograph him and keep my distance. Well, it didn’t quite work out that way as Bob had other ideas! He followed me everywhere and I couldn’t help but get to know him. Before I knew it, we were best friends.

He loved the camera, was very photogenic, and I took thousands of photos of him, many of which I have shared with our followers on social media. Bob arrived a few months before the start of the Covid-19 pandemic. I was able to continue working at the job in Edenbridge during this time, and Bob became a lifeline for many who followed us. I shared photos, videos and live footage of Bob during Covid, and both my Facebook and Instagram pages grew rapidly, with followers from all over the world enjoying his antics. Bob helped me through some difficult times in my personal life, and I helped him too – we helped each other in different ways. Sharing Bob with the world also gave me a sense of purpose. He provided a feel-good factor during uncertain times, showing us how the natural world carries on, and offering hope that the human world would do so again too. I love working outdoors and getting to spend every day in nature, especially as I know that many people have to spend their working lives indoors under artificial lights. When you don’t have the chance to get out into nature regularly it can be easy to forget how beautiful it is and the benefits it can bring you. I hoped that by sharing my encounters with Bob I was letting others see the possibilities of the outdoors and of gardening, and might even encourage them to seek out more time in nature.

Bob remained a wild bird, but he trusted me completely. We had a mutual respect, and, unlike the other robins before him, Bob stayed for over three years! I feel confident in saying that he must be the most famous robin in the world. With hundreds of thousands of followers worldwide, he even has his own collection of signed photos from celebrities who follow my ‘Putman and Robin’ account. One little bird did all that.

* * *

But things soon began to change. It started as a normal day at work. It was mid-April, the sun was shining, the birds were singing, and spring was well underway. The only difference from previous years was that Bob no longer occupied his territory, the plum tree, which he had surrendered to Bobbin and Bobette – two younger robins, male and female, the female of which I believed to be Bob’s daughter – after losing his partner, Betty, in February.

Bob stayed close to the house, foraging in the flowerbeds for food and using the ornamental yew trees and larger shrubs as shelter. That day, I spent a lot of my time working on the flowerbeds near the house, digging them over and clearing the weeds. Bob stayed close and spent most of his time with me. I even took a selfie with him as he perched on a large ornamental urn in the flowerbed. He was comfortable with me being in his space, so I leaned nearer to him and took our photo using my phone. At that point, I had no reason to think that I wouldn’t see him the next time I came to work.

When it was time for me to go home, though, I remember thinking how small Bob looked as he stood in the middle of the lawn. For some reason, his diminutive frame really stood out to me that day – robins are only around 4 inches in height. I watched him as he saw me pull away in my van and drive out through the gate. I had an uneasy feeling that this could be the last time I saw him.

Days passed with no sign of Bob. I looked for him everywhere; any slight movement in the hedge would grab my attention. When passing through his territory, I’d look eagerly at his favourite perches – the branch on the plum tree, the picket fence, the top of the yew tree, and in the mixed hedge where he’d so often greet me or wait for me – only to be met with emptiness, and my memories of our time together.

Where Bob had always made it a place full of surprises and companionship, work became for me a place of sadness, and the feeling of loss was intense. It felt like a numbness had engulfed me, an overwhelming feeling of knowing there was nothing I could do, along with the hope that the next time I looked he’d be there, looking back at me. But he was nowhere to be seen.

It was the same feeling I’d had when I’d lost a good friend, Steve, with whom I’d worked in a games factory many years before. I was at work when another friend called me to tell me he had passed away, and although he didn’t work with me anymore, as he’d left for a new job months before, I still struggled to continue to work that day. It was a big shock. All I could think about were the happy times we’d shared when we’d worked together, standing alongside one another and working on benches under the skylights, right by the shutter door of the woodwork department. We’d do the PopMaster radio quiz together in the morning, then have our deep and meaningful conversations in the afternoon. Or we’d simply spend time together, having a laugh as we did our work. All those happy memories turned to sadness for me as soon as I learned of his passing.

On one occasion, Steve and I had an unexpected visitor in the factory. It was a hot summer’s day, and the doors in the woodwork department were wide open. Steve was working on the bench next to me, directly in front of the shutter door, when a huge dragonfly came flying in. It was bright blue, with transparent wings, and it flew straight up to the skylights. We could hear it repeatedly crashing into the glass of the closed window as it tried to get out, but the only way out was back through the open door! This went on until it became apparent that the dragonfly wasn’t going to make its escape, so we decided to rescue it. There were tall shelves full of stock from floor to ceiling in the factory so we had large ladders on wheels in our workspace. Steve fetched one – it easily reached the skylight – and positioned it for me to climb up to the dragonfly. I made my way up with no idea of how, exactly, I was going to manage it. The insect was pretty much the size of my hand and I didn’t want to just make a grab for it in case I hurt it.

When I got within reach, I instinctively held out my hand and rubbed my index and middle finger together, kind of mimicking the sound its wings make as it flies. I’ve no idea why I did that, but it worked, and the dragonfly immediately flew to my hand and landed on my index finger! I made my way back down the ladder to Steve, and we walked outside with the dragonfly still perched on my finger. It was a magnificent-looking creature, with its wings shimmering multiple colours in the sunlight and its metallic blue body. As if it knew it was being rescued, it sat calmly on my finger until I raised my hand, and it flew away.

At the time, we both felt a great sense of satisfaction, and astonishment, that the dragonfly had so willingly trusted us and allowed us to rescue it. Long afterwards, we would often reflect fondly on that moment, and on the safe release of the dragonfly back outside.

Just as it did with Steve’s passing, it took me a long time to process Bob’s disappearance. Deep down, I knew that Bob was gone and that looking for him in the usual places was in vain. I also knew that Bobbin and Bobette now occupied his territory as a pair; they had done so even before he’d disappeared. I’d already built up some sort of relationship with Bobbin and Bobette. I never considered them to be a replacement for Bob, but they certainly helped me deal with his disappearance, and I never held any resentment towards them for taking Bob’s territory. Indeed, it was the fact that Bob was so tolerant of them when they were living in the hedge next to him and his partner Betty that made me think one of them was his offspring from the previous year.

Betty’s disappearance was, in my opinion, the reason for Bob giving up his territory to Bobbin and Bobette. I don’t believe they had anything to do with that, and by occupying the territory to survive they are just doing what comes naturally to them. Even if Bob hadn’t disappeared, it was inevitable that I would build some sort of relationship with them. When a robin (or two or three) decides they want to know you, they become very difficult to ignore.

As much as I like my job and love the garden, if it hadn’t been for Bobbin and Bobette, I think I may have considered looking for work elsewhere. Their inquisitiveness and antics made me want to keep returning to the garden to check in on them and follow their movements. But I have to admit that it was the chance, however small, that Bob could come back in the autumn after the breeding season and annual moult, that still preoccupied me, and is definitely part of what convinced me to stay.




Chapter Two

Bobbin and Bobette
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Spring 2023. Bobbin is very talkative; he follows me to the edges of his territory and waits for my return, just like Bob used to do. Bob would chatter to me too, but he would more often than not use clicking noises to get my attention, whereas Bobbin uses more of a gentle twitter, a continuous, soft melody. I love how the robins are so different in their ways. I knew they were here to stay, so I had to give them names to make it easy for our followers on social media to identify them. I honestly don’t think I would have named any of the robins I’ve known over the years if I wasn’t sharing their journey like this. I would have simply enjoyed knowing them.

I can’t remember why I settled for the names Bobbin and Bobette. I normally ask our followers to help name the robins, but not this time. I just wanted to give them names with ‘Bob’ in them. For a time, before Bob disappeared, we had Bob, Bobbin and Bobette all together at once. As much as I missed Bob, I couldn’t help smiling when I saw Bobbin – he always had a cheerful manner. I’d known him for no more than four months, and I could photograph and film him easily: just like Bob, he showed little or no fear of me. I always filmed him using my phone. Mobile cameras are so good, and so convenient for
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