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INTRODUCTION

MY FIRST MEMORY of a bird and I’m lying on a picnic blanket aged four or five, watching a robin bounce across the grass towards me. I looked into that black and questing eye and felt a kind of fascinated horror at the otherness, the un-humanness of the bird. Those ‘frightened beads’ that Emily Dickinson wrote about ‘that hurried all abroad’ were both a challenge and a caution, telling me the robin would always perceive me as a potential predator, would never accept me as a friend. He was as different, and as enchanting, as the dinosaurs whose pictures covered my walls back then; perhaps I sensed the link between the robin and his reptile ancestors. ‘Feather-light, hollow boned, full of song . . . Birds were like dinosaurs’ better selves,’ Jonathan Franzen said. ‘They had short lives and long summers. We all should be so lucky as to leave behind such heirs.’1

Birds resist anthropomorphism, whatever Richard Bach’s Jonathan Livingston Seagull would have you believe.2 They are rarely caught or held, they flee when we want them close. ‘They know suffering and joy in simple states not possible for us,’ wrote J.A. Baker, one of the guiding spirits of this book. ‘Their lives quicken and warm to a pulse our hearts can never reach. They race to oblivion. They are old before we have finished growing.’3 This was what drove my birdwatching – the wish to collect something that was always just out of my grasp, to capture and catalogue my fleeting and sublime encounters with birds, in the air and on the page.

Birds are envoys from the world’s hidden places. In The Secret Garden, it’s a robin that shows Mary the way into the clandestine paradise that lies behind the high walls of Misselthwaite Manor. She had ‘stepped close to the robin, and suddenly the gust of wind swung aside some loose ivy trails, and more suddenly still she jumped toward it and caught it in her hand. This she did because she had seen something under it – a round knob which had been covered by the leaves hanging over it. It was the knob of a door.’ It’s also a bird – a hermit thrush – that leads the narrator of T.S. Eliot’s ‘Burnt Norton’ into the overgrown rose garden. Birds sing from the lost, loved corners of our childhoods, the green worlds that we have left behind.

As a boy, I followed the song-paths of birds, dragging my parents off to salt-swept estuaries and whispering reed beds, rising before dawn to couch myself in dusty hides or on the banks of slow-flowing rivers. ‘Just be good and listen to birds,’ advises the crow in Max Porter’s Grief is the Thing With Feathers, and this is what I did. Like Wordsworth in ‘Lines Written in Early Spring’, I didn’t understand the birds, but they delighted me.


The birds around me hopped and played

Their thoughts I cannot measure:

But the least motion that they made

It seemed a thrill of pleasure.



I surrounded myself with bird books, with Collins, Audubon and Peter Scott’s World Atlas of Birds. My greatest joy, though, was the leap from the page to the sky, when the birds I’d seen illustrated on paper were there in front of me, rising into the wild sovereignty of the air. I remember an eagle, viewed from a boat on Loch Ness, and the feeling that my heart was lifting with it. I was like Josie in Dave Eggers’ Heroes of the Frontier, for whom the eagle provides a model of escape. ‘It was up, rising like it was nothing, flight was nothing, the planet was nothing, nothing at all, just another place to leave.’ Watching birds was the best kind of play – serious, expansive and self-dissolving.

Then adolescence arrived with a thud, and suddenly girls, Nirvana and skateboarding began to elbow birds towards the exit door, a creeping sense of shame suffusing everything bird-related.4 I slept late. I put my Barbour and binoculars in the understairs cupboard. I eschewed the quiet camaraderie of the bird hide, the Young Ornithologists’ Club, the nature reserve with its taciturn, bearded wardens. You can never really stop seeing birds once you’ve been a birdwatcher, though. The peripheral impositions of birds on your consciousness (unnoticed by some, perhaps most) will always set some ancient-feeling instinct aquiver. You will wake early in strange houses and hear the reckless joy of the dawn chorus building in the air, and you will note how it differs from other choruses – the dominance of the blackbird or the song thrush, the under-notes of robin or wren – and you won’t mind the ungodly hour. If, like Keats, a sparrow should come before your window, you’ll drop down into its sparrowy world, ‘take part in its existence and pick about the gravel.’

Because, although I stopped making 5 a.m. trips to Pagham Harbour to stand looking at curlews in the rain, I never stopped seeing birds and hearing them. I began to hunt for them when pursuing the great love that replaced birdwatching for me: books. At first almost unconsciously, but then with the same earnest application I gave to the birds of my childhood, I filled notebooks with poems and snippets of ornithological fiction or nature writing. Where once I had loved seeing the birds of my bird books in the open air, I now drew happiness from encountering birds I’d known in the wild ensconced on the page. That thrill of recognition from catching sight of a bird on a branch, I now found in poetry, in the nature writing of Annie Dillard or William Fiennes, in that perfect final stanza of Edward Thomas’s Adlestrop:


And for that minute a blackbird sang

Close by, and round him, mistier,

Farther and farther, all the birds

Of Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire.



In the best bird writing – precise, light-filled, transporting – I came close to that childhood dream of possessing the birds, of having a world made up of feathered things.

Thumbing through my oldest notebooks now, I come upon, in a fifteen-year-old’s scrawl, a passage from Daphne du Maurier’s Frenchman’s Creek:


The beeches would be warm where the sun shone all day, and the river itself full and limpid with the tide. There would be sanderling skimming the rocks, and oyster-catchers brooding on one leg by the little pools, while higher up the river, near the creek, the heron would stand motionless, like a sleeping thing, only to rise at their approach and glide away over the trees with his great soundless wings.



The heroine, Dona St Columb, is enchanted by the special stillness of the birdwatching pirate, the Frenchman. She admits that ‘ . . . before I came to Navron I thought very little about birds . . . I suppose that – that the desire to know about these things was always present, but lying dormant.’ It is the Frenchman who undertakes her ornithological education and soon, to the churring of nightjars, they are in love.

One other early note (and this, perhaps, because I admired the bird so much as a child, in all its Muscovite finery) recorded a death – in the opening lines of John Shade’s poem in Nabokov’s Pale Fire:


I was the shadow of the waxwing slain

By the false azure in the windowpane.5



Du Maurier and Nabokov are, perhaps, not obvious places to start (that would be – what? – Shelley’s skylark or Chaucer’s ‘Parliament of Fowles’ or Ted Hughes’s Crow), but they illustrate the necessary element of partiality in this book, both in the poems and prose I’ve selected and in the birds represented.6 I want writing that sets off little detonations of recognition, that makes the birds take shape in the mind in a way that is new and yet immediately familiar. As John Clare practised ‘dropping down’ to ground level to see the world from new perspectives, I want poets who are forever ‘rising up’ to view life from the bird’s eye. I’m looking for what Gerard Manley Hopkins called ‘instress’ – when a writer manages to capture the ‘inscape’ of a bird, the disparate elements that make each creature identifiably unique, expressing what Hopkins described as its ‘simple and beautiful oneness’. Paul Farley does this brilliantly in ‘The Heron’:


One of the most begrudging avian take-offs

is the heron’s fucking hell, all right, all right,

I’ll go to the garage for your flaming fags

cranky departure



Gillian Clarke delivers the curlew’s inscape in a line: ‘She dips her bill in the rim of the sea . . . ’7; Hopkins himself captured it when writing of kingfishers catching fire. This is why you’ll find a lot of Ted Hughes and Mary Oliver here, a lot of John Clare and Kathleen Jamie. Gilbert White, W.H. Hudson and Richard Jeffries lead the prose writers, with Richard Mabey, Helen MacDonald and J.A. Baker their modern heirs. Many other descriptions of birds I’ve omitted either because they don’t feel true to me or because I don’t know them; if the portraits of birds in this book succeed it’s because they come from a common source: a life in love with birds, where my encounters in literary ornithology have been every bit as important as the real thing.

The Chinese poet Bai Juyi, writing in the Tang Dynasty around the time King Alfred was being born in Britain, spoke of birdsong in a poem called ‘Hearing the Early Oriole’. The poem’s narrator is in exile, lying in bed, when a bird begins to sing on the roof of his house, causing him to think of ‘the Royal Park at dawn’. Bai’s narrator finds it hard to believe that the oriole he hears can be the same bird that had caused him to pause for a moment in his work at the palace:


The bird’s note cannot really have changed;

All the difference lies in the listener’s heart.

If he could but forget that he lives at the World’s end,

The bird would sing as it sang in the Palace of old.8



One of the sparks for this book was a bird memoir given to me by my father. It was written in the late 1920s by Edward Grey, my grandmother Ursula’s great-uncle (if you can follow that). The book was called The Charm of Birds and was about how watching and listening to birds had helped to soften the series of losses and setbacks that Grey suffered in his eventful life. He was the longest-serving British Foreign Secretary, heavily involved in the build-up to the Great War, a complex man who found happiness in the sight and song of birds. The Charm of Birds spoke to me across the decades, providing a model for the kind of book that this one might be: literary (Grey was obsessed with Wordsworth, whom he called ‘Big Daddy’); conversational (reading Grey’s book you feel as if you’re sitting in an armchair with the great statesman after a port or two); genially meandering (the organising principle for The Charm of Birds is ostensibly the months of the year, but actually it’s whatever Grey’s voracious curiosity settles upon next). More than anything, Grey writes of the power of birds and their song to act upon the human spirit, transforming interior and exterior landscapes, fixing memory to place.

I have started birdwatching again now I’ve reached my thirties. I think many come back to birds at this age; partly it’s that we’re comfortable in our skins by now, no longer dealing in the tawdry economy of teenage kudos. It’s also that we need new ways to define ourselves as we move towards middle age, pursuits to fill the hours of our free time; we reach for the things that delighted us when we were young. Birdwatching is a good frame to hang a life upon and that’s what I’ve done. What’s more, after almost two decades spent as a literary birdwatcher, I find my encounters with birds in nature imbued with rich new resonances, as if all the poets of the canon were crammed into the hide with me, describing what I see.

If this book works as I want it to, it’ll appeal to birder and non-birder alike. I’d love it to be as vital a companion to ornithologists as their field guides, illuminating all the webs of meaning, of joy that birds spin out behind them: triangulating between the bird, the world and literature. It should say something about the beauty of precision in writing, the importance of style, the merits of close looking, and these things should speak to you even if you don’t know a crow from a corncrake. I realise that it’s ended up as neither anthology nor memoir; neither literary criticism nor nature writing; but a bit of all of these. It’s not quite the book I meant to write, but, as Iris Murdoch said, ‘every book is the wreck of a perfect idea.’

Edward Grey didn’t get around to penning his autobiography, but then he didn’t need to: The Charm of Birds was a record of his life, smuggled into a bird book. I feel that, almost accidentally, I’ve ended up writing something that tells more truths about me than perhaps I wanted it to, and for the tangents and footnotes, the memories and inward life, I hope you’ll forgive me. I’ve been harbouring this book for decades and seeing it come together, with Neil’s exquisite illustrations like perfect crystallisations of the chapters I’ve written, has been overwhelming. This book is, above all, a history of the deep joy that comes from looking up and writing down.
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PEREGRINE

I BECAME A BIRDWATCHER October 1986. It was half-term, I was seven, and we’d rented a farmhouse on the Isle of Wight, just outside Freshwater. My aunt Jo came – she now lives on a remote stretch of the Florida coast where, from an Art Deco veranda, she watches ospreys dive and manatees rise. She’d brought her binoculars on the holiday and we went out together, along the cliffs and across the estuaries, and I learnt a way of looking at the world – landscape filtered through the birds that flew above it – that coloured it forever.

Our last morning on the island, I walked out alone, up past Tennyson’s house at Farringford, to the wild whaleback of land that arches down to the Needles.1 It was early and the dew was ablaze in the sunlight that poured over the grass towards the chalk pinnacles in the distance. There was a cliff below me, its foot a roil of raging sea. And then, as if the sky had been rent in two, a bird stooped, diagonally, devouring the air, and my world was never the same again. My aunt would later tell me that it was a peregrine, but all I remember was that it came down like the head of a shovel flung from the heavens.2 Pure velocity. I hadn’t read Tennyson back then, but if I had, I would have thought of his eagle who:


watches from his mountain walls

And like a thunderbolt he falls.



The bird dropped and dropped, a blue comet trailing tawny fire, until it disappeared into the salt spray below.

In her first book of prose, Falcon, Helen MacDonald uses Franz Boas’s concept of Kulturbrille – culture-glasses – to describe the complex manner in which we perceive the natural world. Our birds are never just birds but are constructed from any number of disparate sources – literature, art, folklore. She picks this up again in H is for Hawk, with reference to J.A. Baker’s The Peregrine, published in 1967. MacDonald says that ‘most of my bird-loving friends read Baker’s book before they saw a live one, and now they can’t see real peregrines without them conjuring distance, extinction and death. Wild things are made from human histories.’ Robert Macfarlane confirms this theory, noting in Landmarks that ‘When I have seen peregrines I have seen them, or I remember them, at least partly in Baker’s language.’

There’s no more intimate link between bird and book than the peregrine in Baker’s prose-work. I hadn’t read it when I saw my first, that brilliant blue bird spearing the October sky, but such is the immersive experience of The Peregrine that it’s not only coloured everything since, but has re-shaped my memories of the three or four peregrines I saw before reading it. I can’t think, or write, about these birds without borrowing Baker’s distinctive linguistic tics.3 Language forms worlds – Proust’s Combrey, Hemingway’s bullfights, Edmund de Waal’s netsuke, Baker’s peregrines.

Baker was an enigmatic figure, a tenebrous presence in his own book, a vector through which his four Essex peregrines spoke.4 In Falcon, Macdonald presents the novel as an ‘ecological Confessions of St Augustine or modern-day Grail-search, these are at heart the diaries of a soul’s journey to grace . . . ’ By the time she comes to write H is for Hawk, her stance towards the book has hardened. There are many similarities between T.H. White’s The Goshawk and Baker’s The Peregrine, but while the former sparks the recovery that Macdonald records, she ‘saw no hope at all’ in The Peregrine. It was:


the writer’s awful desire for death and annihilation, a desire disguised as an elegy for birds that flew through poisonous skies, falcons as searing-bright and pewter-flashed as reflected sun, already things of memory before they were ever gone.



The Peregrine is not a comforting book. Where Baker does appear, his presence is overwrought, his tone elegiac. ‘I have always longed to be part of the outward life,’ he writes at one point. He wanted:


to be out there at the edge of things, to let the human taint wash away in emptiness and silence as the fox sloughs his smell into the cold unworldliness of water; to return to town a stranger. Wandering flushes a glory that fades with arrival.



The Essex saltings that Baker’s four peregrines stalk are dreary and unheimlich; the narrator’s melancholy spirit, like that of W.G. Sebald (another doleful East Anglian wanderer) infects the landscape it describes: ‘The sun fired the bone-white coral of the frosted hedges with a cold and sullen glow.’

The Peregrine reveals something important about birdwatching, though. In his introduction to my NYRB Classics edition, Macfarlane says that it’s ‘not a book about watching a bird, it is a book about becoming a bird.’ Baker’s I even merges into we at one point, the human as one with the falcon. When he reaches these heights of deep communion, Baker is able to escape the prison of himself. The falcons become companions in misery, friends with whom to be alone – parallel players. And we get the sense that, in losing himself in the falcons, Baker finds a weight lifted from his twisted body:


I shut my eyes and tried to crystallise my will into the light-drenched prism of the hawk’s mind . . . I sank into the skin and blood and bones of the hawk . . . Like the hawk, I heard and hated the sound of man, that faceless horror of the stony places. I stifled in the same filthy sack of fear. I shared the same hunter’s longing for the wild home none can know, alone with the sight and smell of the quarry, under the indifferent sky. I felt the pull of the north, the mystery and fascination of the migrating gulls. I shared the same strange yearning to be gone.



If you read The Peregrine as the literal record of one winter’s falcon-watching, you’d end up a dispirited birder. Not only has Baker condensed a decade’s experience into a single October-to-March, but the intimacy and proximity with which he renders his ‘hawks’ gives the impression they’re performing for him in a private diorama of marsh and sea and sky. The book has endured, though, because it tells another kind of truth, about the sublimity of watching birds, the gateway they provide to another world. The risky language that Baker mints to lend voice to his peregrines (and to his experiences watching them) is testament to the power of the birds, to the contortions of the brain required to find words sufficient to describe them in all their wildness.5

Macfarlane is spot on when says that this is ‘a book in which little happens, hundreds of times.’ What makes The Peregrine compelling, rather than stultifying, is how Baker’s language shapes each new encounter with the bird, like a musician performing variations on a theme, or a painter addressing the same subject again and again, straining towards perfection.6 The peregrine is ‘like the winged helmet of a Viking warrior,’ it’s ‘a shark’s head dropping from the sky,’ it flies in ‘that cloud-biting anchor shape, that crossbow flinging through the air.’ The bird’s plumage at first ‘gleamed like a shield of silver water, glowed purple-brown and wet like dark ploughland after rain;’ then ‘above, they were the colour of the sea’s deepest blue; below, like the soiled whiteness of shadowed chalk.’ I copied out countless passages from The Peregrine into my notebooks, finding some new excitement of language or observation on almost every page, but I’d choose this as my favourite, if only for that final, exquisite, image of the ‘falling nets of starlings’:


He circled higher, then stooped languidly down, revolving as he fell, his golden feet flashing through sunlight. He tumbled headlong, corkscrewing like a lapwing, scattering starlings. Five minutes later he lifted into air again, circling, gliding, diving up to brightness, like a fish cleaving up through warm blue water, far from the falling nets of starlings.



In 2013, I went back to the Isle of Wight for the first time in almost thirty years. It was Evie Wyld’s wedding. Her family owns a stretch of wooded land between Yarmouth and Freshwater, on top of which sits a ruined folly – a temple of canted columns and cracked arches. It was the most beautiful July, the island drenched in golden light, and we led Evie and Jamie down the aisle with instruments and singing, and then sat and drank and danced and watched the sky fade above England.

The next day, I took my wife up to the Needles. We looked over Totland and Alum Bay, and just saying the names was a way of bringing the past before us. If I were J.A. Baker, I’d tell you of the peregrine we saw, dropping down over the headland, taking a pigeon in flight and then extending its wings to the sun like a blue crucifix. I might have quoted Peter Reading to my wife. In his ‘Laertidean’, Reading writes of seeing a peregrine stooping:


into a blizzard of wheeling Calidris Alba7

and the falcon hit and we heard the thud and a handful of silven feathers

whorled in the wind and the great dark raptor rose with the dead meat locked in its talons;

and I said to my friend: ‘We will mind this as long as we live.’ (He is dead now.)



I might have quoted Chaucer’s The Squire’s Tale, in which Canace, the daughter of Genghis Khan, uses a magic ring to speak with a peregrine she finds bleeding in a leafless tree and who tells the princess about her faithless tercelet, who has abandoned her for a kite.








	A faucon peregryn thanne semed she

	A falcon peregrine she was, and she




	Of fremde land, and everemoore as she stood

	Seemed from a foreign land; and as she stood




	She swowneth now and now for lakke of blood,

	She fainted now and then for loss of blood,




	Til wel neigh is she fallen fro the tree.

	Till she had almost fallen from the tree.







But we didn’t see a peregrine, nor anything much save the rich long grass pulsing in the breeze, the sunlight exploding on the water and on the cliffs, boats like tethered balloons on the horizon. It was enough, though, to be there and to remember my first peregrine, because that’s another thing birds do for us – they give narrative to a landscape, they fix the world to a fleeting truth.
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