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    Dedication


    For Daniel.


    "Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls."


    [Matthew 11:28–29]


    You were always a free spirit with a heart of gold. Rest in love.

  

  
    About This Book


    Thirty-one birds. Not all of them still here.


    


    This is not a field guide. No measurements. No distribution maps. No taxonomic arguments. Other books do that well. This one asks something else: what did the forest give these birds, and what do they still carry that only makes sense in that original green world?


    


    Some are common. You will hear them the moment you step off the path. Some are rare, holding on in sanctuaries and offshore islands and patches of bush small enough to walk across in an afternoon. Some are gone. They belong here anyway.


    


    It started with a fantail. Then a kōkako recording I could not stop listening to. Then the catalogue got out of hand. Book One is the forest birds. The ones that stayed in the green, or tried to.


    


    — Tom
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      Prologue


      The Last Words Come First

    


    The forest was here first. The birds have never forgotten. You are about to find out why.


    Before the roads, before the farms, before the cities and the suburbs and the weekend bush walks, there was green. Not the green of a well-watered lawn or a golf course fairway. The green of deep time. The green of trees that had been standing for centuries before anyone thought to name them.


    The forest did not need us. It does not need us now. It tolerates us, mostly, the way a large animal tolerates a small bird picking insects from its hide. We are not the point. We were never the point.


    This is a book about the birds that stayed.


    Not the ones that learned to live in gardens and parks and city reserves. Those birds have their own volume. This is for the ones that looked at the edges of the forest, where the trees thin and the light gets harsh, and went back in. Deeper. Where the canopy closes overhead and the understorey tangles and the ground is soft with centuries of leaf fall.


    Some of these birds are common. You can walk through any patch of native bush and hear them. Some are rare, hiding in the last scraps of forest not yet cleared or poisoned or invaded by animals that do not belong here. Some are extinct. They belong here too, as silence belongs in music.


    What did the forest give these birds, what do they still carry that only makes sense in that original green world, what have they lost without knowing it, and why after everything are they still here.


    The answers are not always comforting. Some survive by luck, by human intervention, by sheer biological stubbornness. Some are not surviving at all. But they are present, in the forest, in the memory of the forest, in the sound of the canopy when the wind moves through it.


    You do not need to be an ornithologist. You need to walk into the bush, sit down, shut up, and listen.


    The forest will do the rest.


    


    In the beginning, the land rose from the sea. And it was slow.


    Then the forest grew. And it was dark.


    Then the birds arrived, carried by wind, by memory, by the simple fact that islands cannot stay empty forever. And it was noisy.


    No one called it good. The forest did not need to. It just kept growing. The birds kept arriving. The green kept spreading.


    Then came the people. They named the birds. They cleared the forest. They brought animals that did not belong. And the forest became quieter.


    We are not the point. We were never the point.
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      Detailed scientific illustration of a New Zealand Grey Warbler (Riroriro) perched on a lichen-covered native branch. Realistic olive-grey feathers and red eye.
    
  

  
    
      Riroriro


      Grey Warbler

    


    The grey warbler weighs less than a pencil. This is not a metaphor. Pick up a pencil. That is the bird. Now consider that it holds a territory, weaves a nest from spider silk, and raises a chick the size of its own head that does not belong to it.


    Somewhere in the green gloom, a sound like water dripping upward. Long. Descending. Almost sad. Then nothing. You wait. It comes again, from a different direction. The bird has moved without seeming to move.


    The grey warbler is not showy. It does not flash colour or throw its voice across valleys. It is six grams of olive-grey feathers with a pale throat and a tail that flicks at odd angles, as if arguing with something only it can see. Built like a dropped cotton ball. The beak is fine, almost invisible, designed for picking small insects off leaves without tearing the leaf. Most of its day is spent in the canopy, staying just out of focus. It exists in the periphery. You might see a smudge of grey or a twitch of a branch, but the bird itself remains a rumour. This is not shyness. It is a survival strategy based on being too small to notice. Evolution occasionally decides that being invisible is better than being fast. The trade off holds.


    It moves constantly. Not with the chaotic energy of the fantail, which seems to be running away from its own decisions. The grey warbler moves with purpose. A hop. A pause. A flick of the tail. A quiet chirp that is not quite a song. Then another hop. It is looking for something. It is always looking for something. It has survived where more significant birds have failed. It did not need a sanctuary or a dedicated ranger. It just needed enough spiders to keep the silk coming. This works for now.


    The song is the thing you will remember. A thin, descending trill that sounds like a question nobody knows how to answer. Some people hear sadness. Some hear patience. The bird does not care what you hear. It is not singing for you. It is marking territory, keeping contact with its mate, telling the forest that it is still here. On still mornings in early spring, before the canopy warms and the other birds start up, Riroriro sings into the quiet like something that has not yet decided whether to be hopeful.


    The nest is a marvel of bad engineering that somehow works. A hanging pear-shaped pouch woven from moss, cobweb, and fine grass, suspended from a twig like a dropped handkerchief caught before it hit the ground. The female builds it alone. She tucks it into dense foliage, often low to the ground, hidden from wind and weather and the eyes of shining cuckoos. Because the shining cuckoo is watching. It is always watching. The construction is frantic. She might make hundreds of trips, gathering spider silk to glue the moss together. It is a lot of work for a bird that could be grounded by a heavy raindrop. This effort is often wasted. One heavy gale or a curious rat can undo a week of structural weaving. The bird does not file a complaint. It simply starts another pouch on a different twig.


    When the cuckoo finds the nest, it lays its own egg alongside the warbler's clutch. The warbler incubates it. Feeds it. Raises it. The cuckoo chick grows larger than its foster parent, fills the nest to bursting, screams for food with a mouth the size of the warbler's whole head. And the grey warbler keeps feeding it. Not because it is stupid. Because it is wired to feed anything in its nest. The cuckoo exploits that wiring. The warbler tolerates it. This has been happening for thousands of years. It is a lopsided arrangement. The warbler provides the labour and the cuckoo provides the audacity. No one told the warbler to stop. So it does not.


    The Māori name is Riroriro. It is onomatopoeia, more or less, an attempt to catch that thin, falling song in the human mouth. The bird appears in whakataukī as a marker of seasons. When Riroriro arrives, summer is coming. When it falls silent, winter is close. The bird does not know it is a calendar. It just sings when it sings. The fact that its singing happens to tell us something is our good fortune, not its intention.


    Riroriro is small. It is common. It is not endangered. It is not famous. It does not appear on stamps or postcards or conservation fundraising campaigns. It just keeps being there, in the green gloom, making that sound like water dripping upward. The forest stays quiet, mostly. Then the trill starts again, descending, reminding everything nearby that six grams of feathers is enough to hold a territory. And the cuckoo keeps watching from the shadows, waiting for the next handkerchief to be hung from a branch. It is a system built on repetition and stolen labour. The forest does not offer a revision.


    Te Ao Māori


    In Māori tradition, Riroriro is a messenger of the seasons. Its song marks the approach of summer, its silence warns of winter. The bird is small but its voice carries weight. It is not a bird of great significance in legend, but it is a bird of presence, a reminder that the forest speaks in quiet ways, and that listening is a form of respect.


    How you can help


    
      	Plant native trees and shrubs in your garden - grey warblers nest in dense vegetation and rely on insect-rich native plantings year round. (Easy, Homeowners)


      	Keep cats indoors or contained, especially during spring nesting season from August to January - cats kill adult warblers and find hanging nests. (Easy, Cat owners)


      	Control rats around your property - rats destroy nests and eat eggs and chicks, and a single rat can clear a nesting season's work overnight. (Moderate, Homeowners)


      	Avoid trimming or clearing dense shrubs and hedges between August and January - you may be removing an active nest without knowing it. (Easy, Anyone)


      	Report unusual bird activity to eBird NZ or iNaturalist - grey warbler population data is patchy and community sightings help fill the gaps. (Easy, Anyone)

    


    See catalogue entry at wild-nz.org
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      Vintage scientific illustration of a New Zealand Fantail (Pīwakawaka) with its iconic tail fanned out. Fine detail on brown feathers and white throat markings.
    
  

  
    
      Pīwakawaka


      Fantail

    


    It looks like a bird assembled from spare parts that nearly fit. The tail belongs to something more theatrical, the beak to something more careful, and the energy to something that has not yet been identified.


    The fantail does not walk. It spazzes. A hop, a spin, a tail that fans open like a tiny umbrella caught in a wind that does not exist, a chirp, a pause, then the whole performance again three branches over. Watching one is like watching someone who has had too much coffee and is trying to pretend they have not.


    Pīwakawaka is small. Nine grams. Brown above, pale below, with a white eyebrow that gives it a permanent expression of mild surprise. The tail does the work. Fanned open, it shows pale outer feathers that flash when the bird pivots. Closed, it disappears into the foliage. The tail is a tool. It distracts insects, confuses predators, and signals intent to other fantails. It is also, fairly clearly, a personality.


    It feeds on the wing. Small flies, moths, beetles, anything that moves. The fantail does not wait. It pursues, chases, doubles back, hovers, lunges. It is not a precise hunter. It is an enthusiastic one. Accuracy is a secondary concern, which is fine because the supply of small flying insects is, for now, sufficient to cover the margin of error.


    Unlike most forest birds, the fantail does not fear humans. It follows trampers through the bush, checking the wake of their boots


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Keep cats indoors at night - fantails roost low and are easy targets for cats hunting after dark. (Easy, Cat owners)


      	Plant native flowering and fruiting shrubs - they attract the insects fantails depend on year round. (Easy, Homeowners)


      	Avoid using insecticides in your garden - fantails eat insects, and a spray that clears a lawn also clears a feeding ground. (Easy, Anyone)


      	Leave dense low shrubs uncut through spring and summer - fantails nest close to the ground and value undisturbed cover. (Easy, Homeowners)


      	Walk bush tracks regularly - fantails genuinely benefit from foot traffic that disturbs leaf litter and flushes insects. (Easy, Trampers)
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