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To Mum & Dad

Without whom none of this would have been possible




Introduction

I don’t remember when I became obsessed with birds; it seems to me like I’ve been birding for ever. Given that my parents took me on my first twitch at nine days old, it’s easy to see why I might feel that way. The towering bookshelves of our house are filled with titles such as Shrikes, Sunbirds, Woodpeckers and Nightjars, beautifully illustrated guides to the birds of every corner of the world. As a child, and before I could even read, I would heave these books on to my lap to pore over the illustrations, tracing them with my fingertips, imagining I was stroking the soft feathers of a hummingbird, glimpsing a pitta in a shady rainforest or basking in the reflected rays of the Regent Bowerbird’s golden plumage. Later, I would copy the drawings into my own notebooks, while planning extensive birding tours that would take my family all over the world.

By the time I was born, Mum, Dad and my older sister, Ayesha, were already a well-known birding family, young and cool among the waterproof-clad, middle-aged, White male archetypes who made up the community at the time. Mum stood out from the crowd in other ways, too – she is Sylheti Bangladeshi and the birding circle wasn’t known for its ethnic diversity. We were ‘quirky’ enough to be featured on a 2010 BBC documentary, Twitchers: A Very British Obsession.

Birds took me out into the British countryside and then beyond, travelling the seven continents with my parents, where I was exposed not only to rare, endemic and magnificent new birds, but also to the impact of habitat degradation on people and wildlife. I witnessed biodiversity loss due to climate change, logging and palm oil plantations, as well as other overexploitation of the land.

Becoming a political and environmental activist felt like a natural progression, and one of my first steps into activism was inspired, unsurprisingly, by a bird: the tiny Spoon-billed Sandpiper, whose numbers were falling dramatically due to loss of habitat on its breeding grounds in Siberia. Global warming was an issue, as was human destruction of mudflats in China and South Korea where the birds break to feed during their migration south. Trapping, too, was a big problem for the Sandpiper, a disastrous bycatch alongside the larger waders hunted for food by people scratching a living on the birds’ wintering grounds in Myanmar and Southern Bangladesh. This was, very simply, a microcosm of the environmental issues facing the world.

In the summer of 2011, the global population of 200 Sandpipers weighed less than a single swan. Without human intervention, scientists believed it was highly likely that the species would become extinct within ten years. As part of a desperate effort to create a backup population – an ark, so to speak – conservationists transported thirteen young Sandpipers from the Siberian tundra to Slimbridge Wetland Centre in Gloucestershire, only an hour from my home near Bristol. The captive population was added to the following year, when fourteen eggs were brought back from Russia and successfully hatched at Slimbridge. I remember hearing the news; it was an extraordinary and poignant moment, demonstrating what can be achieved when global conservation organisations work together.

The knowledge gained from creating this captive population led to a development called ‘head-starting’. Conservationists collected, incubated and hatched the eggs on their breeding grounds and then hand-reared the chicks ready for their safe release. This process helped increase the number of fledglings that survive each year by 20 per cent, and since 2015, 180 Sandpipers have been released back into the wild. Today the population is estimated to be around 1,000 birds.

In 2015, I was lucky enough to visit Sonadia Island in Bangladesh as part of the international task force to make a count of the migratory population. Every winter the Sandpiper departs its remote breeding grounds in far north-eastern Russia to undertake an 8,000-kilometre migration travelling along the coasts of Russia, China, South Korea, down to Myanmar and Bangladesh. Just fourteen centimetres long, its comical spoon-shaped bill is very much part of its unique identity, and the tool it uses to sift through mud and silt, in pools on beaches, mudflats, and other shallow wetland areas, in its search for small invertebrates to feast upon.

As Mum and I boarded a motorboat to sail out to Sonadia Island’s mudflats to begin counting, we had only one question on our minds: were these winter visitors increasing or reducing in numbers? It was a hot day and a heat shimmer lay over the land. Was that a Sandpiper in the distance? Yes! There was its weird bill, its fluffy white underbelly and speckled brown and grey wings. It was strange to see the bird in the flesh and feathers, knowing it had successfully made its epic trip.

This was a project I could get behind. The year before I had launched my blog, Birdgirl, where I featured the many birds I had seen from around the world; now I added the Sandpiper’s plight to my pages and in Dhaka I was able to use my growing social media platform to publicise the plight of the Sandpiper through TV and national newspapers within Bangladesh as well as to the Bangladeshi diaspora in the UK. I was launched on a lifelong campaign to highlight the impact of climate breakdown and human destruction on our natural environment, on birds, on the land, and on people.

Birds serve as a kind of canary in the coalmine for climate change. The international effort for the Spoon-billed Sandpiper becomes all the more poignant when you imagine that the predicted one-metre rise in sea level would not only submerge Sonadia Island but also almost 20 per cent of Bangladesh – one of the most densely populated countries in the world – by 2050. A disaster for the Sandpiper and humans alike. But … if we save the Sandpiper, we will also save all the species of mammals, fish and insect life that share its precarious habitat.

When I was seventeen, in 2020, I was invited to share the stage with the Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg, at the Bristol Youth Strike 4 Climate rally. I was a long way from the mudflats of Sonadia Island, and over the years, I had honed my message and my approach to activism. While the conservation projects of our birds and wildlife remain priorities for me, in front of an audience of 40,000 I spoke about those without a voice: for Indigenous Peoples removed from their ancestral lands in the name of conservation, for the injustices visited upon the global south in the name of climate change action. I found my own voice as a young teenager and, while the journey feels much longer than the space of a few years, it is a voyage I intend to remain on.

Closer to home, and against the backdrop of my growing activism, family life was complicated. For much of my early childhood Mum struggled with severe mental illness, veering between depression and mania, while my dad frantically searched for ways to make her feel better. Birds came to our rescue, time and again, a vehicle for healing, taking us out of our lives with bursts of fresh colour, fresh wonder, providing enough sustenance to help us face whatever challenges lay in store.

I haven’t enjoyed an easy migration into adulthood, but I hope to share, within these pages, how everything started with birds. There is nothing like the moment when your target bird appears. You may have been waiting for hours, staring into a bleak sky, chilled to the bone by the wind, or sweating in the stifling heat of a jungle, unable to swat away the annoying mosquitoes for fear of disturbing your bird. It’s a moment of ‘wow’ and ‘look at that’; it will always be joyous, always a celebration. And when you share these minutes with like-minded souls there is nothing better, it’s like your football team has just scored the winning goal in a Cup Final. Backslapping, cheers, wide grins and laughter ensue. And it’s a feeling that lasts, through the day, the next day and beyond. The sight of a single bird blown, against all the odds, off its migratory course to spend a little time in a strange new land, is a singular experience, a nirvana, a gorgeous creature to be burned into my memory for ever.
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CHAPTER ONE

My Family and Other Birds


Golden Pheasant

Native to the dense mountain forest of western China, the Golden Pheasant has long been prized for its beauty, leading to its transportation around the world. Feral populations of escaped or released birds have established themselves across the globe – in the UK, USA, Canada, Mexico and various other European and South American countries, as well as in Australia and New Zealand. Records from as early as 1740 suggest this bird was the first species of pheasant brought to North America. Some historians have suggested that George Washington may even have kept a few at Mount Vernon.



My parents met in an underground club in Bristol called The Tube, an homage to the psychedelic 1960s. It was March 1995, and condensation dripped off the vaulted cellar walls as they made eye contact through a throng of gyrating bodies. The building vibrated to ‘Venus’ by Shocking Blue, and the light show – a looped reel of original band footage – cast flickering images across their faces. In a secluded corner of the room, the banter began. My dad, Chris, introduced himself to Mum, Helena, as an electrician working in a chicken factory. She assumed he was the rough diamond among his university-educated friends. Only later did she discover he was referencing an obscure lyric from a song by The Specials, something he does to this day. He was twenty-seven years old with a background in hunt saboteuring, animal rights and environmental activism; he was also, and most significantly, a birder.

When I ask Dad what drew him to Mum, he says, ‘Have you ever seen a photo of your mum at that age?’ I have many pictures of Mum in her youth: dark-eyed and slim with very long, very straight black hair. There are also photos of my dad, often in a black turtleneck sweater and black jacket. His handsome face was framed by long fair hair. It was not only his ‘look’ that caught Mum’s eye, she also loved his self-confidence, and the way he held her eyes as he flirted.

While sparks flew at their first encounter, it hasn’t been an easy road for my parents.

From her teens, my mother has struggled with mental illness, but she wouldn’t be officially diagnosed with bipolar disorder until she was in her forties. Mum took her first overdose at fifteen and by the time she went to university she was acutely unwell. Flipping between manic and depressive episodes, Mum would have weeks when she went out clubbing every night followed by days in bed.

It was during one of Mum’s manic episodes she met her first husband; in the throes of another, she married him, in secret, in Sheffield.

Born into a fairly strict Muslim family, Mum, at first, had enjoyed her independence at university, but the combination of new-found freedom and mania was toxic. She began to party hard. My grandfather, unlike others in the Bangladeshi community, believed in education and sent all five of his children, including his three daughters, into higher education. He wanted Mum to succeed, but he also wanted her to marry a ‘suitable’ man and this meant an arranged marriage. Like many Muslim girls, Mum struggled with this clash of cultures. By the end of the first year her grades were suffering, she was in love with an Englishman, and her mania had subsided into deep depression.

In her second year she was convinced she would be chucked off her course and married off shortly after. Despairing, she took a handful of pills and fell into a deep sleep from which she could not be woken. Stomach pumped and still alive, Mum recovered enough to marry the Englishman in secret.

Of course, her parents went ballistic when they found out, but it was a done deal. She dropped out of her maths and philosophy degree, and began to consider the law as a career. When she found out she was pregnant with my sister, Ayesha, Mum enrolled at a local college, took and passed a couple of A levels (law and politics) and, armed with good results – and a new baby – hand-delivered her CV to fifty solicitors’ firms, eventually landing a job as a paralegal. She then enrolled in a law degree. This snapshot is my mum in a nutshell; when she sets her mind to something she will barrel on until she gets what she wants. Was she manic during this period? Definitely.

By the time she realised her marriage had been a mistake she was well into her degree. She moved back to her parents’ home, determined now that as a single mother she would have to support herself and Ayesha.

In 1994, she and my four-year-old sister moved out of my grandparents’ house and across town to Clifton, a trendy part of Bristol. Working full-time, studying most evenings and taking care of a toddler while still clubbing didn’t faze her; she had manic reserves of energy and her parents were still local enough to be relied upon for childcare.

When she met Dad, she was still struggling, moving regularly from reckless party animal to lone wolf, mired in deep depression.

When Dad entered her life, she had little idea that he would introduce her to a world beyond the murky, sweaty interior of a 1960s nightclub. She was to meet creatures that would transform her relationship with nature.

But that was later; right now, in the underground club, Mum’s friends had heard about this young man’s strange passion for birdwatching. ‘Careful,’ they told her, ‘Chris is a twitcher.’ Of course, Mum had no idea what a twitcher was (she thought it might have been slang for a drug addict, but, in her eyes at least, it turned out to be something far worse). While it didn’t entirely break the stride of their relationship, from the outset Mum let Dad know he would be birding alone. ‘I’m Bangla. We don’t do birdwatching!’ she told him.

At first glance, you might imagine my parents’ lives could not have been more different.

My Bangladeshi mother was born and bred in Bristol, and birdwatching, hill walking, hiking, rambling and all other activities we associate with the ‘great outdoors’ were not part of her childhood.

In 1955, my mother’s father, my nanabhai, a Sylheti Bengali, immigrated to the UK when he was nineteen years old, without a penny in his pocket. He worked as a waiter at a thriving Indian restaurant in Oxford, the city awash with wealthy students. When he was ready to strike out on his own, he chose Bristol, full of equally well-to-do students and bereft of an Indian restaurant. Three years later he opened the Taj Mahal, the first Indian eatery in the south-west.

In 1961 he returned to East Bengal to marry my grandmother, my nanu. They had not met before the ceremony, but came to the UK as husband and wife. Nanu arrived during one of the coldest winters Britain had seen in recent years, with deep snow on the ground, in a thin cotton sari and cardigan.

Theirs was a fairly traditional Muslim home by western standards, but by South Asian standards it was liberal. My grandparents were passionate about education for their daughters, inspired by Indira Gandhi’s attendance at Bristol’s Badminton School in the 1930s. This hunger for education was unusual in Bengali families even as recently as the 1980s. My grandfather worked long shifts at the restaurant, rising at dawn to buy supplies from the fruit and vegetable markets. He put all five of his children through private school, understanding the value of academic success for the immigrant class. He was only too familiar with the experience of Bengali communities in East London, where sons left school at fifteen to work in the family restaurant and girls were packed off to Bangladesh in their teens to find suitable husbands. It wasn’t an easy life for my grandparents; their ambitions were held in check by the hostile political landscape into which their children were born.

In the 1950s, racial discrimination was not illegal and signs such as ‘No blacks. No Irish. No dogs’ could be seen in the windows of B&Bs, pubs and flats to let. Nanabhai was no stranger to the taunts of racists who came into his restaurant at the weekend, looking for a fight. But he preferred rallies to protest against racism, rather than fighting with his fists on the streets. I have a photo of him at the 1963 Bristol Bus Boycott march. It’s hard to believe that, during my parents’ lifetime, a commercial business – in this instance, the Bristol Bus Company – could refuse to employ Black and Asian workers. The city united to boycott the company’s buses and the policy was abandoned. It was also widely considered to have influenced the passing of the Race Relations Act in 1965, outlawing racism in public places, and the Act was extended a year later to prohibit employment and housing discrimination.

In the late 1970s, members of the far-right fascist party, the National Front, marched past my grandparents’ house, chanting, ‘If you’re White, you’re all right.’ The family was terrified, the children instructed to keep away from the windows. Episodes like this and my nanabhai’s public fight against bigotry were the backdrop for my mother’s and my aunts’ burgeoning political awareness. From their early teens they became vocal opponents of the oppression of South Africa’s non-Whites by the policies of apartheid.

So, when Mum eventually qualified as a solicitor, she used her experience to highlight racial bias within her industry. She joined her law firm in 1996, one of only two non-White members of staff. In the following years, she was instrumental in promoting ethnic diversity within the company. In the past, job applications had been discarded if the applicant hadn’t achieved a first-class degree from a Russell Group university, or if they had a ‘funny’ name. The firm was awash with suited White men. Mum hired paralegals from all backgrounds, successfully proving to the partners that colour or provenance of degree was no bar to excellence within the industry.

Dad was born in Rainhill, Merseyside in 1968. His father worked in the laboratories of Imperial Chemical Industries (ICI), who were the big employers in the north-west at the time. Academic and sporty, his dad was an all-rounder. My grandmother was from a working-class background, less confident in her academic ability, but smart enough for grammar school. For a while, she worked for an insurance company but, like her peers, she gave it up to become a homemaker when she became pregnant. Dad’s younger sister Penny loved horses and long walks with the family, while Dad was often happier in his own company.

From a young age he was always more comfortable outside the house than in. They had a large garden with a six-foot fence which he would scramble over to visit the woods nearby. He had a bird table and bird box in the garden, the latter remaining empty apart from one year when a male wren spent days building its domed nest inside only for it to be rejected by the female.

On his seventh birthday he was given a book on how to identify European birds, and correctly named his first linnet in the next-door neighbours’ front garden. His passion for birdwatching was born.

Family camping holidays in the Lake District, Wales and the south-west of England meant that the countryside was as much a part of his childhood and adolescence as going to political rallies was a part of Mum’s.

When Dad was ten years old, the family moved to North Yorkshire, where his love for nature was fully realised. Now the family spent weekends walking the moors, climbing up to the impressive sandstone crags of the Wainstones or the distinctive half-coned peak of Roseberry Topping with its panoramic views across the Cleveland Plain. Day trips to the picturesque Yorkshire coast between Runswick Bay and Staithes took in the fishing villages nestled in among the craggy cliffs and the coves and beaches. He hogged the binoculars and trained his eyes on the moors, the woodlands, the fields, fells, rivers and lakes for birds, the pages of the guidebook burned firmly into his memory.

New birds came thick and fast. Here was the Red Grouse, ubiquitous among the heather moorland, with its whirring wings and ‘go back, go back, go back’ call as it burst into flight. It was hard to believe this plump-looking bird could achieve speeds of over a hundred kilometres per hour as it sought to evade an avian predator or, more likely, human guns. The Red Grouse is classed as a game bird and around half a million are shot each year in the UK. While the moorland might appear to be natural, in many places it is intensively managed to increase the numbers of grouse, while other animals and birds that might eat the grouse are eradicated, including the illegal persecution of birds of prey in some areas.

Smart, golden-spangled, summer-plumaged Golden Plovers gave their fluting ‘peep’ calls from hillocks among the heather.

‘Fulmar’ is a concatenation of the Old Norse words meaning ‘foul’, as in foul-smelling, and ‘gull’, which the Fulmar resembles in appearance. On the coast they cruised off the cliffs on stiff wings, their innocent, wide-eyed stares disguising their ability to projectile-vomit an odious-smelling liquid at anyone or anything coming too close to their nest sites among the noisy Kittiwakes who sang their name from their coastal colonies perched on the sheer rock face.

Dad hand-wrote his first birding list at the age of ten, ninety-eight species spotted and noted! But it wasn’t until a family holiday on Corfu that his ambitions ramped up. He was immediately seeing and identifying species he had only ever dreamed of: the red-eyed Sardinian Warbler, the cerulean-hued Blue Rock Thrush, and the Red-rumped Swallow nesting on the hotel balcony, appearing at first glance to be a cross between our house martin and swallow but, on closer inspection, clearly distinctive. It was a thrilling trip, a new and different experience for Dad; he was adding more birds to his repertoire, and his appetite for birdwatching expanded to fill in every spare moment.

Before they met my dad, Mum and my sister had shown no interest in birding or even in the great outdoors. As a second-generation Bangladeshi growing up in Bristol, Mum had always considered herself a city girl. The closest she came to birding as a child was catching sight of the pigeons when she and her family went to the park to play cricket, or chasing away the gulls from her bag of chips on trips to the seaside (although now she admits she was rather enchanted by the tiny sparrows who flocked to her garden to be fed grains of leftover rice by my nanu).

By the time Mum had actually worked out what dating a birdwatcher meant for their relationship, it was too late. She was in love. But she still wouldn’t join him on the predawn expeditions to wherever the birders’ pager alerts came from, where she imagined he would be standing for hours in the rain for the sake of seeing a single bird which had flown off its natural course. She wasn’t wrong.

Now, on the weekends, Ayesha and Dad would disappear off to Chew Valley Lake or the nearby hills. Their very first trip out was a twitch to Cheddar Reservoir to see a Grey Phalarope, a small, storm-blown, grey and white wader which wears a little black mask. It breeds on the Arctic tundra then spends the rest of the year out on the high seas, so when they occasionally, inadvertently, arrive on an inland reservoir, they are very tame, often never having encountered a human being before. Ayesha fell in love with this little bird, spinning like a top on the surface of the water, sifting up the mud to dislodge the invertebrates below, and feast.

Mum was starting to feel a bit left out. Both daughter and new boyfriend having abandoned her, she allowed herself to be drawn into their next adventure. ‘I’ll come with you. Just once, to see what all the fuss is about.’

The first family twitch was a cold day in March 1997, on a mission to Welney Wetland Centre in Norfolk in search of a Canvasback. This American diving duck had never been seen in the UK before. The alarm clock bleeped in the dead of night (just six months earlier Mum would have been returning from a nightclub at this hour). The game was on. Mum slept in the car all the way there and even nodded off in the bird hide. She was hardly slumming it, though – this hide had a carpet and plate-glass windows; surely the most luxurious hide in the country, Dad had commented. What better place for her inaugural twitch?

Dad, Ayesha, and the other twitchers, who had by now gathered in this birding temple, trained their binoculars on the surrounding wetlands, a series of flooded fields with open flashes of water, and part of the much larger Ouse Washes, a floodplain between the Old and New Bedford rivers. By now, Mum was growing impatient. This was birdwatching? Where was the bird? There was no sign of the Canvasback. They had all got up in the dark to drive halfway across the country, only to spend hours staring at a boggy swamp, and for nothing. Maybe the bird had decided to do the sensible thing and return to its home in North America, she wondered aloud.

But she was wrong; the Canvasback hove into view across the lake. Its distinctive long black bill and chestnut-brown head sat atop a pale grey body bookended by the black feathers on its breast and stern. A regal duck, escorted by a flock of its serene European cousins, the Pochard.

My sister spotted it first and helpfully pointed it out to the assembled twitchers who were just as desperate to catch a glimpse of this new visitor to our shores. She kept up a running commentary of its movements as it weaved its way through the Pochard flock until, finally, everyone had seen it.

Mum was beginning to get it now, inspired by the excitement of the other twitchers, by Ayesha’s exhilaration at being the first to spot the bird, by Dad’s obvious pride.

Hours later, with the sighting of another new bird, Mum became fully initiated into this often misunderstood, often obsessive, pastime.

On the way home Dad decided he wanted to stop off to try to see a bird local to Norfolk: the Golden Pheasant. Although it originated from the mountains of central China, the Pheasant has an established population in the UK after being released into the wild by shooting estates. The Golden Pheasant is rare and extremely shy, often difficult to glimpse even for an experienced birder like Dad.

The sun was already starting to dip below the horizon when they arrived at Wayland Wood; Ayesha recalls the ground crackling with dry leaves, the air still and cold, a muntjac deer barking in the near distance. This foray wasn’t so much about converting Mum to the art of birdwatching, it was about Dad’s increasing desperation to find the Golden Pheasant. He had made this trip a dozen times in the past with no luck.

Leading the way, he scanned the undergrowth for a flash of gold, but Ayesha had begun to drag her feet, by now thoroughly exhausted by their predawn start. One circuit of the woodland was enough for her. And for Mum. The woods were eerily still. Leaves crunched and Dad was irritated, convinced the noise would scare off every creature in the area, including the reclusive Pheasant. Eventually, in frustration, he left them to go and search on his own.

Mum and Ayesha waited for Dad to return. After a few minutes of near-total silence, the ground crackled behind them. Turning slowly, Mum laid eyes on a creature that took her breath away.

The Golden Pheasant is a study in primary colours: bright yellow feathers cover its back and head; its upper back is a deep, iridescent green, with a fire-engine-red breast clashing against the blue of its wings. A riot of colours is topped off with a magnificent tail twice the bird’s length. It strutted and scratched around in the leaves, foraging for berries and grubs, oblivious to the gawping faces of my mother and sister, as they stared in wonder at this vision, now luminous in the light from the setting sun.

Mum had seen the Pheasant before Dad, which made the taste of this rare encounter all the sweeter. Now she wanted to see everything. Mum claims it was this enchanted moment that made her a birdwatcher, and also ignited the competitive streak my parents ‘enjoy’ to this day.

She went on to twitch all over the UK, visiting the hotspots of the Shetlands, Fair Isle and the Isles of Scilly, in her enthusiasm to catch up with Dad. Sharing his love of birds with Mum catapulted Dad back to the early days of birdwatching, as he taught her everything he knew about identification and the importance of learning to wait patiently, whatever the weather.

Ayesha went on to become the youngest person to reach the incredible milestone of seeing 400 species of bird in the UK, when she was just twelve years old.

When Dad announced to his regular White middle-class family that he was bringing his new Bangladeshi girlfriend home for Christmas, with her six-year-old daughter, they didn’t bat an eyelid.

It was different for Mum; she had led a dual life since her early teens, sneaking out of the house to go partying, dating whoever she felt like, regardless of their ethnicity. While my maternal grandparents weren’t ultra-strict Muslims, clubbing and boyfriends weren’t tolerated by the community – at least not in public. Even though Mum was a divorced single mother by the time she met Dad, she still couldn’t openly walk down the street with him in case they were seen together. Good Bangladeshi girls just didn’t behave like that. The unspoken rule was less ‘don’t do that’, and more ‘don’t let anyone see you doing that’.

Ironically, Mum’s first husband had also been a White, non-Muslim boy, but she had eloped with him out of the blue, denying her parents the chance to object. Later, and in his favour, he had converted to Islam.

Dad, from the start, believed this secrecy was unhealthy; he couldn’t square the need to lead two lives. He was also very hurt about being kept a secret; hadn’t his own parents welcomed Mum and Ayesha into his family, just a couple of months after they started dating? He sort of understood Mum’s fear of her family, but, to a certain extent, Dad was culturally unaware; he had never been out with someone from a different culture or religion. When he finally met them, it felt like a job interview.

Dad was at a party with his mates, urged out of Mum’s flat because her parents were coming over. Unbeknownst to her, they had heard rumours of Helena’s new English boyfriend and decided it was time to meet him. When Dad arrived at Mum’s flat, late and a little worse for wear, they were still there, patiently awaiting his return.

After answering formal questions about his education and employment, my nanabhai asked him the only question that really mattered, ‘Will you take care of my granddaughter?’

My sister was five years old when Dad came into her life. After their first official meeting, she declared to Mum, ‘I think he’s good-looking apart from his body piercing [he still has the nose stud]. He should be your boyfriend.’ Her own father wasn’t around very much at the time and Dad provided some structure.

Two weeks after they met him, my grandparents insisted Mum and Dad have a Muslim wedding; there was no way Mum was going to be allowed to parade a ‘boyfriend’ around town without making a public commitment.

The wedding was to take place in Mum’s flat in Clifton on a Sunday evening. As preparations were being made by her family, she and Dad were twitching a Little Bittern in Highbridge, south Somerset. This was a new bird for Mum and Ayesha, and Mum wasn’t going to let her impending nuptials get in the way of a good twitch. Hiding in reed beds, they waited as the minutes ticked by. Eventually, Mum phoned home, pleading that the wedding be delayed for an hour; they couldn’t leave without the Bittern.

It was a day of firsts for Dad: he had never even been to a Muslim wedding before, or met Mum’s brothers until that night, and now, a nervous sweat soaking the collar of his shirt, he was reciting passages from the Koran at his own Muslim wedding. Of course he had no Arabic and so had to repeat the complex sentences Mum’s brothers threw at him, saying them again and again to get every inflection just right. Afterwards, Mum dressed in a pure white salwar kameez, the family went out to eat. Their ‘official’ wedding took place seven months later.

My family lives in an old miner’s cottage on the northern slope of the Mendip Hills. It’s incredible to think that 250 years ago my bedroom would have maybe slept a family of ten, curled up across the uneven floorboards. Our house is on a dead-end lane which leads into dense woodland scented by wild garlic in the spring months. We can see rolling hills and a wide lake from our windows. In summer, wild roses and wisteria climb the walls.

I was raised in the Chew Valley, south of Bristol, where I enjoyed the freedom of the countryside and the fields of the Mendip Hills. I grew up watching birds fly to our feeders or flap their wings in the birdbaths, learning all the while how to distinguish between even the small brown varieties. In the warm afternoons, I would listen out for the call of the Buzzard and, in the evenings, the Ravens. In bed I would lie awake echoing the ‘hoohoo’ of the Tawny Owl in the woods.

From an early age I would roam the lane and the woods with my friends, exploring the animal paths and badger setts, and the craggy, old ochre mines. I would stick my hands into the wildlife pond, poking around for interesting creatures, and removing them rapidly with a shriek when I found one. I followed the butterflies and bees about the garden, watched the moths flutter around our lights, and listened for the vague flap of bats’ wings above my head in the dark. Every spring I lay down in woodland carpeted with bluebells; in the winter months I would toboggan the slope from the woods down to our house.

I grew up in a birdwatching family, devoting the weekends to checking which species had arrived on our patch, or further afield, trying to catch whatever scarce bird had decided the cold shores of the UK were a suitable landing site. Driving from Somerset to Orkney and back over a couple of days was normal in my family. A long journey was never a deterrent, no matter how grim the weather. Twitching might sound full-on, but usually it’s more a case of, ‘We’ll do what needs to be done.’

The TV series Deadly 60 was the soundtrack to my childhood, featuring British naturalist Steve Backshall tracking down the world’s deadliest predators, including the great white shark, the black mamba snake and the polar bear. When I was ten years old I went to see him live on stage in Bristol. He had a broken leg, which only made his mad adventures all the more compelling. Steve told his young audience that if we wanted to be TV nature adventurers like him, we had to study hard at school and take zoology degrees, but in the meantime, we should get out into nature learning everything we could about wildlife and the outdoors. This resonated with me and later I joined the Girl Guides and the Boy Scouts and embarked on activities such as climbing, abseiling, caving, potholing, filmmaking, wildlife sketching, camping and making a night shelter.

Meanwhile, I was pulling the bird guides off the shelves, soaking up the colours and habits of as many species as my brain could handle. At six years old, I read Gerald Durrell’s My Family and Other Animals – a story about a chaotic family, deeply into nature – and saw my own life reflected.

Watching David Attenborough’s documentary series The Life of Birds felt like a homecoming. Falcons, buzzards, hummingbirds, parrots and terns filled the screen: this was not just a visual feast, it was a wish list. I was becoming enchanted by birds.

Imagine you’re a passionate music lover; you have to have the music on wherever you are: in your living room, bedroom or car. You play music to dance to, to relax to or to cheer you up, depending on your mood. Music is so much a part of your life that you’re unaware of the fact that you’re ‘listening’. That’s a bit like loving birds for me; I don’t so much notice them as absorb them, whether they’re on my feeders in the garden, the lake near my house or an Andean mountain ridge, and they always give me exactly what I need.

Birdwatching has never felt like a hobby; it’s not a pastime I can pick up and put down, but a thread running through the pattern of my life, so tightly woven that there’s no way of pulling it free and leaving the rest of my life intact.
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CHAPTER TWO

My Little Big Year


Black-browed Albatross

Black-browed Albatross are monogamous, pairing for life, the female laying a single egg which both she and the male incubate for around seventy days. While young birds will start returning to the breeding colonies from three years old to practise mating rituals, with 75 per cent of the world population found on South Georgia and the Falkland Islands, they will only start to breed when they are seven. They are long-lived, surviving up to seventy years in the wild.



By the time I was six years old, Mum and Dad both had busy jobs, with Mum often working late into the evenings. Usually, I would come home after school to the care of my sister, Ayesha, twelve years my senior. For a long time the favourite part of my day were the hours between being picked up from the bus stop by my sister, and my parents returning home from work.

In front of the TV we’d eat Super Noodles, veggie nuggets and chips while Buffy, Charmed, and even CSI kept us entertained. I had to keep that last show a secret, naturally, which made it all the more exciting. At eighteen years old, Ayesha was cool despite the fact she wasn’t into birds so much any more. It was as if she’d passed the baton to me, and I was running with it.

Years later, Mum, Dad and I would attend family therapy sessions to deal with the impact of Mum’s mental illness on the family, and it was recommended that before we start my parents compile a list of major life events including Mum’s medical history. This document would save a lot of time in the sessions and would double as a ‘catch-up’ sheet each time Mum was referred to a new psychiatrist. Mum, a seasoned birder, is a meticulous list maker. Everything is on the ‘Major Events: Chris & Helena’ (MECH) spreadsheet, including an entry in December 2002: Ayesha turns thirteen and becomes challenging. My sister was a bit of a wild child, maybe not as much as Mum had been but she certainly liked a party.

At just eighteen years old, she announced she was pregnant.

Dad was in America on business, a Program Manager with a multinational company, his hunt-saboteuring days behind him. His corporate transformation is not as dramatic as it sounds. He studied engineering at university and went to work for Hoover straight out of his masters. He quit after a couple of years, having saved enough money to go travelling. He let his hair grow long and believed this would be the pattern of his life: work, save, travel. Hair trimmed and back in a nine-to-five, he found himself enjoying his job, and the promotions. When he met Mum, the roots he was already seeding went deeper.

His job often took him abroad, and right now he suspected Ayesha had waited for him to go away before she dropped her bombshell, scared of his reaction. He received an ‘are you sitting down?’ call to his hotel room in Washington, DC, from Mum and was on the next flight home.

Dad arrived back on the Saturday, and on the Sunday, still shell-shocked from the news, he drove us all up to Norfolk to twitch a White-crowned Sparrow. He needed to ‘process’ and birdwatching helped.

Dad was a ‘mindful’ birdwatcher long before mindfulness had been ‘invented’, or at least, popularised. He enjoyed the complexity and focus of sifting through flocks of birds while he picked out different, often similar-looking, species. Concentrating on the slightest movement or noise giving away the presence of a half-hidden bird, counting and recording the number of birds present, marvelling at their antics and beauty drew him into the present, the here and now, where past and future concerns fell away. He says he achieves this without any ‘attempt’ to achieve it. He needed to get into a better mental space to deal with Ayesha’s news and he knew that once he was out in nature, he would get to that space with zero conscious effort, which is for Dad, a natural outcome of birding.

Back to the sparrow: the White-crowned Sparrow is commonly found in the USA, but it had only appeared in the UK on three previous occasions. And now it had turned up in Cley, not at the well-known bird reserve, a mecca for birders throughout the UK, but in the garden of a retired clergyman in the village nearby. The owners had very kindly put birdseed down on a long gravel path that ran alongside the house and the bird would intermittently swoop from the beech hedge in which it was hiding, to feast, all the while flashing its fancy white head stripes at the dowdy British sparrow cousins it was hanging out with. The throng of twitchers stood expectantly at the end of the driveway waiting for its next performance.

The trip was a moment’s respite from the fallout of Ayesha’s news, from the stress and thousands of decisions that were yet to be made.

I wasn’t shell-shocked, but very excited by the prospect of having a niece or nephew. Full of bravado, I decided to share my news during a ‘show and tell’ period at school. Usually, these sessions would feature one or other classmate bringing in an item from home and telling its story. Seashells and birthday gifts were presented, accompanied by tales of mini-breaks and birthday parties – one girl brought in her new kittens – but I had an announcement to make!

‘My sister is pregnant!’ I beamed. ‘I’m going to be an aunty!’ My classmates cheered, but my teacher looked confused and a little alarmed. She knew Ayesha – my sister had attended the same primary school.

‘Really?’ she asked. ‘Are you sure?’

My teacher’s scepticism made more sense later on when our house became a battleground for arguments and tantrums. Ayesha was due to sit her A levels the following summer and then go to university, but instead, she moved out of the house a month before the baby was due, to live with her boyfriend. Mum and Dad didn’t think much of the evasive answers both he and my sister gave to the questions they bombarded them with: How will you support yourselves? How will you care for a baby? When will you take your exams?

Neither of them were particularly keen to become grandparents just weeks after their fortieth birthdays, but what choice did they have?

Before my sister moved out, she had been my second mother, waking me every morning, giving me breakfast before she walked me to the school bus, and meeting me from the same bus every evening; she would often be the one to put me to bed, too. It’s no wonder I started to feel twinges of jealousy for this baby she was carrying. This baby who wouldn’t have to compete with me for her attention, as they had already won. He or she would always come first from now on. Ayesha, I’m pleased to say, doesn’t remember me ever showing a single glimmer of envy.

It was also a chaotic year in terms of birding. When Ayesha left home, our weekend forays were put on hold. There was no time to bird, to recharge; helping Ayesha prepare for this life-defining event and then helping her look after the baby became a priority. Although my sister, while she had cooled her birding heels to a certain extent, still enjoyed the odd family twitch, the reality of Ayesha’s precarious future had wiped away some of the magic of birding.

At this time, Mum was full of nervous energy; looking after Ayesha while keeping up with her job was challenging, although I was oblivious to her struggles. Ayesha’s situation filled every conversation and sapped my parents’ strength, and by the end of the year everyone, including me, was exhausted.

‘I need to do something for myself,’ Dad announced. We were in the sitting room, watching TV, rain hammering against the cottage’s dark windows.

‘What thing?’ I asked.

‘A Big Year,’ he replied, looking at Mum.

‘In January?’ Mum said, looking puzzled. ‘Next year?’

‘That’s right.’ Dad’s jaw was tight. Something odd was going on in this exchange, but I had no idea what.

‘Laila’s so small, though,’ Mum countered. ‘She’s only four months old.’

‘I’m not going to the moon, Helena,’ Dad insisted. ‘It’s just a Big Year.’

This announcement was going to change the course of our lives.

A Big Year is a calendar year in which you try to see as many species of bird as possible within a given geographical area; in our case this would be the UK. While Dad made out it wasn’t such a big deal, Big Years have been compared to extreme endurance sports.

The idea is to keep a ‘year list’, where you record every species of bird you see from January to December, noting where you saw them, and when. Each bird is counted once and only once and all are equal, the robin as valuable as a bird that has never been seen before in the UK.

Sighting 300 or more species is a good round number for a year list in the UK without breaking any records. It’s tough, but if you can go the distance, it’s achievable, just like that endurance sport. The UK has its own unique peculiarities when it comes to year-listing. Our location means we see a disproportionately high number of vagrant species – from Europe, Africa, Asia and America, to name a few – compared with other countries. These are species that are not normally recorded in the UK and can turn up anywhere, anytime. There are, of course, patterns and good places to be at particular times of year, often at opposite ends of the country. You are trying to see all the species which regularly occur, some only in winter or summer or during migration in spring or autumn, some which only appear in specific areas of the UK. At the same time you have to be responsive to news of rare birds turning up. Twitchers used to receive their bird alerts almost exclusively via pagers, and it is only relatively recently that pagers have been replaced by smartphone apps and social media such as Twitter. The messages from fellow twitchers and accounts such as Rare Bird Alert urge eager twitchers into action, tempting them with the glimpse of a rare bird.

Birds don’t give a hoot about our Big Years and are often less than helpful; they fly off, hide when you’re looking for them, and pop up in distant locations at inconvenient times. Sometimes they are only identified retrospectively from photographs on the internet. There is the British weather too, of course, as well as the logistical challenges of reaching some of the more far-flung locations. All in all, it takes someone as obsessive as Dad to commit to twelve months of racing around the country in search of birds.

Dad made a ‘year list’ every year, casually, not purposefully, when he would keep a record of every bird that crossed his path, but in 2009 Dad wanted to see them all, and this would mean weekend trips away.

He explained he needed this project to feel ‘normal’ again. He was forty years old, he insisted, not sixty, he wasn’t ready to be a grandfather or a full-time carer for Laila. It had been a tough year, and he had reached breaking point.

‘I’m doing it with or without you. But I am doing it,’ he told Mum. Meanwhile, I was trying, and failing, to imagine him going off birdwatching without us.

In December, he noted all of the species he might encounter, from the common, such as blackbirds, robins and starlings, to the more exotic or rare species, all the waifs and strays that wind up in the UK blown off their course. His goal was the ‘gold standard’: at least 300 species. And it was an ambitious goal, one that would require him to spend most of his spare time birding.

Dad is someone who prepares carefully, makes sure he has the right equipment, that the terrain is safe and that he has enough warm clothing and flasks of tea for wet days. What he wasn’t prepared for was my insistence that I come along too, night or day, wherever he was called.

A whole year of weekends devoted to twitching? Tick.

Mum wasn’t happy: I was only six years old. How would I cope with all the driving, the after-school twitches, the weekends without playdates? But I was just as determined as Dad. Mum mostly gave in. ‘You can do some of it, Mya, let’s call it a little Big Year.’

Mum admitted that, just like Dad, she too was exhausted and wanted to join us on the Big Year.

And Ayesha? While the Big Year sounds like a heavy commitment, the appearance of new birds ebbs and flows throughout the year, there would be many weekends and evenings when there was nothing to see and Ayesha would have their undivided attention. And while my parents had no intention of abandoning her, they were going to prioritise birding – for a while, at least.

The New Year’s Eve party was still going strong when Dad
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