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Everyone has been more or less a traveler.
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Part I



FLYING MONKEYS
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One is astonished at the amount of creative force, if such an expression may be used, displayed on these small, barren, and rocky islands.

—CHARLES DARWIN

The actions of the feathered people have a savour of intelligence in them.

—WILLIAM HENRY HUDSON
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An Unanswered Question

IT’S THE TURNING of the Earth that spins the winds around Antarctica. The same force that curls hurricanes into deadly spirals gathers cold gales descending from the South Pole, where ice entombs entire mountain ranges, and launches them into a west-flowing moat of air that piles the seas into waves seven stories tall, shutting out the warmer world to the north. There’s nothing to oppose them: sail a boat forever along the sixty-third parallel and you’d never see anything but black-and-white water, the spouts of whales, and the careening shapes of albatrosses skidding down the air on eleven-foot wings, a churning world that’s our planet’s most enduring scene.

But this endless polar cyclone frays along its northern border, where rogue winds peel off into the great oceanic basins—Indian, Pacific, Atlantic—and Atlantic-bound gusts first strike the green world in the fjords and islands of Tierra del Fuego, where the Andes march into the sea. The winds fling plumes of wet sand against glacially sculpted cliffs and prune dripping forests of evergreen beeches into bizarre shapes—forests that are, in a way, the winds’ making, since their fierce chill forces warm air traveling south from the Amazon to drop its hoarded water. Tierra del Fuego’s wooded slopes and valleys are carpeted in mosses, ferns, and sundew, its trees draped in pale wisps of old-man’s beard; and where its forests meet the sea, flightless sea ducks and giant otters shelter in a labyrinth of coves, inlets, and cobbled beaches that seem freshly carved from the bedrock of the world.

Charles Darwin saw these southernmost forests in the early months of his adventure aboard HMS Beagle and thought their grandeur rivaled the tropical woodlands that blew his mind in Brazil.1 But “in these still solitudes,” he noted, “death, instead of life, is the predominant spirit.”2 Without ants or termites to mill them down, Tierra del Fuego’s dead trees stand and lie beside the living for years, and crow-sized woodpeckers knock splinters from their trunks with the dull thunk of hatchets.3 Even now, when you can fly the length of Darwin’s five-year odyssey in two days, Tierra del Fuego’s fog-bound channels are seldom visited, largely inaccessible, and since the demise of the Amerindians who lived there for thousands of years, unpeopled. Ships occasionally use them to shelter from the mighty Pacific swells, but almost no one lingers.

Nor do the winds. Soaring over the low crests of the southern Andes, they beat north and east to glance off the unclimbed peaks of Isla de los Estados, where Jules Verne imagined a lighthouse at the end of the world, and bend the dry grasses on the plains of Patagonia. Then they go to sea again, dragging a train of whitecaps to soften and die in the tropics. But as they leave the high latitudes, they graze a last spot of land—a cluster of treeless, wasp-waisted islands in the northwest corner of the Falkland archipelago called the Jasons. And it’s here, in the lee of fallen boulders and tufts of grass, that a hidden marvel huddles out of the wind’s reach: one of the strangest and most wonderful animals on earth.

It didn’t stay hidden from Darwin, but it took him by surprise in a place he was impatient to leave. The Beagle and its companion, HMS Adventure, called in at the Falklands twice before threading through the Strait of Magellan into the Pacific, and Darwin thought the islands’ brown, undulating moorlands looked “desolate and wretched,” especially compared to the Brazilian forests where it was “not possible to give an adequate idea of the higher feelings of wonder, astonishment, and devotion, which fill and elevate the mind.”4 The Falklands’ monotonous landscape, broken only by a few low mountains and ridges of granitic quartz, suggested none of these feelings. “I can very plainly see,” he confided in a letter to his sister, “there will not be much pleasure or contentment, till we get out of these detestable latitudes & are carrying on all sail to the land where Bananas grow.”5

It can be hard to picture Darwin as anything but a white-bearded ancient with a thousand-yard stare, but when the Beagle left England he was only twenty-two, a rich kid with an assured future as a country priest. He’d been invited aboard as much to keep the ship’s melancholy young captain company as to advance the cause of science, and his unpaid role as a naturalist was incidental to the ship’s official mission of mapping the treacherous coasts at the southern tip of South America.6 Darwin’s only real qualification was an undistinguished bachelor’s degree from Cambridge, where he often devoted more time to the upper-class pastimes of riding and shooting than to his studies, and even his best reference conceded he was not “finished”; he was simply an amiable and wealthy young man with a growing interest in rocks and insects, a yen for adventure, and a quality his uncle fondly described as an “enlarged curiosity.”7, 8, 9

The Beagle’s five-year voyage, Darwin knew, would let him indulge this curiosity in places few naturalists had ever seen; and after convincing his reluctant father to pay his way, young Charles resolved to wring all he could from these years of freedom—even on cold, barren islands that left him pining for the tropics. Riding and shooting, as it happened, were useful skills in the Falklands, whose human population consisted of a single British officer and the remnants of a failed Argentine penal colony. Among the former prisoners were a contingent of gauchos, the legendary horsemen of the Pampas, who liked to chase feral cattle across the islands’ waterlogged peatlands, and Darwin convinced a pair of them to take him along on one of their excursions.10

For five days, they rode at a gallop through blinding squalls of snow and ice, dodging fierce bulls who weren’t pleased to see them, sleeping on the bare ground, roasting their suppers of wild beef on fires stoked with bones instead of wood.11 Darwin’s horse slipped and fell in hidden pockets of thick black mud, soaking him through, and by the sixth morning he could hardly wait to get back to his cramped cabin aboard the Beagle. But the ride gave him new mysteries to ponder—and chief among them was the astonishing tameness of the Falklands’ wildlife. Grazing flocks of native geese barely flinched as Darwin and the gauchos thundered past, and even the legendarily cryptic birds called snipe—seen only in the distance, if at all, in England—let him come almost close enough to touch them.12 Other animals were bolder still: an inquisitive songbird probed at his shoes with its thin, curved beak, and the wolfish foxes unique to the islands were so tame that the gauchos could kill them by holding out a piece of meat in one hand and a knife in the other. These gullible carnivores, known locally as warrahs, “have been observed to enter a tent,” Darwin wrote, “and actually pull some meat from beneath the head of a sleeping seaman.”13 He suspected—correctly—that their fearlessness would soon lead to their extinction.

But a third animal, a handsome bird of prey that resembled a cross between a hawk and a raven, seemed to have an enlarged curiosity of its own. It had an orange face, a silver-gray beak, and glossy black plumage, and it massed in noisy gangs at the islands’ only settlement to beg for scraps of kitchen garbage. Unlike the wary hawks and falcons Darwin knew in England, these “mischievous” birds could walk and run with the speed and agility of pheasants, and the crews of the Beagle and Adventure soon learned that their interests extended beyond food.14 “A large black glazed hat was carried nearly a mile,” Darwin wrote, “as was a pair of the heavy balls used in catching cattle … [and] a small Kater’s compass in a red morocco leather case, which was never recovered.” The Adventure, which surveyed the coasts of the Falklands while the Beagle made a circuit of islands in Tierra del Fuego, had to post a lookout to prevent them from flying aboard and tearing the leather from its rigging.

When the two ships met again, the Adventure’s crew offered Darwin stories of the “boldness and rapacity of these birds,” mirroring the tales of whalers and sealers who’d been using the Falklands as a base for over a century. The sub-Antarctic world was full of strange animals—leopard seals, beaked whales, macaroni penguins—but the hat-stealing birds of the Falklands were unique. “The sailors who visit these islands,” wrote one sealer, “being often much vexed at their predatory tricks, have bestowed different names upon them, characteristic of their nature, as flying monkeys, flying devils, etc, etc.”15

Astonishing as they were, Darwin also knew they weren’t entirely singular. He’d just met some of their close relatives on the South American mainland, an odd and distinctive guild of scavengers that were unlike any birds he’d ever seen. The most common was a crow-sized, dusty-brown bird called a chimango, which gathered in flocks at the carcasses of cattle and horses in the grasslands south of Buenos Aires, but the most conspicuous was a larger, more elegant creature now known as a southern crested caracara—a dignified-looking bird with a yellow face and a flattened black crest like a mortarboard cap.16 Both birds “possess one family air,” Darwin wrote, “and agree in habits with the Vultures in the following respects: in living chiefly on the flesh of dead animals, in quickly congregating at any spot, where an animal may have died; in gorging themselves till their craws protrude; in their tameness, or boldness with respect to mankind.”17 The sound of the crested caracaras’ weird, rattling call—a dry karruk-karruk—lingered in Darwin’s mind, along with the contorted pose they struck as they uttered it, throwing their heads back until they nearly touched their tails.18 Despite their heraldic appearance, their “necrophagous habits” left him feeling uneasy in the deserts of Patagonia, where “they are very evident to any one who has fallen asleep on the desolate plains,” he wrote, “for when he wakes, he will see, on each surrounding hillock, one of these birds patiently watching him with an evil eye.”19

The flying devils of the Falklands, however, puzzled him most of all. They’d been known to sciencefn1 since 1775, when a naturalist traveling with the British explorer James Cook shot one in Tierra del Fuego, but no one had described their unusual behavior. Darwin tried to fill the gap by devoting more ink to their antics in The Voyage of the Beagle than he gave any other bird, and his account has the bemusement and mild alarm you’d expect from a young man staring down a predatory bird bent on stealing his hat. Though he didn’t speculate about what they planned to do with their loot, Darwin did wonder why they’d chosen these remote islands for their metropolis. Like the giant tortoises and tame mockingbirds he would soon meet in the Galápagos, the Falklands’ unique caracaras suggested that larger, unexplained forces—the real objects of his interest—were at work. But he set the mystery of their origins aside, and never took it up again.

Neither did anyone else, which surprised me when I met these birds two centuries later. Scientists have combed through Darwin’s notebooks for insights he didn’t (or couldn’t) pursue: he correctly predicted, for example, that a species of moth would be discovered whose tongue could sound the depths of a foot-long orchid from Madagascar, and some of his stray thoughts have led to entire fields of scientific inquiry.20 But the riddle of the feathered thieves at the end of the world—now called striated caracaras—has remained. A few still live on the remote coasts of Tierra del Fuego, and though warrahs and gauchos vanished from the Falklands soon after Darwin’s visit, striated caracaras still cling to life on the archipelago’s outer islands, where they hunt and scavenge in colonies of penguins, seals, and albatrosses. They are the southernmost birds of prey on Earth, and among the rarest: no more than a few thousand are left, a number only slightly larger than the wild population of giant pandas.

But if you visit them, they refuse to behave like a species on the verge of extinction. They’ll pluck the cap from your head, tug at the zippers of your backpack, and meet your eye with a forthright, impish gaze—and it’s this earnest, playful quality, not their rarity or remoteness, that caught and held me when I met them twenty-five years ago. Striated caracaras seem disarmingly conscious, and they prod at the turf with their bills and feet and crane their necks to peer at everything with keen but slightly dubious interest, as if they’ve just emerged from the ark and wonder what else the world might have to offer. In the 1920s, the Falklands’ official naturalist implored the government to rescind a bounty on their beaks, calling them “an ornament of the local avifauna” and noting that “from their point of view, every unfamiliar object demands immediate investigation.”21 The first ones I saw stared back at me so intensely that I felt slightly abashed, as if I owed them an explanation.

Since then, I’ve returned to the Falklands every few years to work with the researchers trying to keep these unusual birds from the fate of the warrahs. It takes several days and an array of small planes and boats to reach them, but the thrill of seeing them again never fades: even after I’ve helped trap them with snares, weighed them in burlap sacks, taken blood samples from their wings, and attached identifying rings to their legs, I’ve watched them ruffle their feathers and walk right back toward me, as if compelled by a single burning question: What are you?

I wish I could tell them that I’m trying to ask them the same thing. The digital age has given us tools for tracking animals into the past that Darwin couldn’t have imagined—genetic analysis, Google Earth, even geological maps of the prehistoric world. But piecing together the story of the Falklands’ flying monkeys has led me on a long and surprising journey, thousands of miles and millions of years from their homes, and I’ve emerged with an admiration for them that borders on awe. Calling them odd birds of prey feels like calling the painters of the Italian Renaissance a group of unusually gifted apes.

UNLESS YOU LIVE south of the Rio Grande, chances are you’ve never even heard of caracaras. But if you try to imagine ten separate attempts to build a crow on a falcon chassis, with results falling somewhere between elegant, menacing, and whimsical, you wouldn’t be far off. A few species are drab and inconspicuous, but most are boldly patterned in black and white, with red or yellow skin on their faces and legs. Some are nearly as small as magpies; others are as large as ravens. All have broad wings, hooked beaks, and an alert, curious expression, and they live in every part of their supremely varied continent, from the arid peaks of the Andes to the steaming forests of the Amazon basin.

Their most striking qualities, however, are their minds. Unlike most birds of prey, caracaras are social and curious, and they feed with gusto on foods other predators disdain. Darwin wrote that chimango caracaras were “truly omnivorous, and will eat even bread,” and in the tropics, the tribal birds called red-throated caracaras thrive on a unique diet of wasps’ nests and fruit. In the high Andes, a species whose feathers adorned the heads of Inca emperors has been seen working in teams to uncover lizards and insects by flipping heavy rocks, and the crested caracaras who unnerved Darwin in Patagonia are said to spread wildfires by dropping burning sticks in dry grass, and feasting on the ensuing stream of refugees.

Despite these remarkable behaviors, scientists and falconers from the northern world have largely ignored the caracaras.22 Even Darwin called them “false eagles” who “ill become so high a rank,” and a sense that there’s something unwholesome or disappointing about them has been slow to ebb.23 The Chilean poet Pablo Neruda spoke with affection when he called chimango caracaras “shiftless wanderers of rubbish pits,” but a pair of venerable ornithologists from the United States weren’t kidding when they dismissed the entire group as “aberrant falcons” and “a rather unimpressive lot.”24, 25 Joan Morrison, one of few modern scientists to take an interest in caracaras, told me that biologists still suffer from a vague sense that caracaras just aren’t what a self-respecting raptor ought to be. “They’re dirty birds,” she said, with a half smile.26 “Bad falcons.”27

There have been a few dissenting voices over the years. In the late eighteenth century, the Spanish naturalist Félix de Azara marveled at the ingenuity of crested caracaras he met near Buenos Aires, writing that “all manner of subsistence is known to this bird; it pries into, takes advantage of, and understands everything.”28 A century later, the writer and natural historian William Henry Hudson had Darwin in his sights when he protested that caracaras had been vilified without good cause; they were a “sub-family of which even grave naturalists have spoken slightingly, calling them vile, cowardly, contemptible birds,” he wrote.29 “Despite this evil reputation, few species are more worthy of careful study.”

I daydream about keeping a striated caracara in my apartment. It would be the world’s most exasperating roommate, but watching it build a nest of shredded T-shirts, LP jackets, and guitar strings in my bookshelf might be worth it. I can imagine it standing on my kitchen counter in the morning, tearing into a box of cereal with its beak or cracking an egg with a blow from its clenched foot, then stashing a piece of toast under my chair while I boil water for coffee. After breakfast, it might become absorbed in a dirty sock or a roll of paper towels while I try to figure out where it’s hidden my keys. All the while, I’d be thinking of Darwin’s unanswered questions, and a few of my own: Why are you like this? Why are there so few of you? How did you come to be?

Each time I’ve tugged on these threads, their story has grown larger and wilder than I could have imagined. Striated caracaras and their kin have surprising and important stories to tell us: about the history of life, about the hidden worlds of their grand and mysterious continent, about how evolution can fashion a mind like ours from different materials. They might even offer us some advice about surviving in a world primed for an upheaval.
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Johnny Rooks

G7 WAS DEAD. Who, or what, had killed him? We found his body by the sea in the late afternoon, resting on a boulder decked with the golden, nitrogen-loving lichen that fringes islands in the Falklands where seabirds breed. In the austral summer, the island of Steeple Jason rings with the braying, grunting, and keening calls of half a million birds—an avian city of albatrosses, penguins, shags, and petrels clinging to nests of mud and gravel or snug inside burrows in the peat. But this was the winter month of August, when the albatross colony was a honeycomb of empty nests the size of spare tires, and life was challenging even for a clever scavenger. G7’s dark brown plumage and black bill marked him as a young striated caracara enduring his first winter, and I wondered if he’d starved; he looked like he’d collapsed from exhaustion, or fallen out of the sky.

Andy Stanworth, a biologist from Falklands Conservation, stooped to pick him up. G7’s long wings fell open, revealing that he’d been half-eaten in a way that seemed oddly fastidious: the muscles of his neck and breast were neatly stripped away, leaving the white keel of his sternum exposed, but the rest of him was untouched—even his wide, glassy eyes. I took off my gloves and held one of his feet against my palm, feeling the reptilian smoothness of its scales and the rounded tips of its talons, blunted from walking on the stony ground. The black plastic ring I’d fastened to his leg a few weeks earlier, with its yellow letter and number, was good as new. I opened my notebook. 3 September 2012, I wrote. Found a body.

THE FALKLANDS HOLD a unique place in the human and animal worlds, but they have a misleading facade. When I first visited the islands in 1997, the capital of Stanley looked like an English seaside village, with narrow streets lined with hedges of Scotch broom and red telephone boxes by the harbor. The whalebone arch in front of the modest cathedral and the flightless ducks milling below the seawall hinted that the UK might, in fact, be very far away—but the rugged hills in the distance could almost have been Dartmoor, and a Union Jack fluttered smartly above the lawn of Government House. Aging Land Rovers trundled through the streets on the left, and English was the only language I heard, spoken with an antipodean twang reminiscent of New Zealand. Hardly anyone mentioned the vast South American continent that lay three hundred miles away.

In the time since Darwin’s visit, humans have transformed the Falklands’ two largest islands into a patchwork of sheep farms the size of Connecticut, which the world glimpsed during the 1982 war with Argentina that left Stanley’s beaches studded with mines. But hundreds of smaller islands—some less than an acre in size—preserve an older, wilder version of the archipelago. Before Europeans brought cattle and sheep to the Falklands, their coasts were blanketed in a forest of giant grass called “tussac” that grew in tall, rounded pedestals, a vaguely Seussian landscape filled with birds. Some were year-round residents like finches, wrens, and geese, but many were seafarers who came ashore to breed in massive colonies like the ones on Steeple Jason. Where farming took hold, this abundance has largely disappeared, but on smaller islands it’s still possible to glimpse the Falklands as they were a few centuries ago, innocent of politics or agriculture.

It was a visit to one of these islands, via a two-engine Falkland Islands Government Air Service plane, that introduced me to striated caracaras.1 Sea Lion Island wasn’t the wildest of the outer Falklands, and it didn’t look like much from the air: a gently sloping table of rock and pasture ringed with dark cliffs and pale beaches, small enough to walk around in a few hours. Sheep had grazed away most of its tussac, but the island was no longer a farm, and its former residents had begun to reclaim it. Elephant seals lounged on its beaches while penguins played in the surf, and severe-looking seabirds called giant petrels nested at the end of a long, sandy spit. In the center of the island, ruddy-headed geese and red-breasted meadowlarks paced among low shrubs covered in tiny, astringent berries.

I walked Sea Lion’s coast all morning and sat down to rest on its southern cliffs, looking down on colonies of rockhopper penguins and cormorant-like birds called imperial shags. The shags turned their slender beaks and bright blue eyes toward me for a moment, then resumed fortifying their nests with beakfuls of mud and seaweed. Their long, curved necks and functional wings distinguished them from the squat, flightless penguins, but they’d been to the same tailor: both species were black above and white below, with whimsically ornamented heads: a curlicue of black feathers and orange nasal wattles for the shags, a spiky yellow crest for the red-eyed rockhoppers. As long as I didn’t move, the birds acted as if I wasn’t there, and at the base of the cliff, long coils of giant kelp curled and uncurled in the foaming waves.

I was contemplating the blue-black water stretching away toward Antarctica when I heard a rush of wings and a faint clicking of talons on the shale, and turned to face a pair of young striated caracaras—the first I’d ever seen. Unlike the penguins and shags, they were unmistakably interested in me; one took a few steps in my direction and cocked its head like a dog. A gift seemed appropriate, but I didn’t have any food, so I fished a pen from my pocket and dropped it on the ground. The two birds gazed at it for a moment, as if deciding what to do, and then one stepped forward to seize the pen with its large, dexterous foot—an almost parrot-like gesture—and looked up at me, as if to say Is this all you’ve got? Then its companion lunged for the pen, flapping its wings and screeching, and the tumbling pair chased each other over the lip of the cliff.

Wait, I thought. Come back. Explain yourselves.

Back in Stanley, I asked around about the pen-stealing birds and soon learned two things: that they were called “Johnny rooks”—a rakish nickname from the whaling days—and that they weren’t, generally speaking, held in high regard. A few people said they were vicious pests; many simply called them “cheeky.” I’d heard New Yorkers call city pigeons winged rats, and Texans muttering darkly about urban invasions of great-tailed grackles, but it seemed especially British to accuse a bird of impertinence. I couldn’t help wanting to see them again, and it felt a little like fate when I met a British ornithologist who was bound for the Falklands’ wildest edges to study them.

HIS NAME WAS Robin Woods, and we met as guests of a fourth-generation islander named Kay McCallum, who’d turned her compact, century-old house into a B&B by setting out a sign that read KAY’S B&B. Kay’s skeptical exterior masked a soft heart, and Robin and I bonded over our mutual fondness for her. She always found a way to house and feed the travelers who appeared at her door, even if it meant sleeping on the floor of her closet-sized kitchen so a guest could have her bed, and she seemed quietly pleased that the world had decided to come to her. The night I turned up, there were tourists from Japan camped in her back garden, an Italian couple on a fold-out couch, a linguist from Oxford on a cot in the living room, and a monkish scientist from the British Antarctic Service in a tiny upstairs bedroom. Among the parade of daily visitors was Kay’s spirited six-year-old granddaughter Shanice, who asked Robin if his mother had given him a bird’s name on purpose.

Robin said he didn’t think so, but she could hardly have picked a better one. He grew up in postwar England but fell in love with the Falklands’ birds in 1956, when he accepted a remote posting from the British Meteorological Office in a young man’s fit of adventure. Forty years later, he knew as much about the islands’ wildlife as anyone alive, and this time he’d come to conduct the first-ever census of striated caracaras in the uninhabited island group called the Jasons. The government was considering new legislation to protect the Johnny rooks, but no one knew how many had survived decades of persecution.

This was an old story for Robin, who’d seen the relationship between Falkland Islanders and wildlife evolve over many years. When he first came to Stanley, its residents lived closer to the nineteenth than the twentieth century; they cut peat from the hills above the town to heat their homes, and communication with England was only possible via telegram or mail boat. Outside Stanley, absentee landlords hired managers to run vast estates, like Ireland in the days before the great famine, and tenant farmers worked very hard for very little. Though Robin met many people who loved the islands’ wildlife, some saw the penguins, albatrosses, and caracaras as a nuisance or an amusement: there were stories of men using rockhopper penguins as footballs, and one enterprising landowner turned foxes and skunks loose on islands packed with breeding seabirds, hoping to ignite a fur trade.

By 1997, much had changed. The journey from England no longer required a month at sea, though it was still extraordinary—an eighteen-hour flight that departed from a Royal Air Force base in Oxfordshire, stopped to refuel on a volcano in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, then carried on to another military base in the Falklands, where civilian passengers took a ninety-minute bus ride to Stanley over a rutted gravel road. Gas stoves had mostly replaced peat, and television had just arrived, but life in the outer farms remained much as Robin remembered it, and on the Jasons he expected to see places that hadn’t changed in centuries. I made no secret of my desire to go with him, and after a dinner of shepherd’s pie, a few glasses of wine, and an enormous pavlova that Kay had somehow produced from scratch, he agreed to take me on. Like Darwin, I had no meaningful credentials, but I was the same age Robin had been in 1956, which seemed to please him. “I think you’ll see things,” he said, refilling my glass, “that will make your young eyes pop out of your head.”

I didn’t know then that I was upholding a tradition. In the winter of 1813, twenty years before Darwin turned up aboard the Beagle, another curious young American from New York had also been surprised by an encounter with striated caracaras. But Captain Charles Barnard was a sealer, not a naturalist, and when he met the Johnny rooks he faced some very pressing problems: his clothes were falling apart, he was running out of food, and he’d been marooned on a desert island.

Only a few months earlier, everything had been going very well. Barnard and his hired crew had sailed from Sandy Hook, New Jersey, hoping to make their fortune from the seals that crowded the Falklands’ virgin beaches. They made the six-thousand-mile journey without incident and reached their first stop on schedule—Steeple Jason, as it happened—where they set to work clobbering their quarry with wooden clubs and piling their boat with pelts. But a few days later they met a wilier set of opponents: the surviving crew of a wrecked British frigate. Britain and the United States were newly at war, and when Barnard rescued the surprised Brits in an excess of gallantry, they returned the favor by stealing his ship—leaving him, his dog, and a few fractious shipmates on a crescent-shaped island on the Falklands’ western edge. Barnard’s companions soon struck out for another island in their only rowboat, leaving him to fend for himself, and he cursed them elaborately in his journal (“Oh, for a whip of scorpions,” he raged, “to lash the rascals naked through the world!”2). But when his anger cooled he got to work, building a shelter from stones and driftwood and fashioning a jacket and trousers from sealskin. This done, he began to store up food for the coming winter, burying a cache of eggs from a nearby colony of rockhopper penguins beneath a dense stand of tussac.

He was on the verge of feeling pleased with himself when his supplies came under attack. Barnard’s buried eggs were discovered, unearthed, and eaten by a curious mob of striated caracaras, who must have been pleasantly surprised to find that their new neighbor had saved them the trouble of forcing penguins off their nests. They began to follow him around the island, watching his every move, and one night he woke to find them trying to pull the shoes off his feet.

Barnard didn’t know what to make of these winged marauders, or how to deal with them. He tried waving his arms, shouting, and pelting them with sand, but they wouldn’t leave him alone. No matter how carefully he hid his eggs, the birds dug them up as soon as his back was turned, and as he confided in his journal, they seemed to covet everything he had. “I have known these birds to fly away with caps, mittens, stockings, powder horns, knives, steels, tin pots, in fact everything which their great strength is equal to,” he wrote.3 “They compel me to secure my provisions … which I fasten down by stones, and then direct the dog to lie down by them to prevent these harpies from hauling off the stones.”

There was worse still to come. One afternoon, Barnard misplaced the club he used to bludgeon unsuspecting seals and penguins, a grave loss that sent him into a deep funk. He began to think the island might be haunted by an evil spirit, but a few days later he spotted a group of “piratical rooks” milling around in the air—one of whom, unbelievably, was carrying his club by the iron ring at its base. He spent the day hurling rocks at them, recovering his club and leaving “twelve of their number on the field of battle … which instead of diminishing, added to [my] stock.” They probably tasted pretty good; twenty years later, Darwin would note that their cooked flesh was “quite white, and very good eating; but bold must be the man who attempts such a meal.”4

Barnard was bold enough, since they stood between him and starvation, but he also nursed a growing interest, despite himself, in the Johnny rooks. They were “the most mischievous of all the feathered creation,” he declared—but he couldn’t decide what they were.5 “From their color, mischievous disposition, and feeding on carrion,” he wrote, “they appear to belong to the crow species; while, on the other hand, from their form … they appear to be connected with the hawk. I should, from these characteristics, call them the vulture-crow … until some ornithologist shall affix to them the proper name.”

The Johnny rooks probably didn’t know what to make of him either. Charles Barnard was likely the first person they’d ever seen, and no other animal had ever thrown a rock at them, or come equipped with such a fascinating array of accessories. Their meeting was a moment of first contact that had receded into the distant past for most animals on Earth, and the caracaras’ “mischievous” behavior, though annoying to a weary castaway, was in fact the key to their survival.

PENGUINS SEEM purpose built for life in the sub-Antarctic.6 They chase glowing shoals of squid in the chilly depths of the southern oceans, insulated by a natural drysuit of fat and feathers, and though they’re awkward on land, they’re grace itself in the water. During the caracara survey with Robin, I watched them leaping from the waves beside our boat and saw why Francis Drake mistook them for fish: their sleek bodies perfectly matched the demands of their aquatic lives. They suited the wild landscapes of the Jasons, where long summer sunsets magnified the shaggy silhouettes of islands still clad in tussac grass, and gilded the waves with violet and gold.

Against this grand backdrop, the Johnny rooks seemed more like party crashers who’d overstayed their welcome. They couldn’t swim or drink salt water, they don’t migrate, and their approach to life seemed haphazard. But it was clearly effective: though they weren’t the only predatory birds in the outer islands, they were by far the most numerous. Steeple Jason was home to a single pair of peregrine falcons, but we found nearly three hundred striated caracaras crammed together on its shores, a shocking number for an island small enough to traverse in two days. Young Johnny rooks massed in loose groups that reminded me of the weasels who ransack Toad Hall in The Wind in the Willows, and adult pairs defended slim territories on the edges of seabird colonies. They scurried nimbly among the albatrosses and penguins, trying to snatch their eggs and chicks, and swooped at us when we approached their nests. Unlike peregrines, who eat only fresh meat, striated caracaras seemed prepared to digest almost anything; we watched them pluck fly larvae from mats of rotting kelp, dig in the turf for worms, clean the snotty nostrils of snoozing elephant seals, and tear into seabird burrows with talons they used to dig and grip like hands.

These piecemeal, trial-and-error lives made them seem like survivors of an ancient shipwreck, determined to wring a living from the island any way they could. When I first saw them running toward me at full tilt, I felt a shiver of cognitive dissonance: Aren’t wild animals supposed to run away? One yanked the knit cap from my head and landed just out of reach, fixing me with a probing gaze, and as we walked the coasts of the Jasons I often looked down to see a winged shadow merging with my own, then up to find a caracara hovering a foot or two above me. If I stood still, they would descend by inches to tap me on the shoulder and soar away, as if inviting me to play tag.

The Europeans who settled the Falklands in the nineteenth century thought the Johnny rooks had their uses—one woman in Stanley, according to legend, stuffed them down her chimney to clean it—but sheep farmers often took a dim view of the birds, especially when a ewe struggling to give birth became a meal for a group of hungry caracaras. It’s hard to blame the birds for taking advantage; it’s equally hard to imagine a better mascot for Falkland Islanders than a scrappy, resourceful scavenger whose greatest skill is making the best of what’s around. But it’s a sheep, not a caracara, that adorns the Falklands’ flag, and following a downturn in the price of wool in 1908, the island government placed a bounty on Johnny rook beaks.7

The massacre that followed nearly drove the caracaras to extinction, and the government naturalist, James Hamilton, pleaded with officials to stop the slaughter. “There is an irresistible, shambolic clownishness about them that demands attention,” he wrote, noting that “one bird, with whom I had a slight acquaintance, would play for a long time with an empty sardine tin.”8 Eventually he prevailed, but by the 1960s the birds survived only on islands people seldom (or never) visited.

Remarkably, decades of persecution haven’t frightened the clownishness out of the Johnny rooks. Younger birds will perch on your boots if you sit still long enough, and they’ve been seen kicking at discarded rubber gloves and playing tug-of-war with scraps of plastic sheeting. All this play serves a purpose: the ocean often coughs up novel items, and you never know what might turn out to be food. But it also carries an undertone of desperation. It takes striated caracaras at least four years to reach sexual maturity—twice as long as peregrine falcons—and like human teenagers with little to lose, young Johnny rooks have to lean into the unknown if they hope to survive. They follow their peers around to see what they might be eating, and their bulging crops, which emerge from their breast feathers when they’ve enjoyed a meal, make it hard for them to conceal good fortune.

Some young birds, however, seem unable to get the hang of living, and wear themselves out begging other birds for food or simply wither away, looking haggard and depressed. The ones that make it to adulthood have mastered the art of finding a meal anywhere they can, and since the larder varies from island to island and season to season, successful Johnny rooks have to maintain an open mind and an ecumenical diet. They catch tiny fish in the shallows at low tide, or fill their bellies with seal shit, and some become seasonally nocturnal to hunt petrels that return to their burrows at night.

Humans have been harder for striated caracaras to understand. James Hamilton lamented that despite the deadly effects of the bounty, the birds “had not learnt that man is dangerous,” and Falkland lore includes stories of Johnny rooks stealing underwear from clotheslines and eating tins of engine grease.9 Though we’ve come after them with rifles and shotguns, they seem drawn to us all the same: their curiosity, it appears, is stronger than their instinct for self-preservation.

THIS IS a dangerous way to live, but it can be a fruitful one, as you and I know well, since it’s also a hallmark of Homo sapiens. After we left our hearth in Africa, it took us only a hundred thousand years to colonize the rest of the habitable world, and we advanced along three great fronts: through the Middle East into Europe and Asia; down the coast of India to Southeast Asia and Australia; over the Himalayas into China, Siberia, and the Americas. As we traveled, animals big enough to eat learned to keep their distance, went extinct, or became our companions and slaves. The predators and herbivores of Africa had a distinct advantage, since they’d watched our ancestors learn to hunt and wield fire, and knew to flee or attack when we appeared. But as we pressed on, we met animals who didn’t know us at all, and many didn’t survive the encounter. The first meeting of a human and a mastodon—or a giant lemur, or a cave bear—must have been an awesome event, but it’s easy to forget that for thousands of years, scenes like these were commonplace. Big, edible creatures were always waiting over the next ridge or across the next stretch of water, and they must have been a powerful incentive to keep moving.

OUR INBORN WANDERLUST—the way the horizon always beckons—might even be a genetic legacy of this great exodus. Darwin wondered about the obscure but powerful feeling that seized him among the fjords of southern Chile, where the Beagle’s crew spent many days climbing through primeval forests in hopes of finding a view, even though they invariably saw more fjords, more mountains, more forests. Nonetheless, he wrote, “there is an indefinite expectation of seeing something very strange.”10

Maybe we’re still looking for animals. Hunting didn’t always require stealth, skill, or weapons that kill from far away; it only took a new place whose creatures didn’t know us yet, and for thousands of years they were always waiting around the bend. A few “uncontacted” people remain today in the roadless forests of the western Amazon, but uncontacted mammals and birds are just as rare: the whalers and sealers of Barnard’s day met the last of them on the islands scattered around Antarctica. The tale of Alexander Selkirk, a British castaway whose adventures inspired Robinson Crusoe, was a last glimpse of this world as it receded from memory into legend, and the subject of a popular poem Barnard knew well:


The beasts that roam over the plain11

My form with indifference see;

They are so unacquainted with man.

Their tameness is shocking to me.



You and I can feel an echo of these first meetings at a zoo when we’re faced with a creature we’ve never seen—an okapi, say, or a sifaka, or a beady-eyed Surinam toad—and something tingles in the back of our brains. Our eyes still long for new animals, and paintings and carvings in the caves of Europe and the cliffs of the Sahara attest to our long fascination with the creatures who shared our world, and gave us life, in the time when we first became known to them.

The Johnny rooks are among the last outliers.12 As far as we know, the traveling people who walked across the Bering Strait into the Americas to become Amerindians never learned that the Falklands existed; along with the Galápagos, the Falklands are the only part of the so-called New World that Europeans actually discovered. Barnard’s journal describes a group of clever, observant animals taking their first measure of a human being, and there’s an irony in their meeting that probably escaped him, since the “vulture-crows” had survived by honing the same talents that had led him there—an opportunism that scraped recklessness, and an irresistible interest in anything new.

I SET G7’S BODY in a plastic bucket outside the front door of Steeple Jason’s research station, pulled off my boots and coat in the vestibule, and entered its jarringly suburban living room, where a team of scientists and volunteers was transferring data from field notebooks to laptops and cooking an evening meal of mutton from the farm on nearby Carcass Island. We’d all arrived on Steeple by different roads: Andy Stanworth, who spotted G7’s body, was a British scientist who’d come to the Falklands to escape the grind of life in the UK; Micky Reeves, a native islander, concealed his deep passion for wildlife behind his wry humor; and Robin Woods had returned with his friend David Galloway, a retired sociology professor who’d taught primary school on West Falkland in the 1950s, when the only mode of travel besides walking was on horseback.

The team’s leader was Kalinka Rexer-Huber, a keen and efficient young New Zealander working for the UK’s Royal Society for the Protection of Birds. Kalinka had ridden the sub-Antarctic field science circuit for years with her laconic husband, Graham, bouncing from one windy island to another, trying to save threatened seabirds from extinction. In their previous job, they’d spent thirteen months with five other people on Gough Island, a dormant volcano in the South Atlantic draped with the skeletons of albatrosses.13 The giant birds had been literally gnawed to death by “supermice,” oversized descendants of house mice who arrived with shipwrecked sailors centuries ago. Since then, the mice had grown to nearly twice the size of their forebears and developed a taste for flesh, and Kalinka and Graham were studying the possibility of wiping them out with poisoned bait. Their findings weren’t encouraging: the island’s sharp ridges of eroded lava made it impossible to reach all the places mice might live, and Kalinka showed me a haunting photograph of Graham holding the remains of an albatross, bracing its wing bones against his outstretched arms so they towered above his head. It looked like the skeleton of a pterodactyl.

Mice had also brought Kalinka and Graham to the Falklands.14 As on Gough, the tenacious little mammals had arrived on Steeple Jason sometime in the past century, and they’d already begun to eat the nestlings and eggs of small songbirds. Conservationists feared for Steeple’s colony of black-browed albatrosses—the world’s largest, at 140,000 birds—and Kalinka and her team were charged with finding out if the mice could be killed by carpeting the island with poisoned cereal pellets in winter, when the seabirds are away. The first step was making sure Steeple’s mice would take the bait, and the team’s days were a wearying slog through tall stands of tussac to spread fistfuls of nontoxic test bait laced with fluorescent green dye. After giving the mice a few days to feed, they set and cleared hundreds of traps and brought the dead mice back to the station, where Kalinka shone an ultraviolet light on their viscera to see if they glowed.

It was typical field science grunt work—tough, dull, and faintly absurd—but it had its moments. Steeple Jason’s twin peaks give it the stark beauty its Homeric name suggests, and on clear days the cold air streaming in on the southwest wind was so pure that a veil seemed to lift from the world. Giant petrels wheeled above the island’s central ridge, and crowds of gentoo penguins emerged from the surf to bask in the sun at its slender neck. Most of the penguins milled and snoozed in a loose colony near their landing beach, but a few followed an obscure yearning and climbed the ridge to gaze at the sea from above.

Even among scenes like these, a dead striated caracara was something special, and after dinner we crowded into the vestibule to watch Kalinka perform a necropsy. Micky consulted his field notes and found that he’d seen G7 that morning, in the company of other young Johnny rooks. Kalinka, opening G7’s abdomen with a scalpel, murmured that his insides looked healthy: his stomach was full of the scraps of a penguin’s foot, and he wasn’t obviously dehydrated, or visibly diseased. Then she turned her attention to his head, pressing up on his lower mandible, and his skull flopped backward.

“There you go,” she said. “His neck’s broken.”

At first this seemed to confirm what we all suspected: that he’d tangled with another caracara and lost. We were wrong, but I only learned that several months later, with the help of a melancholy naturalist whose life and work drew me in with the same curious force as the Johnny rooks. William Henry Hudson was one of the first people to write a kind word about caracaras—and like them, he wasn’t what he appeared to be.
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A Half-Tamed Hawk

BROADWATER CEMETERY LIES near the center of the coastal English town of Worthing, around the corner from a polytechnic school and a high street. It’s unremarkably recent by UK standards—its graves date from the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century—but its headstones have started to lean, and some of its tallest monuments have collapsed. Moss and wild blackberry grow on plots paved with gravel and sea glass; wood pigeons and magpies boom and chatter in ornamental pines grown large enough to anchor a forest; and two empty bird feeders, patched with duct tape, sway above a newish bench.

A few discreet signs point visitors to Broadwater’s three most-visited residents, of whom Mary Hughes, who had a little lamb, is both the most famous and the least known.1 Around the corner from Mary lies the well-tended grave of Richard Jefferies, a Victorian writer whose fevered autobiography, The Story of My Heart, is a talisman for British writers in love with the natural world. (“The air, the sunlight, the night, all that surrounds me seems crowded with inexpressible powers,” Jefferies wrote, “so that I walk in the midst of immortal things.”2)

Down a short path from Jefferies lies his friend William Henry Hudson, whose grave looks far less loved: the cross atop it is cracked at the base, and garden spiders have anchored their webs to the headstone. Hudson loved nature as much as Jefferies, if not more, and his many books, with titles like Afoot in England, A Shepherd’s Life, and Nature in Downland, helped spark a surge of interest in Britain’s wildlife and landscapes in the early twentieth century. He was a founder of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds—the same one that sent Kalinka and Graham to Steeple Jason—and the portrait of him that hangs in its headquarters near London shows a pensive, gray-bearded man with dark, deep-set eyes, holding a pair of slim field glasses. A dedicated hill walker, you might imagine, with a country home, and perhaps a seat in the House of Lords.

You’d be wrong. Open one of Hudson’s books to any page and a soulful, brilliant, and curiously modern person tumbles out, a man who worked in obscurity for decades but died worthy of his epitaph. “He loved birds and green places and the wind on the heath,” it reads, “and saw the brightness of the skirts of God.” There are still pockets of Hudson enthusiasts in the world, but like the cemetery where he rests, he seems well along in the process of being forgotten.

He was not at all obscure when he died in 1922, the revered author of a raft of essays, novels, and memoirs that combined a naturalist’s eye with a literary mind. Hudson was an early proponent of both Anna Karenina and Moby-Dick, and his peers envied his ability to inhabit the sensory and mental worlds of animals and people. “You may try for ever to learn how Hudson got his effects,” wrote Joseph Conrad, “and you will never know. He writes down his words as the good God makes the green grass to grow, and that is all you will find to say about it.” Alfred Russel Wallace, who co-authored the theory of evolution by natural selection with Darwin, gave Hudson’s books glowing reviews in Nature; Ford Madox Ford, D. H. Lawrence, Ezra Pound, and Rabindranath Tagore were among his friends; Virginia Woolf, Ernest Hemingway, Thomas Hardy, and T. E. Lawrence (of Arabia) admired him. Lawrence and Hudson sat for portraits in an artist’s studio on an afternoon in 1919, when the handsome young colonel was at the height of his fame, and Lawrence volunteered that he’d read Hudson’s novel The Purple Land twelve times. Hudson, for his part, was mostly knocked out by Lawrence’s outfit.


I found him arrayed in the most beautiful male dress of the East that I have ever seen, a reddish camel-hair mantle or cloak with gold collar over a white gown reaching to the ground, and a white headpiece with 3 silver cords or ropes wound round it.3 As he is clean-shaven and has a finely sculptured face the dress was most effective. He said it is worn only in Mecca by persons of importance, and nowhere else but at Mecca … I had a grand talk with Col. L. in his remarkable dress and we argued furiously about Science versus Art.



These two worlds—science and art—coexisted uneasily but fruitfully in Hudson’s mind. He loved both, but he was as suspicious of the scientist’s myopia as he was of the artist’s ignorance, and described himself as a “writer and field naturalist.” The lives of animals were grievously misunderstood, he thought, and much closer to ours than we imagine, and he often referred to them as people, as in “the rodent people” or “the monkey people.”4

It’s fitting, then, that the most enduring legacy of his writing is a character who straddles this divide: a mysterious girl named Rima, the star of his 1904 novel Green Mansions: A Romance of the Tropical Forest. Rima lives in the deep woodlands of southern Guyana, and it’s never clear if she’s entirely human: she has red irises, speaks a unique musical language, and climbs through the canopy with the ease of a spider monkey. She longs to return to a homeland she calls Riolama but learns too late that she’s the last of her kind, and dies at the hands of people who believe she is an evil spirit.

Rima lived on, however, in the United States, where Green Mansions was eventually adapted into a film starring Audrey Hepburn and a languid Anthony Perkins, and she survives to this day in the pages of DC Comics as Rima the Jungle Girl. In England, a memorial to Hudson in a corner of London’s Hyde Park features a likeness of Rima by the controversial sculptor Jacob Epstein, who depicted her bare-breasted and flanked by two birds that could be parrots or eagles. The statue’s immodesty caused an uproar when it was unveiled two years after Hudson’s death—TAKE THIS HORROR OUT OF THE PARK, crowed the Daily Mail—and for an entire summer, crowds trampled the grass around the memorial to hard-beaten earth to see what the fuss was about, seeking, as Epstein wrote, “the obscenities that did not exist.”5, 6 Like Hudson himself, no one knew quite what to think of its jarring combination of refinement and rawness.

“TO MOST OF our wild birds,” Hudson wrote, “man must appear as a being eccentric and contradictory in his actions.7 By turns he is hostile, indifferent, friendly towards them, so that they never quite know what to expect.” Passionate and ruminative, Hudson makes an interesting contrast with Darwin, who changed scientific thought but rarely tried to inhabit the individual minds—let alone the souls—of animals. (The two men never met, though they once argued in print over the habits of a South American woodpecker.) Darwin had a gift for intuiting the patterns and processes of the natural world, but he occasionally seemed to regard other creatures as complex automatons, and his descriptions of the animals he met during the Beagle’s voyage hold them at arm’s length, like this one of a shy Andean bird called a tapaculo:


It lives on the ground, sheltered among the thickets which are scattered over the dry and sterile hills.8 With its tail erect, and stilt-like legs, it may be seen every now and then popping from one bush to another with uncommon quickness. It really requires little imagination to believe that the bird is ashamed of itself, and is aware of its most ridiculous figure. On first seeing it, one is tempted to exclaim, “A vilely stuffed specimen has escaped from some museum, and has come to life again!”



This sense of animals as animated specimens never quite left Darwin, and at moments he appeared to succumb to the tempting idea that human beings are life’s crowning achievement—or that we’d somehow earned an exemption from the natural laws his work revealed. Hudson, by contrast, thought that humans were generally overrated, and didn’t think it was an insult to be compared to an ass or a cockroach. “A man with the strength of an ant or beetle,” he noted, “would be able to place himself under a road engine, and raising it on his back, walk to the Thames Embankment, and throw it into the river.”9

Hudson also disagreed with Darwin about the origin and purpose of music. Music confounded Darwin, who couldn’t imagine its evolutionary function beyond a possible use in attracting mates, and assumed it was peculiar to humans. “As neither the enjoyment nor the capacity of producing musical notes are faculties of the least use to man,” Darwin wrote, “they must be ranked among those most mysterious with which he is endowed.”10

To Hudson, this was plainly ridiculous. Our aesthetic preferences and abilities stemmed from our deepest needs, he argued, which extend far beyond courtship—and he felt this was true not only for us but for all animals. Hudson conceded that “the sex feeling” was an important part of life, but only a fraction of it, and as a childless man who loved music, he might have been stung by Darwin’s tone. Our ability to create and appreciate music might be useless, Hudson mused, but in that case, why stop there?


They are just as useless as many other faculties and capacities which are a part of us, and are not concerned with food-getting and so on—and, we may add, just as useful from another point of view.11 As useless (and as useful) as the instinct of play for example, of running and leaping and climbing and paddling and swimming and diving, and of basking in the sun, and rolling on the grass, and shouting when there’s nothing to shout about.



Hudson thought these physical and emotional states—the joy of play, the love of beauty in other beings, the pleasure of making sounds with our bodies—were shared by all animals, and far more than incidental to life or evolution. He was certain that animals’ lives felt no less consequential to them than ours do to us, that their intelligence had been vastly underestimated, and that even a grasshopper, observed closely, has its own musical tastes. “You may try him with a variety of sounds,” he wrote,12


and whistle and sing your sweetest and play the flute and fiddle and he will pay no attention; but try him with a zither, running a finger-nail over the strings, and instantly he is all attention, listening and moving his long antennae about, and presently he will start playing on his zither in response to yours. You have come down to his world, his species, and touched a chord in his grasshopper heart.



Above all, Hudson felt scientists hadn’t looked at living animals closely enough, or had looked too closely at the wrong things—focusing on anatomy while ignoring behavior, fixating on our differences while playing down our obvious similarities. “All that is in our minds,” he insisted, “is also in theirs.”13

His quest to see the world through animals’ eyes reached a pinnacle in his final book, A Hind in Richmond Park, an artful exploration of the sensual worlds we share. In an age when people mostly used guns or snares to approach wildlife, Hudson relished the unobtrusive intimacy of binoculars, and in the book’s opening pages he trains them on a deer sitting under an oak, chewing her cud, with her long ears turned toward a small patch of forest. “She was not concerned about me,” he wrote.14 “She was wholly occupied with the wood and the sounds that came to her from it, which my less acute hearing failed to catch.”


Undoubtedly the sounds she was listening to were important or interesting to her. On putting my binocular on her so as to bring her within a yard of my vision, I could see that there was a constant succession of small movements which told their tale—a sudden suspension of the cud-chewing, a stiffening of the forward-pointing ears, or a slight change in their direction; little tremors that passed over the whole body, alternately lifting and depressing the hairs of the back—which all went to show that she was experiencing a continual succession of little thrills. And the sounds that caused them were no doubt just those which we may hear any summer day in any thick wood with an undergrowth—the snapping of a twig, the rustle of leaves, the pink-pink of a startled chaffinch, the chuckle of a blackbird, or sharp little quivering alarm-notes of robin or wren, and twenty besides.



There’s more than a touch of envy in this passage. Later in the book, Hudson imagines debating with the deer about whether humans or the “lower” animals were superior, and she argues him to a draw. It would be “a great quarrel,” he wrote, “with many keen thrusts on both sides, also with some laughter.”15


And all the time the feeling in me, bitter as death, that she had the best of the argument; that it would have been better that animal life had continued until the time of the dying of all life on the earth with no such development as that of the large-brained being who walks erect and smiling looks on heaven.



Even among his friends, Hudson never quite seemed at home. The writer Morley Roberts wrote that he radiated an air of “interested armed detachment,” observing other people as if they, too, were wildlife, and compared Hudson to “a half-tamed hawk which at any moment might take to the skies.”16, 17 This was an apt metaphor, since Hudson wasn’t as English as he seemed; despite his impeccably British prose, he was from South America, and though he left it as a young man, it haunted and sustained him for the rest of his life.

I LEARNED about Hudson, appropriately enough, through a bird—a rare visitor to Steeple Jason who turned up a few days after G7’s death. Robin and I were sitting at the kitchen table in the research station when Micky, suited up for a day of thrashing through tussac grass and clearing mousetraps, stuck his head in the front door and called that he’d just seen a chimango.

Robin got up. This was big news. For years, he’d been compiling a checklist of every bird ever seen in the Falklands, and chimango caracaras—the Johnny rooks’ pint-sized mainland cousins—had only been recorded in the islands four times, usually dead. A few years earlier I’d visited Robin at his tidy home in Devon and asked him about other species of caracaras, and he’d handed me his first-edition copy of Hudson’s Birds of La Plata, published in 1920.

“I think you’ll like him,” he said. “He’s very emotional.”

I was soon lost in its pages. Birds of La Plata is as much a memoir as a bird guide, a loving portrait of the world Hudson left behind in South America—and he gave chimango caracaras its longest chapter. “However poor our creature may seem,” he wrote, “and deserving of strange-sounding epithets from an ethical point of view, I do not know where the naturalist will find a more interesting one.”18 Hudson admired chimangos’ ability to find something to eat in almost any situation, and described them in careful, sympathetic terms. “He has probably the largest bill of fare of any bird,” Hudson noted, “and has grafted on to his own peculiar manner of life the habits of twenty diverse species.


By turns he is a Falcon, a Vulture, an insect-eater, and a vegetable-eater.19 On the same day you will see one bird in violent Hawk-like pursuit of its living prey, with all the instincts of rapine hot within it, and another less ambitious individual engaged in laboriously tearing at an old cast-off shoe, uttering mournful notes the while, but more concerned at the tenacity of the material than its indigestibility …. He is not a bird who allows dignity to stand between him and his dinner.



It had already been a good day for unusual birds on Steeple Jason. A week of westerly gales and
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