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			Dedication

			To the team at Operation Turtle Dove, for making a difference.

		

		
			Epigraph

			A springful of larks in a rolling cloud

			And the roadside bushes brimming with whistling blackbirds

			And the sun of October, summery on the hill’s shoulder

			Here were fond climates and sweet singers suddenly

			come in the morning

			Where I wandered and listened to the rain wringing

			wind blow cold

			In the wood faraway under me.

			Dylan Thomas, from ‘A Poem in October’

			‘I am looking out of my window in an anxious and resentful

			state of mind, oblivious to my surroundings, brooding perhaps

			on some damage done to my prestige. Then suddenly I observe a

			hovering kestrel. In a moment everything is altered. The brooding

			self with its hurt vanity has disappeared. There is nothing now

			but kestrel. And when I return to thinking of the other matter it

			seems less important.’

			Iris Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good
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			BIRD MUSIC

			An Overture of Sorts

			‘The world was a jewel box. The jewels were increasingly rare, since humankind had helped itself to so much of the treasure. Sometimes you might find a diamond in front of you. In such moments the earth glittered and glinted. The heart beat faster, the mind was enriched with the vision.’

			Sylvain Tesson, The Art of Patience

			Think of the garden as a small concert hall, the curve of the apple trees an amphitheatre. Evening settles into quiet but not quite yet. Life has a little more declaring to do. Songs to sing.

			Be an attentive audience member, even though the music is free. Don’t devalue things just because they are quotidian, available. Switch off your mobile phone.

			You might have read reviews of this performer, which positively glow: ‘His song is his greatest charm … A loud, bright lyric, the fine, clear, high-pitched notes and trills issuing in a continuous rapid stream from beginning to end. Although rapid, and ending somewhat abruptly, it is a beautiful and finished performance, in which every note is distinctly enunciated and has value.’

			This account of fine, clear notes could be someone writing about Charlie Parker on sax. In fact it’s W.H. Hudson, early bird conservationist and author of Afoot in England, appreciating the wren. There is one in the garden as I write this sentence. Its fricative trill of staccatos issues from somewhere in the tangle of loganberry leaves, under the shade of the Denbigh plum, where the garden gets a bit jungly and this year’s rhubarb is suitably Amazonian.

			It is more than enough to distract me from my desk. As if the bird itself wasn’t delightful enough it has marvellous dialect names such as the rather amputated Stumpy Toddy, which takes its place among other diminutive monikers such as Crackie, Two Fingers, Jennie Wren, Chitty Wren and Puggy Wren. The Breton name translates as ‘cheerful wren’ and there is that: it’s a song to uplift the spirits, helped by its cocky, seemingly defiant stance. Go on, then, tell me I’m small.

			Other members of the wren family around the world constitute a small chamber ensemble of names: the song wren, the fluting wren, the nightingale wren and the musician wren, evidencing the global appreciation of a real world music.

			Those firecracker notes of Troglodytes troglodytes troglodytes ignite the morning like brushfire. Stephen Moss describes the singing moment when ‘the cock wren will shake his wings and move from side to side on those springy legs. It’s almost as if he cannot contain the sheer energy within his tiny body, as he releases it through this sudden burst of sound – memorably described by one observer as “a dance of rainbows.”’*

			Luckily, I have big windows in two directions, so distractions such as this plucky, strident wren come just when they’re needed, when the eyes tire of seeing the computer screen. The pale pink livelinesses of long-tailed tits threading through the ceanothus in one direction, their little calls plinking as they branch-hop and leaf-pick. The sparrowhawk that settled on the brickwork above the chapel door we set into the garden wall, its gimlet eyes able to stare me out even at this distance. The one, no two, blackcaps, a male and a female that were out there in the quince tree for months one winter, as if the two of them had forgotten to head off to African climes. That’s happening more and more as a consequence of climate change. Chiffchaffs in January as if it is May. Small birds showing the world is so out of kilter.

			The wren, that little jewel, feisty among the greenery, is still making his announcement. ‘This is my patch,’ it declares, in tight tweets and sudden arpeggios. The warbly parts of its lively shrillsong are interspersed by rapid-fire, staccato bursts: It might be celebrating the sun or anticipating an alfresco caterpillar breakfast. But mainly it is building a garden fence of sound. Do not pass.

			The wren has its sad songs, too, or at least there are, to my mind, sad songs about the wren. One of the most poignant artefacts in the Welsh History Museum in St Fagans is a little wren’s house, made in Marloes in Pembrokeshire. It’s a wooden model of a local cottage, decorated with red and white ribbons of cloth, constructed by Richard Cobb, the sexton.

			It was connected with a tradition with roots deep in the Winter Solstice. ‘Hunting the Wren’ was called ‘Twelfth Tide’ in Pembrokeshire and usually took place between 6 January and 12 January, known, of course as Twelfth Night.

			A group of charged-up young men would set out to catch a wren, beating briar bushes and brambles and making one heck of a commotion. The poor bird might be killed or sometimes taken prisoner in a little cage, that beribboned house. The wren king would then be carried in mock procession through the village. The testosteroned procession would knock on a door and ask questions in order to gain entry and lustily sing:

			Joy, health, love and peace be all here in this place

			By your leave we will sing concerning our King

			Our King is well dressed in the silks of the best

			In ribbons so rare no king can compare

			The wren song was a curiously joyous funeral song for a king, a dead bird and an aubade to the old year, too.

			You could amusingly arrange songbirds into a league table, as did Stanley Morris in his 1924 book, simply called Birdsong. He assessed each species according to five criteria: compass, execution, plaintive notes, sprightly notes and mellowness of tone. He put the nightingale in pole position, while the wren languished down the bottom of the list. Its marks for mellowness and plaintive notes might match the UK entry to the Eurovision song contest when it garners nul points. Low spots included crooner Engelbert Humperdinck – named, of course after a German composer – with ‘Love Will Set You Free’, which I quite like. Certainly not crow-croak. But best leave it to the birds and their perfect pitch. No nul points there.

			The skylark is a musical winner if ever there was one. It lifts aloft in Vaughan Williams’s ‘The Lark Ascending’ – the most requested recording on Desert Island Discs – as if the castaways believe they can be transported back home by music that ‘dreams itself along,’ as a critic for The Times once described it. The historian Richard King avers it is an experience as intimate, if not spiritual, as music can create. That ‘springful of larks’ that Dylan Thomas exultantly describes. ‘Higher still and higher/From the earth thou springest/Like a cloud of fire,’ as Shelley puts it, loftily.

			Unlike the skylark’s unfurling of notes, the wren’s staccato serenade is very brief. It’s an eight-second performance at best, a concertinaed series of metallic, high-pitched ringing notes, sometimes repeated over and over. These are interspersed with little trills, when the small bird is a miniaturised, soft machine-gun spraying paper bullets of sound. The vibrations of the wren’s song run at 4,000 cycles per second, equivalent to C8, the top note on a piano, but are too fast for the human ear to take in.

			But, slow down a recording of wren song and it becomes positively symphonic: 64 notes in eight seconds. It sounds full, exotic, like a bulbul singing among date palms. Or at least, that’s how I imagine it. You can hear nightingale warbles and even little squeaks, as if the hinges of its tiny beak really do need oiling.

			That mechanical sound is present in other bird rhythms and musics. The lesser spotted woodpecker tapping out its little rimshot like Stan Levey, delicate on drums. The baritone saxophone breath of the booming bittern, hidden among the Phragmites. The squeaky gate of partridge call.

			Edward Grey, in The Charm of Birds, thought the sound of the chiff-chaff ‘suggests industry, as of the passage of a shuttle to and fro.’ In Waterlog, Roger Deakin riffs on that self-same theme, hearing a starling flock create a mechanical, metallic and industrial song, the ‘sudden squeaking, oozing, dripping chorus of a flock of starlings darkening the hawthorn hedge in the field. They sounded like some great Victorian cotton-mill, with all the engines, shuttles, fly-wheels and belts all trundling at full tilt, squeaking, jolting, rattling and clattering.’

			The American composer, Derek Bermel, was similarly inspired by the sight of starlings, this time in Gretna Green. It led him to write Murmurations, where, in his words, the music ‘hovers and swoops, culminating in a cadenza – the lone concertmaster briefly separating from the flock for a rare individual moment, before again being swallowed up into the mass motion.’

			When he watches a string orchestra play, Bermel is reminded of a flock of birds: ‘Visually and aurally, the performers seek unity on many levels – attention to tuning, tone, clarity of rhythm, consistency and pressure of bowing. They glide and dive in formation, soaring together or splitting into layers of counterpoint before regrouping into a single unit. Their stunning, geometrical displays of aviation prior to settling down for the night are a humbling sight to behold. In fact, the starlings’ mass motion suggests “emergence”, a concept in Game Theory that explains how simple interactions can engender complex systems.’†

			In places, Bermel sees the notes travel in loose clusters, ‘darting and fluttering, far enough from each other to manoeuvre through the air, yet close enough to respond to sudden shifts in the murmuration’s rhythm and cadence.’ So much like the swirling, compacting, expanding shapes of a flock.

			That intriguing comparison between starlings and a string orchestra positively invites a writer to, well, play with it. To see the sharp elbows of the violinists like so many bird scapulars or describe the waves in a flock as it swoops and settles in musical terms as legatos and slurs of lift and dip.

			So, sit up straight please. The magpie-sharp, black-and-white formal dress of male orchestra members resemble pied flycatchers arranged in rows.

			Hear the glissando of one bird melding notes seamlessly into the other, as in the cheerful hymn of the blackcap.

			Note the way starlings settle plinkily into evening pines as if filling the manuscript with quirky random notes, something by a composer such as Messiaen, perhaps.

			Then a quieter music still, the adagio of swallows on telegraph wires – poised, politely spaced out, semi-quavering in the breeze.

			Or, for that unexpected crescendo, the starling-orchestra joins together in a wild rush of white noise, before each drops down into reeds or onto the cramped and crowded branches of a roost among pines, huddling among the cones.

			One of my favourite places to see such orchestral action is the seafront at Aberystwyth, on the rim of Cardigan Bay. Autumn always sees a glorious Sturnus Vulgaris end-of-the-pier show as they pixelate the skies, 10,000 of them gathering at dusk, in failing light, to roost on the iron struts and girders.

			If they do indeed murmur, it is not like that of bees but rather of locusts, a Ceredigion sub-species that spends the days denuding the fields of leatherjackets and anything else this omnivorous bird can get into its bill. But as they twist and bank as one, whirl and swirl above the waves, before straightening into lines towards the marina, or streaming north towards Constitution Hill, there is something elastic about them.

			Each individual flies just a feather’s width from the next – and this next one, don’t forget, is also flying at speed and can turn on a whim, taking its cue from its flying companions. Scientific studies have shown that each bird in a flock takes it coordinates from exactly seven other birds, which in my mind summons up images of fighter jets and the theme music to Top Gun – thrilling pulses of electronica by Giorgio Moroder – as Tom Cruise uses his on-board computer to fly in tightest formation.

			Except these starlings have no radar, and no sophisticated flying kit. But they still fly as one, like the Red Arrows’ aeronautic displays at an air show. A stooping peregrine would have to have its luck in to single out a bird should it attack the flock. And should they part, split up, they soon regroup, ready to settle uneasily on the pier’s ironwork before chattering into silence.

			***

			In one of my favourite bird books, At the Turn of the Tide, Richard Perry describes being out on the marshes at day’s end, when the light fades. Having been in the same situation many, many times, I can fully understand his confusion when he hears the ‘silk-tearing cutting of sharp wings’ and big birds’ wings at that, as parties of swans slice through the arriving dark.

			At first, he thinks the geese sounds come ‘momentarily nearer and as quickly fade away again’, but after that initial confusion, he knows what is coming to him out of the twilight. Perry stiffens expectantly, trying to fix on the location of the sound.

			Just when he thinks the music is dying away, the swans appear out of the dim light: ‘Hompa-hompa-hompa – only a thousand times more musical … up to me and past me on a level with my eyes, forging onwards with magnificent straightness of eager, outstretched necks and heavy bodies, rhythmical wings beating one against the other: a glorious, strident, contrapuntal music firing my blood … and then they are gone and their music with them, caught for a flash by the last light when they swoop whitely up at harrying gulls. No other sound of Nature holds for me the emotional appeal of this forceful, primitive wing-music of wild swans.’

			That metronome beat of swans flying overhead, that beating ‘hompa-hompa-hompa’ is a steady music, both muscular and determined. It’s a beat heard, too, in parties of pink feet progressing or the forward pulse of greylags gathering into Vs. Or in determined, barnacle geese shafting the air with their wide arrowhead formations. Among them you might also hear a more whirring, compact music, that of a single rocketing teal, a mad anserine firework, flying thither and hither, and in some confusion, too, at finding himself alone, among geese.

			Many of us have been delighted by bird song, with favourite virtuosi or musical performances. The song thrush in the apple tree fluting its notes into easy twilight. The winter song of robins, so different from their summer declarations, a missingness about it. The garden warbler: dull of plumage, divine of song.

			My all-time favourite came one winter’s night in a stream in mid Wales. Yes, we were in a stream as I had joined Dr Stephanie Tyler on an expedition to ring dippers, part of a long-term study that had alerted us to the effects of acid rain on the only British songbird that swims underwater. And in turn, on the streams themselves. We unsteadily sploshed in waders through a flowing riverscape that was every shade of black. Black water, black banks, and ahead, a coal-black bridge under a railway line where Stephanie knew some dippers regularly roosted.

			At just the right moment, Steph switched on her torch, dazzling the bird, then keeping the light source still, she scooped it up with her free hand before handing it to me. Expert from years of practice, she deftly placed a ring on its leg, took measurements then logged the ring details before handing it to me so I could set it gently back in place on the iron ledge.

			And then it sang, right there on the palm of my hand, a straight-legged solo performance by a bird, a water ousel that seemed dressed for the moment, its breast a white waistcoat. Its small tenor voice was a feeder stream of notes that matched the flow of the river itself – calm passages of notes that then speed up as rills and ruffles as it busily repeats a few.

			It’s interesting to listen to the music used in wildlife documentaries, such as George Fenton’s orchestral score for Blue Planet or the minimalist soundtrack for the extraordinary The Messenger, filmed in part in Western University’s Advanced Facility for Avian Research in Ottawa, using high-speed cameras to show birds in flight. Strings seem de rigueur.

			One can add your own soundtrack to bird scenes. Many people do, walking through woodlands, headphones on.

			***

			You might expect a comedic, clownish tune, something with castanets to accompany the clacking of puffin bills and their Pagliacci appearance, these miniaturised Italian baritones striding breast-high among the sea-thrift.

			But I’ll plump for something more religious. Why? Well in Irish folklore, puffins are thought to be reincarnations of Celtic monks, and in the Faroe Islands they’re known as prestur, meaning priests. The word frater, Latin for ‘brother’ also means friar, so the genus name of puffins (Fratercula) might be interpreted as ‘little brother’ or ‘little friar’ – aided by the puffin’s colouring and solemn demeanour, especially on land. Here it walks slowly with head bowed down, as if treading contemplatively through a quiet cloister. Cue sombre, religious mood music, maybe something glacially slow composed by the Estonian, Arvo Pärt. It would have to be his work for string quartet called Fratres. For a bird whose Latin name is Fratercula arctica. That little priest of the cliffs, solemnly pacing the sea-campion.

			***

			You don’t need to know much about birds to appreciate them. Andrew Greig, writing about the Scottish poet, Norman MacCaig, told us that the poet, who clearly delighted in birds, wasn’t actually very knowledgeable. He could name the commonest species and that was about it. But Greig was of the opinion that, ‘He didn’t want to know more, believing that knowledge of their Latin names, habitat, feeding and mating patterns, moulting season would obscure their reality. Sometimes the more you know, the less you see. What you encounter is your knowledge, not the thing itself.’

			So MacCaig looked as a poet looked, not as an ornithologist. He looked with wonder at the otherness of sparrow, stonechat, swallow, finch, gannet and buzzard.

			It may be true that knowing too much about a species means you actually see less and less – forget to look properly, or even at all – yet there is a beauty in knowledge, too. Nowhere more so than in the names for birds, which form a treasure trove beyond compare, such as an alternative name for dunnock of ‘shufflewing’ or the dunlin as a ‘plover’s page’, which invites recall of the Welsh poet Twm Morys’s alliterative music in ‘My first love was a plover’ and ‘my plover lover leaving.’

			There’s a found poem in pretty much every list of birds – perhaps especially so in collective nouns. In the ‘congregations’ of them, the ‘dissimulations’ and ‘flights’ of them, the veritable ‘voleries’.

			The entrancing variety of names expands the world, so if you stand, say, looking out at an area of standing water, you might see a plump of waterfowl, or wigeon in a ‘bunch’, a ‘company’, ‘coil’ or ‘knob’. In a wood, you’ll see a ‘descent’ of woodpeckers. They seem to make truth to the suggestion of the poet, Louis MacNiece, that ‘World is crazier and more of it than we think/Incorrigibly plural.’

			Some of the collective nouns are almost too appropriate, such as a ‘spring’ of teal, as anyone will know who has seen these diminutive ducks rocket up from reeds or water’s edge. There they whoosh, springing up in an instant, startled by whatever the heck spooked them in the first place, turning them into flying duck-shaped missiles. The origin of many collective nouns is not so clear. Rather theatrically we have a ‘cast’ of falcons. Enchantingly we have a ‘charm’ of goldfinches, the latter perched twitchingly on stands of teasel or teasing seeds from purslane or shepherd’s-purse. These might be alongside a ‘trimming’ and a ‘trembling’ of linnets, like a Motown song about spring and its demeanour.

			So, playing ornithological DJ, cue up a ‘tremolo’ of larks, or an ‘exultation’ of them. Segue a ‘sedge’ of herons, out to spear eels; or follow a ‘band’ of jays scouting for acorns. Note, prettily, a ‘bouquet’ of pheasants, not to mention all those lovely collective nouns for swans. A ‘bank’, a ‘bevy’, a ‘drift’ of swans; a ‘herd’ of them; a ‘squadron’, a ‘whiteness’, a ‘wedge’. Which makes me eager to neologise, to coin a new one. So I’ll plump for ‘serenity’. I’ll mint that. A serenity of swans. That should do it.

			There is such variety, such abundance of language in the world of birds. To know a thrush as a throstle, or a mistle thrush as a mistletoe thrush – after its fondness for the sacred berries. Or hear the poetry in its dialect names: char cock, gaw thrush, horse thrush, screech. To hear in ‘pettychaps’ an alternative for the garden warbler, a perky version of its own, melodious song. Or see the whitethroat’s distinctive throat band worn in the Scottish names, ‘little muff’ or ‘muffie’, as if the singing male is actually wearing one, white as drifts of blackthorn blossom. To hear the bittern’s foghorn of the marsh in its lexicon of local names – miredromble, reed-boomer, bog blutter, bog bumper, butter bump.

			The twentieth-century philosopher, Ludwig Wittgenstein, said: ‘The limits of my language are the limits of my world.’ All these words, these names for birds – nine murder, mud dauber, dulwilly, doo; the delight of the collective nouns – enrich and expand the world. But they are meaningless if the birds themselves have gone. With each loss there is a diminishment of the world itself, reduced, deadened, dodoed.

			Imagine the garden-amphitheatre if it amplified nothing more than silence. Imagine if the collective noun for skylarks was a ‘memory’. Or the collective noun for most birds was an ‘absence’. How poor would be our world.

			The wind flicks through the pages of the dictionary to reveal a fan of names for the kestrel – wind-bibber, windsucker, wind-fanner, hover-hawk and windhover, the last of these names giving its title to the marvellous poem by the Jesuit bird-observer, Gerard Manley Hopkins, in which he hymns ‘this morning’s minion’, the ‘dapple-drawn Dauphin’. ‘The Windhover’ is a poem I used to recite to my mother when she was deep in dementia, when she would still smile at its buoyant sprung rhythm and its rhyme and chime, when the world was otherwise all confusion. As she lost her words. Being a religious woman, she’d probably have appreciated the poem’s dedication to Christ the Lord, much as I enjoy the way Hopkins details and delights at one and the same time:

			I caught this morning morning’s minion, kingdom of daylight’s dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon, in his riding

			Of the rolling level underneath him steady air, and striding

			High there, how he rung upon the rein of a wimpling wing

			In his ecstasy! then off, off forth on swing,

			As a skate’s heel sweeps smooth on a bow-bend: the hurl and gliding

			Rebuffed the big wind. My heart in hiding

			Stirred for a bird, – the achieve of, the mastery of the thing.

			My most powerful memory of birdsong is really about its absence, and an inexplicable memory at that.

			My grandmother and grandfather died within hours of each other, having been together for many, many decades. She passed away at home, in the house we shared with her, while he died in hospital, in the company of wheezing old coal miners, some of them colliers he had worked with in the long ago past.

			Until the day of the funeral, Bess’s coffin was kept in the front room and if you entered the place, it seemed as if the air was agitated, in keeping with what had been a painful death. When Thomas John’s body arrived to keep her company, it was as if a calm had been restored.

			They were buried on a bright May day, in a small chapel called Carmel at the end of a wooded valley. The singing birds were a veritable male-voice choir – warblers, flycatchers, thrushes – ‘bushes brimming with singing blackbirds’, all their voices melding into one, glorious chorus coming out of the trees.

			My grandmother’s coffin was the first to be lowered into the earth, then my grandfather followed, placed on top. At that point all the birds stopped singing. Just briefly, for an instant, but sufficient for me to turn to my cousin and ask if he’d noticed that, the moment the birds stopped singing. He had.

			It was an incident like something out of a Gabriel García Márquez story, reality mixing with magic. It might have been an impossible coincidence, running contrary to all the statistics of probability, this moment when every bird in the valley happened to be silent. A reverent silence, maybe.

			Before they all started up again, in full throat, marking out all the vivid green territories of the living.

				
					* Stephen Moss’ The Wren: A Biography is a small book with a big influence on this chapter, full of bright gems and learned nuggets.

				

				
					† https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FZp912TamUg

				

		

		
			ONE

			The Sound of Summer

			‘The back was a sandy orange, scalloped with black spots, and it seemed to glow in the sunlight, while the breast was rose pink, with a black-and-white mark on the neck, which for some reason made me think of an army officer’s collar badge.’

			Michael McCarthy, Say Goodbye to the Cuckoo

			I am going in search of an ineffably beautiful bird. The turtle dove is as evocative of summer as the electric chittering of swallows trawling for midges. Or the sight of a fat bee pushing its body inside the petals of foxglove. ‘Sumer is icumen in’, as they sing in the old English round. The turtle dove’s arrival is celebrated in much older works, too – it’s there in the Bible, in ‘The Song of Solomon’. ‘For lo, the winter is past, the rain is over, and gone; the flowers appear on the earth, the Time of the singing of birds is come, and the voice of the turtle is heard in our land.’ Or at least it used to be, for the purr and turr of this, our only migratory pigeon, is in many places just a memory. Or the echo of a memory, already faded into silence.

			To find one I am going to what may well be the smallest private nature reserve in Britain, tucked away in a green fold of Kent. Appropriately for a bird that only visits Birdland between April and July, we’re in a little hamlet called Summer Field. It’s in an area of scattered villages and hamlets not far from the town of Sandwich, where nature is abundantly present in the place names. Have a look: it’s close-on remarkable. There’s Marshborough and Woodborough; Elmstone and Ash; Frogham, Foxburgh and Rattling and, should you allow them, there’s Wingham and Bramling, too, the last of these sounding like a brambling, that lovely wintry finch. But for today I just need to turn at the Black Pig, go down Chalkpit Lane and turn again at the big hedge.

			Here, three couples bought a half acre of land to create an unofficial turtle-dove sanctuary. It adjoins what used to be a garden nursery, which traditionally grew wallflowers from seed and sold them in the spring. In so doing, they unwittingly created a brilliant feeding habitat for turtle doves, because once the growers had lifted the plants they wanted, they just left the ground as it was, stray wallflower seeds and all. Rich pickings for little doves.

			David and Bridget Burridge live in a charming thatched cottage where David handed round the tea and explained that the turtle doves were first brought to their attention by a 14-year-old naturalist called Andrew, who was cycling by in 2015. The lad stopped to say he’d seen seven turtle doves on the little corner near their house. The Burridges subsequently enjoyed seeing them for a year or two, but then a ‘For Sale’ sign went up for the nursery, including this special patch of land. Danger signals came up, the two of them worrying what was going to happen to the turtle doves.

			Their neighbour, horticultural salesman, David Tingey, and his music teacher wife, Anne, had lived in the village for 40 years but knew nothing whatsoever about birds. David is by no means a twitcher and at the time didn’t even know that such a bird as the turtle dove existed. ‘I didn’t recognise their call, unlike David and Bridget who are birders. We met in the pub and they probably fed me too many pints of beer and asked if there was a way to raise some money to buy that little plot of land, a tiny corner of half an acre.’

			Then someone from the RSPB paid a visit, binoculars strung around his neck. Hardly had he arrived than a pair of turtle doves flew over. ‘Flipping heck,’ was the response, before offering expert advice. Then a third local family, who wished to remain anonymous, joined in and between the three couples they managed to buy the patch, thus protecting a clearly favoured and important feeding habitat. It cost them £7,500 for Grade 1 agricultural land and they all felt lucky to get it when they did; in so doing, creating a private turtle-dove sanctuary. It was time to get to work.

			The two Davids explained that they were told to ensure there was a water source, so they promptly established a pond. ‘We set to with the help of some volunteers. Then we put in hedging and my wife managed to find 400–500 whips to plant in the ground. Nicole Khan from the RSPB’s Operation Turtle Dove, did a presentation in the pub and the place was full. We had to turn people away and the annual village fair, which happens on a little field about a mile away, gave us an annual donation to help with the upkeep of the plot. We have two or three weekends when we open the hide to the public so they can see the doves. They come from Senegal and Mali. That’s partly what makes them so enigmatic.’

			Bridget confirmed that the locals avidly anticipate the return of the doves: ‘Come late March, there’s about a week of anticipation with people in the village saying it won’t be long now before they’re back. Then into April, we’re down there every evening and then suddenly there they are, as if they’ve never been away.’ But they have been away, in sub-Saharan Africa where winter roosts in Gambia can number as many as a million birds.

			Is there any nervousness about them not coming back, I ask. ‘It’s been difficult this past three years, with building work on 17 houses less than 100 yards away. The noise has been unbelieveable and we were worried. We haven’t had as many in the past three years but we know they’re around: they’re not necessarily on our little plot in such high numbers but they are still around.’

			Any nature reserve worth its salt has a hide, so that was one of the next developments. Theirs was an old garden shed they found in an ad in a local paper. They went off to Maidstone with a trailer behind the car, flatpacked it on the back and then strapped it on as best they could. But as they came down the A2, one of the bits of the shed came flying off, luckily without hitting any vehicle. So they stopped on the hard shoulder and repacked. ‘Then a good friend of ours who used to be a carpenter set to and helped us erect it on a concrete base with metal girders. He cut out the windows to the hide and put an extra door in, added a felt roof and the job was done.’

			David Tingey freely admits to being mesmerised by the sound world of the turtle dove. ‘It’s so distinctive – I’d struggle to identify a wren, a robin or a blackbird but the turring of a turtle dove, it really stands out.’ The other David tells me: ‘What most people aren’t lucky enough to hear is, when they’re in the mating period, the turr turns into a frantic sound where the male’s getting extremely excited. And so this pre-mating call is astonishing.’

			The route to the shed is well-camouflaged, the path draped with hessian sacking as if disguising a military entrenchment. ‘The reason for the hessian is you can move around here without disturbing the birds and to shield the area from walkers.’ My hosts allow me to go in first, a privileged guest from Wales, pretty much guaranteed a sighting of a threatened bird, now down to just 4,000 in the UK.

			The hide is full of pinned-up, handy information, a sightings log, art by local artist, Pip Russell, as well as a wood carving of, you guessed it, turtle doves. My hosts wait behind me, their breaths duly bated and there is a sigh of disappointment when I say I can’t see any. Then something beneath the window ledge attracts my attention. Not one but two turtle doves feeding within feet of me! My hosts sigh again, contentedly this time, and allow me to drink in the sight, to look at one properly.

			What a stunning bird! Its plumage is ‘lush’, as my daughters say – a compact artist’s palette of colours: a blue-grey head, neck, flanks, and the rump is also blue-grey. It has a black bill while the wings are cinnamon, mottled with black. Its tail is wedge-shaped, with a dark centre and white borders and tips. The breast is deliciously vinaceous, a Burgundy wash or the colour of a red Sancerre, like the juice of wild strawberries. The abdomen and under tail add bright dabs of white. Meanwhile, the bill is black while the legs and eye rims are an unexpected red, bringing to mind the eyes of a Sardinian warbler, or the morning-after eyes of a heavy-duty whisky drinker. It is both a dove and a complicated little picture.

			Behind me as I take in the beauty of the doves, my companions in the hide share observations and appreciations of the birds, all in hushed but excited voices.

			‘Elegant, very elegant. Poised, they hold themselves head-up-high when they’re out in the middle of the field, as if they own this patch.’

			‘They’re even slightly smaller than the collared doves, not much bigger than blackbirds really: they’re very dainty.’

			‘Tan brown they have on the back – makes it look almost shell-like, a turtle shell, although that has nothing to do with the name. It’s lovely.’

			Then, in the road nearby, some strident hip-hop blasts out from a passing car, startling the doves into the air. Which means I can now tour the garden. Some of the ground is Rotovated, creating ‘turtle-dove landing strips’. A local wag suggested that they get a windsock so the doves know which way the wind is blowing when they do land. I wouldn’t put it past them.

			The soil is turned at the beginning of the season, then in the middle and then in August, hoping one of the turtle dove’s favourite plants, fumitory, is going to come up in profusion. If a weed is a flower in the wrong place, then fumitory is both a salad bar and seedcake rolled into one – turtle-dove essential supplies.

			Bridget tells me with quiet pride in her voice ‘It’s a safe feeding area. We are trying to create good nesting places. We’ve had one calling in our garden, another pair in the other direction and an astonishing population in March, when ten birds were seen at the same time. You can sit there and not see one, but I love the fact that there are lots of other birds here – yellowhammers, goldfinches, linnets. I sat there the other day and wrote down 13 different species, a lovely list. David and I have been life long birdwatchers and had great joy from it, so when we discovered these birds were here, that was a light suddenly coming on! It’s our intention that it’ll be there after our days, this wildlife habitat we’ve created.’

			To this end, they have planted a walnut tree – a sixtieth birthday gift; set silver birch and rowans into the earth; seen an oak tree slowly burgeon from a single acorn. The self-seeded teasel charms chitters of goldfinches as do the downy banks of thistles with their billows of seeds. Buddleia purples for the butterflies, while willow-drape shades the pond water from evaporation. The good folk of the aptly named Summer Field are all clearly enthralled by the specialness of a beautiful bird and are fully committed to doing something to safeguard it, turning a bare field into a sanctuary space. With newts in the pond. ‘We’ve got friends from the golf club and the hockey club who come here to see the birds. Tomorrow we’ve got a birder who lives a long way away who’s asked to come to see turtle doves. There’s a lot of eagerness out there to come and have a look at them.’

			‘We love to see their little dances, they puff themselves up and we have a branch that grows over the pond and they’ll perch there. The very first time they came this year, we had a pair sitting there, nuzzling up and kissing each other. They do this little dance a bit like grebes, although on a much smaller scale, doing little synchronised movements. They’re showstoppers when they arrive on the plot because they’re so beautiful. Stunning.’

			When the turtle doves go, summer goes with them, and a little beauty seems to flee. ‘August comes and you gradually realise that you don’t see them as often. If you’re lucky enough to have seen a fledgling, it’s a joy, ensuring birds are here next year.’

			***

			A short turtle dove flight away, in Canterbury Golf Course in Scottish Hills, the turtle doves have found places to nest around the very well maintained tees and manicured greens. Part of the course lies within the Old Park SSSI, and about half of the land is made up of out-of-play areas such as woodland, scrub, some of which is very suitable habitat for turtles doves. The course, designed by Harry Colt and opened in 1927, was built on land used for training by the Ministry of Defence. Having originally been carved out of the gorse, Canterbury is now a parkland, tree-lined course, abundant in alder, oak, hazel, silver birch, hornbeam, beech and willow.

			Ray Goodsall is the course manager and sees ecology as a very important part of his role. He even has his own terminology. ‘We have introduced about seven hectares of what I call eco-rough, and that was a bit of a shock for some, initially, because it’s not as easy to find a wayward ball in amongst that!’ The course has its own biodiversity plan, which was written by retired landscape architect, Anthony Dance, who identified important habitats and also detailed how they could be improved for wildlife. About three seasons ago they spotted an individual turtle dove, and as a consequence the RSPB visited and helped identify a supplementary feeding site. At the end of the season Ray photographed four birds, of which three were juveniles, a clear sign of breeding. By 2023, they’d identified ten individuals at feeding stations. It left Ray elated as he loves being able to help an endangered species on the golf course, especially now that he’s getting the art of looking after turtle doves down to a tee. The nomenclature of golf is full of birds. Birdies. Albatrosses. Eagles. Condors. And now, turtle doves.

			Viniculturists help turtle doves as surely as do golfers. Now that’s a sentence new to the English language. Chartham Vineyard, 3 miles outside the city of Canterbury, was planted in the early 2010s after Roz Waller inherited Burnt House Farm and hatched the idea of planting grapes.

			One day, her stepson took a snap of an unfamiliar bird that turned out to be … you, guessed it, a turtle dove. The family liked the idea of both helping wildlife and encouraging turtle doves, which worked well with growing vines in a regenerative way as they tried to build up soil health. So Roz is very pleased that in an area where wildlife is considered to be at risk they can do something to help. Seeing one is always a champagne moment, or rather, in the case of this artisan winery, a glass of Chartham Winery Blanc de Blancs from this, the garden of England.

			***

			Farm manager Anthony Curwen and Operation Turtle Dove adviser Nicole Khan take me out to see turtle dove conservation on a much bigger scale. The Quex Park estate covers 1,800 acres and is big enough to have its own museum with over 8,000 archaeological finds from the Thanet coastline and no fewer than 6,500 preserved mammals. A farm with its own taxidermy museum. That big.

			Anthony’s father was the farm’s manager before him, so his family has been involved here since 1959, thus running the estate for 65 years. They used to be intensive vegetable farmers, ‘as people around here were in those days, but life’s moved on as we’ve been trying to maximise profitability for the charity that owns the farm. It’s not just about doing things that are lovely and fluffy, we’ve got to make things pay. In the early 1990s I thought we’d plough up this bit of grassland and put wheat in it, but when we ploughed it up, it was all shingle so it was the wrong thing to do. So, 20 years ago I restored it to what it is now, got a stewardship grant and tried to build up scrub as turtle dove habitat.’

			We stop, hop out and survey prime habitat. It’s an open area studded with thorny shrubs and trees. Nicole runs through the features that make it so: ‘Turtle doves like really dense scrub, thick areas of bramble, hawthorn and blackthorn. It takes time for quality scrub to develop, it can take up to about 20 years.’ She also informs me that a third of England’s turtle doves are in Kent, so this is an area of especial importance to the species.

			Both Anthony and Nicole can look at the same piece of land but see different things. ‘Some conservationists would say we need to manage that scrub,’ suggests Anthony, ‘otherwise it would be taken over by hawthorn, so as a farmer I need to take advice. It’s not an instinctive thing to do. Farmers love everything in nice neat rows; we love everything looking smart. It’s a culture change in our heads.’

			By way of illustration he shows me an area which is going to be grazed at low intensity, which should suit waders. However, the people who like the waders want him to get rid of the scrub: ‘Even in the environmental world, there are these conflicts, so you get different advice from different people.’

			Anthony remembers when turtle doves were much more plentiful. ‘When I was a boy, and as a teenager, I associated the turtle dove with summer, but then I went to university and I travelled and when I came back in the mid 1980s they’d been lost. I wasn’t aware of it, as I’m not a birdwatcher. We become so obsessed with production and the quality of production. My father came from the generation that wanted to produce food on every square inch of land, went through the Second World War. There was still rationing when my brother and sister were born, so this meant taking hedges out, otherwise you were letting your fellow countrymen down. It was the “Dig for Victory” mindset.’

			He shows me where ‘in the 1990s we used to rotationally graze the cattle and grew things intensively – wheat, rape and linseed. We still do up to a point. This word intensive – what does it mean? We’ve got to be very careful with some of the language we use because everything’s polarised. Up on Thanet, it used to be loads of cauliflowers and potatoes and everything else. Now it’s wheat with pollen and nectar strips everywhere, to try to get the grey partridge coming back, which they are, they’re there. Even in my youth we didn’t have barn owls but now we do, nesting in boxes. They’re the most glorious bird you can see on a summer’s evening.’

			Anthony strikes a cautionary note among the cheer, suggesting we have to be careful not to treat the commoner species with disdain, otherwise they’ll become uncommon quite soon. He tells me: ‘What we’ve tried to do down here is embrace all the environmental schemes going and farm. So now we farm regeneratively, we have agronomists who advise us about how to use less fertiliser and pesticides – we’re not organic – but we’re trying to have a more negative footprint as well as grow food and make money for shareholders.’

			Anthony’s entire job used to be dealing with supermarkets, always being reactive to their demands. It sounds like the sort of gig that could scramble one’s brains as surely as a Kenwood mixer. ‘They might order 1,000 crates of cauliflowers and then say they didn’t want them, even though there might be up to 80 people picking the crops, not to mention the logistics of lorries and deliveries. In the year 2000, we said we’d had enough of this.’

			‘People asked to come here to do some bird ringing and I said fine as long as you tell me what we have here. I had 1,800 acres but
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