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Dark Water Burning World – Introduction to the Second Edition





The Dangerous Journey

In 2019, fifty million people around the world were forced from their homes by conflict and disaster. In the climate crisis, these numbers will go up. The coronavirus pandemic of 2020 makes the lives of people in flight even more vulnerable than before.

This book offers a way into thinking about the first act of migration. Not the long, difficult process of settling into a new home, simply the journey you make to find one. It aims to give today’s mass human migrations a biological and historical context, and bring out religious, spiritual and psychological implications of all migration.

By shifting between prose and poetry, the book does a bit of migrating itself. It consists of eleven short essays, each introducing its own sequence of poems, which interrupt and reflect upon the argument like songs in a musical. Together, prose and poems reveal migration as a natural and creative movement essential to life on earth.

The immediate facts and politics of human migration are constantly changing but the issues and themes are universal. They come from living on this spinning earth, which provides reasons to migrate, such as changes in temperature as well as life-sustaining minerals, but also places mortal dangers in the migrant’s way.

Migrations of Birds and Animals: Human Implications

The book is in two halves. The first half creates a frame for thinking about human migration by exploring it in the natural world, through creatures whose journeys mirror those of human migrants. These other life-forms do the work of establishing the main theme, that the dangerous journey of migration is driven by need, which in human beings often translates into hope.

The book also has two modes of exploration: poetry and prose. In the first half, the prose essays investigate directly the human parallels suggested by animal migration. Do you go in a group, or alone? When and how do you ‘decide’ to go? Language we use about bird migration raises questions about human identity and what ‘home’ means, because home and migration are two sides of the same crystal. You leave one home to find another. But is home the nest, where you start, or the feeding territory where you spend your adult life? The poems, however, focus simply on the animals, and let readers explore human resonances for themselves. A poem about a robin in my garden (‘Choice’, p. 74) suggests how hard the decision to migrate can be, and how much is at stake. European robins are ‘partial migrants’. Some go, some stay. A short 2013 film of the poem, created by the project Making It Home run by Refugee Survival Trust Glasgow, illustrates the anguish of decision by showing an immigrant woman with a toddler, who receives a frightening letter, presumably telling her to leave the country. She puts the child in a pushchair and goes out, wild-eyed, into the street. I was glad that the film drew out the human implications of the bird’s dilemma in just the way I hoped all poems in this first half might work. In 2020 a Canadian jazz musician, Allison Au, used the same poem, voiced over music in a suite titled Migrations, in the same way.

Human Migration and the Environment

The book’s second half explores the history, myths, imaginative resonance and backstory of human migration. It starts with our ancestors emerging out of Africa and continues through invasions, trade, colonisation and psychological ‘displacement’ to ideas of the soul migrating after death. The climax is the section ‘Children of Storm’, whose poems explore migration in, mainly, the first decade of the twenty-first century. The prose essay introducing these poems sets the ancient meaning of asylum – the ‘unplunderable’ place-against the hardening of UK immigration policy from the 2008 creation of the UK Border Agency, detention centres and a brutal deportation system, to the 2012 introduction of ‘hostile environment policy’ and continuous tabloid hostility to asylum seekers. The environment, which determines migration, has always been hostile to migrants. Today’s migration crisis, climate crisis, pollution crisis – and hardening political borders – operate together. They will do so more as the earth’s temperature, sea levels and pollution levels rise.

Our degradation of the planet through climate change, pollution of land, air and water, overpopulation, extraction industries and political violence has created new emotions, too. Many people all over the world, especially the young, are feeling acute ‘eco-anxiety’. Field biologists, who understand most intimately what the degradation means, struggle with a more specialised ‘ecological grief’.1

In 2001–04, working on tiger conservation, I felt the zoologists and conservationists I met in Asian forests were like King Canute, trying to hold back the tide. I asked how they dealt with despair. Their strategies ranged from ‘Switch off on Friday night’ to a wildlife vet who told me, ‘You have a choice. Do something or do nothing. I know what I decided.’2

Twenty years on, the situation is far worse. On New Year’s Day 2020, a climate scientist in Australia’s Blue Mountains, expecting to see a rainforest panorama framed by blue-tinged mountains, saw smoke-filled valleys through a fuggy brown haze.3 As bushfires raged in Australia, hundreds of kangaroos looking for safety, water and food ‘invaded’ (the word some media used) the streets of Canberra. With dazed wildlife refugees camping on suburban lawns, the seventeenth-century notion of the mind as a mirror reflecting nature, and nature as a mirror reflecting the mind, has become an image of nightmare. Poetry has always found its earliest inspiration in nature, but in the face of eco-grief on such a scale, it is hard to write poems that are not simply a howl of despair at damage that is causing mass human displacement and threatening all wildlife, especially migrating animals.

The ancient dream of colonising the moon (p. 198) is partly a fantasy of getting away from the mess you made of your old home in order to discover a new one. But it also expresses every migrant’s hope of refinding in a new home things you have lost in the old. Any real answer to the broken mirror, and what we are losing, lies in two things – nature’s extraordinary powers of renewal, and that wildlife vet’s words: Do something.

In 2004, the broadcaster David Attenborough, whose scientific delight in nature had enchanted TV audiences for decades, whose voice and judgement were trusted throughout Britain, decided to inform the public about the harm human change was doing to the planet and to wildlife. The 2010s marked the hottest decade on record. ‘Things are going to get worse,’ Attenborough said in 2017. ‘Not a message we like to hear, but denial is no longer an option. Bold action is. We have to take the electorate with us.’ In 2017, the UK government announced new plastic-recycling policies immediately after his series Blue Planet II. In 2019, when the seas reached the warmest temperature ever recorded, he brought out his film Climate Change: The Facts. ‘The moment of crisis has come,’ he told the UK Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy Committee, and ‘humanity could not be radical enough’ in tackling the climate crisis. In January 2020, introducing his film A Life On Our Planet, he said it was ‘palpable nonsense’ for politicians and commentators to argue that Australia’s fires were nothing to do with global warming. ‘Humans have overrun the world.’4 Meanwhile Greta Thunberg, born in 2003, is inspiring the young across the world and has filed a lawsuit against countries which failed to meet their Paris Agreement emission reduction targets.

But the hope she represents is threatened by vested interests damaging the planet. Since 1988, a hundred companies worldwide have caused over 70 per cent of the world’s greenhouse gas emissions.5 Backed by these interests, the same media which blame crime and disease on migrants often present environmentalists as the enemy, and blame the effects of climate change on anyone but the companies causing it.6 Between 2004 and 2019, murders of environmental defenders worldwide doubled. By 2017, it was three or four every week across the world. Governments often describe those killed as ‘terrorists’.7

In 2012, nearly half of the 1,200 new coal-fired power stations proposed worldwide were in India, where coal, most polluting of all fossil fuels and key driver of climate change, is the main source of power.8 In 2015, Prime Minister Narendra Modi cancelled the registration of nearly 15,000 foreign-funded NGOs, barred Greenpeace, which had led an anti-coal campaign, from receiving foreign donations, and froze its main bank account.9

In January 2020, first month of a decade which will be a final turning point for climate catastrophe, Donald Trump proposed a law to let US pipelines and highways bypass reviews of how much they will increase global warming. Meanwhile the US Department of Homeland Security listed as ‘extremists’, alongside mass killers, various members of Climate Direct Action who had non-violently targeted the oil industry. In Australia, as bushfires blazed, conservative media blamed the fires on arsonists and ‘woke greenies’, with ‘poisonous, antihuman, anti-science, anti-history ideologies’, for opposing firebreak measures like back-burning, though in fact Australian Greens follow scientific advice in supporting them.10 The planet’s destroyers are protected by powerful voices, and no government wants to make voters give up any of their lifestyle. In January 2020, after the UK government cast Extinction Rebellion as a terrorist ideology and bailed out a failing UK airline, the Health Secretary rejected the idea of ‘sacrifices’ to save the planet. Asked if people should be flying less because of the climate crisis, he replied, ‘Nope.’11

The Changing Face of Migration

Even as I wrote the first edition of this book, human migration was changing drastically across the globe. When I began, in 2004, migration was already one of the defining movements of our time. While I was writing, the numbers of people braving the Mediterranean to escape conflict, instability and loss of resources in Africa, Asia and the Middle East, shot up.

In 2011, the year I finished the book, Syrian uprisings began, which led to war and mass migrations to Europe, there was a 40 per cent increase worldwide in forced displacement, and in particular a 25 per cent rise in emigration to the US from South America’s ‘Northern Triangle’ – El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras – driven by human activity (rising gang crime, rising murder rates, domestic violence) but also geophysical causes. Climate change, and changes in the El Niño current system, were causing widespread drought and crop failure. By the end of 2014, with nearly 0 million forcibly displaced people worldwide (the highest level since World War II), millions of people needed food aid. The Viacrucis del Migrante, the Migrant’s Way of the Cross, began: ‘caravans’, travelling from the Guatemala– Mexico border to the US–Mexico border. In 2019, the fifth year of drought, Trump – whose administration has done more than any other institution to increase injustice in global treatment of migrants – ramped up fear of these caravans to promote his ‘zero tolerance’ policy of arresting people who had crossed illegally, and separating parents from children.

Populist inciting of hatred against migrants has risen everywhere. In April 2015, hours before eight hundred migrants drowned off Libya, Britain’s biggest-selling newspaper the Sun ran an infamous column headlined RESCUE BOATS? I’D USE GUNSHIPS TO STOP MIGRANTS! Migrants in Calais, boarding trucks heading to Britain, were a plague of feral humans. British towns were plagued by swarms of asylum seekers. Migrants were like cockroaches. The UN Commissioner for Human Rights urged the UK government to respect international law on curbing incitement to hatred, reminding them that the Nazis, and authors of genocide in Rwanda, used the same dehumanising image.12 Whether this will change, now that people in both the UK and US understand that ‘key workers’ – especially health workers, trying to save them from a global virus pandemic – are disproportionately of immigrant origin, has yet to be seen.13

That is why I am updating the book. The only poem I have been able to add came from a visit I made in 2016 to a Greek island on Europe’s immigration front line. I wrote it in collaboration with a Syrian artist to honour the courage of Syrian refugees who fled to Lesbos in 2015 and the humanity of the islanders who welcomed them. When I visited again, in February 2020, the situation had catastrophically deteriorated, and the main holding camp had become a place of violence and despair. A global pandemic is changing it still further. The UN refugee agency had already called for the urgent evacuation of families and the sick, saying, ‘Greece has been generous and compassionate towards refugees, despite a complex, difficult situation, and the East Aegean islands have shouldered a vastly disproportionate burden.’ The Greek government may even build a floating barrier round the island to stop further migrants, and some of the islanders have said they want their island back. But that does not lessen the humanity of the original response.

If we respond to climate crisis by turning borders into fortresses, people inside the fortress will embrace language that justifies it.14 In January 2020, the United Nations ruled that international responsibility should prohibit governments from sending migrants back to places where their lives are at risk because of climate-induced change, but arguments for keeping out climate migrants will proliferate everywhere. The planet could become like the raft of the Medusa, on which individuals survive by throwing weaker companions overboard.

But there is hope, and compassion. Since writing the book, I have met huge numbers of people and organisations tirelessly supporting migrants everywhere, including Lesbos. Meanwhile immigrant writers, musicians and artists are sharing their experience of immigration with the public, who want to hear it.15 I hope this book will remind people that when home becomes impossible, migration is a natural response. It is how Trump’s grandfather came to the US in 1885, after five years of crop-withering drought in the Bavarian fields. A young male, aged sixteen, just like thousands of boys in the detention camp on Lesbos today.16 Migration is how the world was made. We all came, originally, from somewhere else.

The Personal Journey

All lives go through transitions which provide a new home for the self. While writing this book, I moved house and my daughter left home – to begin what turned into ten years’ work in Colombia. I was sad to leave a myrtle tree, whose berries fed the birds. Today, blackbirds are feeding from a new myrtle, and my daughter is living here again, with her Colombian husband. So it seemed appropriate for this edition to end with a poem written when she was a teenager, full of hope, that word which drives migration, for a new life.

Ruth Padel

London, 2020




Time to Fly


You go because you heard a cuckoo call. You go

                                   because

you’ve met someone, you made a vow, there are no

                                   more

grasshoppers. You go because the cold is coming, spring

is coming, soldiers are coming. Plague, flood, an ice age,

a new religion, a new idea. You go because the world

                                   rotates,

because the world is changing and you’ve lost the key.

You go because you have the kingdom of heaven in

                              your heart

and the kingdom of hell has taken over someone else’s

                                   heart.




You go because you have magnetite in your brain,

                           thorax, tips

of your teeth. Because the grass is green

over the hill and there’s gold, or more likely bauxite,

inside the hill. You go because your mother is dying

and only you can bring her the apples of the Hesperides.

You go because you need work.




You go because the astrologers say so – the sea

is calling – your best friend bought a motorbike

in America last year. You go because the streets are paved

with gold and besides, your father went when he was

                              your age.

You go because you have seventeen children and the

                    Lord will provide,

because your sixteen brothers have parcelled up the land

and there’s none left for you. You go because the waters

                              are rising,

an ice sheet is melting, the rivers are dry,




there are no more fish in the sea. You go because God

has given you a sign – you had a dream – the potatoes

                          are blighted

because it is too hot, too cold, you are on a quest for

                               knowledge

and knowledge is always beyond. You go because it’s

                                   destiny,

because Pharoah won’t let you light candles on Friday at

                               sundown.

Because you are looking for




an enchanted lake, the meaning of life, a tall tree to nest in.

You go because travel is holy, because your body

is wired to go, you’d have a quite different body and

                         different brain

if you were the sort of bird that stayed. You go

because you can’t pay the rent, creditors lie in wait for

                         your children

after school. You go because Pharoah has hogged

the oil, electricity and paraffin so all you have on your

                                   table

are candles, when you can get them.

You go because there’s nothing left to hope for;

because there’s everything to hope for and all life is risk.




You go because someone put the evil eye on you

and barometric pressure is dropping. You go because

                          you can’t cope

with your gift – other people can’t cope with your gift –

you have no gift and the barbarians are after you.




You go because the barbarians are gone, Herod

has turned off the Internet and mobile phones, the modem

is useless and the eagles are coming. You go because the

                                   eagles

have died off with the vultures and the ancestors are

                                   angry

there’s no one to clean the bones. You go in peace. You

                               go in war.

Someone has offered you a job. You go because the dog

                             is going too.

Because the Grand Vizier sent paramilitaries to your

                       home last night,

you have to go quick and leave the dog behind.




You go because you’ve eaten the dog and that’s it,

                   there’s nothing else.

You go because you’ve given up and might as well.

                        Because your love

is dead – because she laughed at you. You go because

                 she’s coming with you:

it will be a big adventure and you’ll live happily ever

                                   after.

You go in hope, in faith, in haste; in high spirits,

deep sorrow, deep snow, deep shit and without question.




You pause halfway to stoke up on Omega-3 and horse

                              shoe crabs.

You go for phosphorus, myrtle-berries, salt. You go for oil

and pepper. It was your father’s dying wish.

You go from pole to pole, you go because you can,

you sleep and mate on the wing.

You go because you need a place to shed your skin

in safety. You go with a thousand questions but you are

                              growing up,

growing old, moving on. Say goodbye to the might-

                            have-beens –




you can’t step into the same river twice.

You go because hope, need and escape

are names for the same god. You go

because life is sweet, life is cheap, life is flux

and you can’t take it with you. You go because you’re

                                   alive,

because you’re dying, maybe dead already. You go

                      because you must.
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Migration Made the World

You really feel the earth turn in September. The planet is sliding us into autumn. On the other side of the equator it must be sliding everyone into spring, but here every morning seems a little darker.

I come into the kitchen and see starlings round the bird-feeders outside. Dawn glows through the geisha fans of their wings as they try to eat and flutter at the same time. One of them does it by hanging upside down and sticking its tail over its head. They may live in London the whole year but they could have flown across the English Channel last night. Starlings are partial migrants – some migrate, some don’t. Huge flocks arrive every autumn on England’s east coast and radiate out to join other starlings across the country. In spring, hundreds of thousands go back to nest in Eastern Europe.
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We were all wanderers once. We walked out of Africa looking for food, safety, water, shelter and territory. Travelling was where we began and Homo viator, man the pilgrim, life as pilgrimage, is deep-engrained in Western thought. Mediaeval Christianity said we were strangers in this world, searching for the spiritual homeland to which we originally belonged. We weren’t meant to be here – we were put in a garden. But that went wrong and now we are wanderers between two worlds, wayfarers on the via, the ‘way’, of life.

Human beings are both fixed and wandering, settlers and nomads. Our history is the story of the nomad giving way to the settler but when people are unsettled they have to migrate. The point of migration, whether you are a starling or a human being, is to reach whatever helps you and your children live in a new place. Home and migration belong together, two sides of the same ancient coin. Home is something we make, then things change, either in ourselves or in the world, we lose home and have to go elsewhere.

The word ‘migrate’ covers many sorts of move. It comes from the Latin migrare, ‘to move from one place to another’, and is related to ‘mutable’ and the Greek ameibein, ‘to change’. We use it for two types of journey. Both can be undertaken either by large groups or individuals on their own. The two have a lot in common, but there is a wide spectrum of activity between.

The type of migration we think of in relation to animals, though human migrant workers and commuters also do it, is a periodic and usually seasonal move and return between one place to another. I shall call it Go and Come Back. The other type, Go and Stay, is a permanent move to a new region and often takes the form of invasion and colonisation. It seems to be typically human but animals and plants do it too.

Only humans, however, go in for emigration (going permanently away from home) or immigration (coming to settle permanently in a new home). These words suggest a political boundary has been crossed. Another word to throw into the mix, sometimes used interchangeably with migration, is transmigration. It can mean moving from one place or one stage of life to another but has the extra dimension of reincarnation: the soul is moving to another body to be born again.

Underneath all this is the idea of travelling towards something you need and don’t have. Migration is a process with two elements: the journey towards a new life and the settling into it. This book is about the journey.
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There is a push and a pull factor to migration. The push may be escaping war or famine or a freezing winter. The pull is usually safety, warmth, food or work. But whichever is uppermost, whether the travel is cyclical like swallows in spring and autumn, or once in a lifetime, migration is about survival.

The push factor is both outer and inner. The external force compelling you to migrate may be geographical and climatic like an ice age or the arrival of a competing species. But there is an abstract way of putting these: you leave because of some loss, danger, threat or lack which triggers inner pressures that also have abstract names (though they are not experienced abstractly) like hunger, fear and hope. The great dream is of something better elsewhere. Hope of a new life is the positive force behind human migration. Hope and imagination – picturing that new life – are push and pull combined.
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Seven years ago I watched the wildebeest migration from Kenya to Tanzania, whose last awful stage is the crossing of the Mara River. I wanted to hold migration up to the light from a lot of different angles and set the struggle of migration, the effort of getting there, in the context of biology and history. But after the poems were written the background seemed so complex and extraordinary that I wanted to set it out more openly too, in prose. Switching between one place and another is intrinsic to migration, so it seemed apt to go between poetry and prose, and there was a wonderful model for mixing them whose title was also appropriate for migration: The New Life.
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The mediaeval prosimetrum, a literary genre which combined prose and poetry, followed sixth-century reflections on happiness by the philosopher Boethius. De consolatione philosophiae, written in a Roman jail before Boethius was executed by an Ostrogothic king, tells the story of his philosophical and spiritual self-discovery. Mediaeval readers loved Boethius; mediaeval writers copied his shape-shifting blend of philosophy and poetry. Cosmographia was an account of the creation of the universe by the twelfth-century poet-philosopher Bernard Silvestris. The Fire of Love was a mystic poem on Christ by a fourteenth-century Yorkshire hermit, Richard Rolle. A French form, the chantefable or ‘song-story’, mixed prose and poetry to tell stories of knighthood and courtly romance. But star of them all was Dante’s La Vita Nuova.

La Vita Nuova changed European poetry. Dante was writing
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