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INTRODUCTION

Over the last ten years I have taught nature writing as part of my freelance work. Two of the most memorable and instructive of these experiences have been at Lumb Bank of the Arvon Foundation. The mill-owner’s house has a dramatic hilltop location near the village of Heptonstall, just west of Halifax, and was once the home of Ted Hughes. My weeks there were notable mainly because of the company and talents of my respective co-tutors, the innovative writer and activist Paul Kingsnorth and the equally gifted Scottish poet Kathleen Jamie.

I recall vividly an occasion when Paul, in a preamble about his approach to writing on nature, declared that, much as we might admire the work of the eighteenth-century cleric Gilbert White, it is no longer possible for us to think and write as White had once done. Too much anthropogenic water had flowed under nature’s bridge since the eighteenth century for us to take the same simple descriptive approach. Life in all its parts is too assailed, too fragile, too precariously placed for us to sustain the good vicar’s quasi-scientific detachment. What was required now of an author on nature was a completely updated and upgraded moral perspective. On hearing his entirely reasonable argument I remember thinking to myself, ‘Oh dear!’ It was both troubling and inwardly amusing, because it occurred to me that White’s approach was pretty much exactly what I am still doing. Strike one against me.



On another occasion a year later I was listening to Kathleen Jamie outline her own sense of what was needed for modern nature writing. Precise and accurate descriptions of the other parts of life were important and necessary, she suggested. Yet were they, by themselves, really enough? Her inclination was to say ‘no’. What supplies the keystone in any arc of words between an author and their subject and then the all-important reader is some connective story, some fabric of human emotion, that gives the other parts of life their context and rationale. Once again, I gulped inwardly. Descriptive passages that are almost free from any sense of human story are often all that I aspire to. Strike two!

Both of them are, of course, absolutely right. The best nature writing has to contain some narrative thread that acts as the key underpinning motive for the reader’s engagement. Nor, today, can it be rapture or curiosity alone, given the fact that the State of Nature report in 2016 judged England to be the twenty-eighth most denatured country on Earth; and that the World Wide Fund for Nature’s Living Planet Report of 2014 indicated that 52 per cent of all the world’s wildlife populations have been lost in the last forty years, during which period our own human numbers have doubled. What place, then, for a book like this one?

It is, in many ways, a modest project. Like its earlier sister volume Claxton: Field Notes from a Small Planet, it is a collection of essays, often previously published in the Guardian as part of my contributions to the newspaper’s venerable ‘Country Diary’ column. They are arranged chronologically, with the day of the month privileged before the year, so that in any of the twelve chapters an article from 2018 may appear before one from 2012. The intentions are to recreate a single-year cycle and to bring to the fore an unfolding sense of seasonal change and of the minutiae present in one English parish – that of Claxton in Norfolk – where we have lived for the last eighteen years.

This allows me to impart, perhaps merely subliminally, a central message of my own about the natural world and the author’s role in relation to it: that the business of transcribing nature and wildlife, of remodelling them through the imagination, is by itself an honourable goal. Because something positive and unexpected occurs in that simple act of recollection. An unannounced element creeps into this accounting. Naming the parts of life becomes, at its best, a record of intimacy. And the more detail that is captured, the more feeling that can be recovered. A crucial part of the exercise is that it taps into and evokes for the reader their own submerged experiences of similar places or encounters, restoring what is often only half-remembered, but indisputably precious and important.



Readers have noticed, and sometimes complained, about the previous volume – and will find in this one – that there is an element of repetition. Or rather, I should say, that they will find the same theme tackled more than once. I make no apology for it but I should perhaps explain its purpose. Our society is sometimes too fixated with relentless novelty to appreciate that much of life is a routine. We derive most from it when we learn how to revisit the same experience again and again, but with renewed sensitivity. No one will benefit from yoga by doing it once. Its meaning lies precisely in the repetition. It is the same with nature. No meeting with a flower, or animal, or place, is ever the same as the last. I have tried to capture these nuances, these minute differences of inner emotion or outer physical detail, for this is the foundation of a full relationship. If Claxton and A Claxton Diary are anything, they are an expression of this aspiration.



There is a further element in the book – and in its predecessor – that seeks to make a larger political case. And it is a point addressed as much to myself as to anyone else. Like others I began my career as a naturalist nearly fifty years ago with a desire to encounter as many exotic or charismatic creatures and plants as I possibly could across the world: satyr tragopans, tigers, birds-of-paradise, African rock pythons, marine iguanas, morpho butterflies, welwitschia (plants). Somehow I assumed that meaning and significance were entailed in the organism’s rarity, or in its distance from my everyday world.

I have been privileged to see all the remarkable organisms named above. Perhaps as a consequence, but also because of the passage of time, I have come to realise that the extraordinariness in those species is also to be found here in oaks, common toads, blackbirds, brown hares, garden cross spiders, winter gnats. All are equally significant representatives of the processes of life that have a lineage stretching back for 3.8 billion years into an eon of the Earth’s history known as the Archean.



I am increasingly conscious how, on hearing the songs of toads or blackbirds, I am placed in intimate connection with the life and times of the Jurassic age. In fact, it is now established that the latter is not just related to the dinosaurs, as I say in one of my March pieces, it is a dinosaur. In meeting any part of life we are privileged to understand, through the work of biologists and life scientists, that all of life is entailed in any encounter. Its whole heritage is, in a sense, omnipresent. In Papua New Guinea and in Claxton.

We pass our days bound into this great star-driven commerce. So far we have yet to split open a meteorite, or recover a rock from Mars, or the Moon, and find so much as a single example of unicellular life. The miracle is here, now, all about us. A passage from Henry Thoreau serves as a kind of credo for my response to this. If one first expands its nineteenth-century patriarchal bias to include us all, I think it carries enormous meaning. ‘The man of most science,’ he wrote, ‘is the man most alive, whose life is the greatest event.’ I take it to mean that the more we enquire, the more we notice what is about us, living and related to us, the more fully and truly we shall live. The book you hold in your hands is offered in this spirit.
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JANUARY




1 January 2016

[image: ] Claxton, Norfolk [image: ]

It came over our hedge and performed a slow swerve around me, a flying creature the size of a snowdrop’s bloom, but rotund and black except for pale detail at the abdomen tip. I was so shocked I looked round for someone to receive the instantaneous and extraordinary tidings: a bumblebee at New Year!

What on Earth can such a sighting mean? I’ll add detail to justify any unease in that question. It was probably one of two common species, buff-tailed or early bumblebee. Based on its small size I might have suggested the latter, but I keep records of spring firsts and my earliest-ever early bumblebee is late March. My earliest-ever bumblebee of any species is 28 January 2012: a whole month later than this one. In fact, I wondered if it were not so much premature as a veteran of last autumn. Whichever is true, it was a bumblebee in a seasonal no man’s land and my strangest record of this insect family in half a century.

I wonder what causal chain I have to invoke to account for such a maladapted vision? Must the moment draw in its wake, if only by implication, all the ecological fallout from 5,000 million tonnes of carbon, which our species propels, car journey by car journey, flicked switch by flicked switch, into the troposphere every year? Or is it something else? Is my weird record connected to the weather anomalies generated by exceptional warm-water currents in the eastern Pacific? To think that there could be a link between that ocean’s habits and my garden’s wildlife is extraordinary enough, but at least a bumblebee because of El Niño is natural and, thus, admissible.

For much of recorded history, ‘unnatural’ events at the point of the year’s renewal were often taken as ominous portents. I suspect little has changed. In our own ecologically informed age, when we understand how everything is linked to everything else, we may no longer resort to supernatural powers or the will of God to explain such freaks. Yet still we sense instinctively that a midwinter bumblebee can be neither random nor without meaning.

3 January 2017

[image: ] Thursford, Norfolk [image: ]

A friend and fellow wood-owner has built a hide in his patch that’s sunk into the ground so that the windows, which are fitted with one-way glass, look out at eye level over a nearby pond. From its interior you have the most intimate ringside views of the wildlife while the latter, meanwhile, has no inkling of human presence.

As we settled in and waited for the sun to rise and illuminate the spot, a dozen blackbirds breakfasted on the trolley-load of apples that were dumped around the pond. The birds hammered the fruits with gusto then they would pause, hammer again, sending white-flesh fids flying in all directions. Sometimes they sallied off completely, leaving a contrail of metallic sound ricocheting nervously among the trees. Silence descended; before all were suddenly back at once. They gulped more apple, head up, then down, and then a pause for a personal squabble with more scraped-metal chiding; or more nerves and off they sailed.

This fruit-feeding alternated with other jerky, leaf-flicking stuff, the slate pin legs scratching mud in tandem with a downward stab and sideways flick of the lemon-edged bill. Occasionally one would break off from the staccato rhythms of the group and position itself so close to the glass that as you leant forward you felt sure she was looking at you as intently as you could see her.

Every detail was unmissable – the stained-oak eye, the sepia cup beneath her throat, her bird-track streaks running away down the chest into the fulsome shadows of her belly and then that sprung-loaded legs-out, chest-up posture that looked one part gun’s cocked trigger, one part coiled-spring for flight. It was fabulous stuff.

As we sat and luxuriated in all this wild closeness you realised that we spend all our lives, not so much in shelter, but in a force field of fearsomeness that radiates from us into the world around. Our four-million-year-long heritage as top predatory ape has left us encircled by a dead penumbra of other creatures’ dread. J. A. Baker wrote that, like all humans, he seemed to move ‘within a hoop of red hot iron, a hundred yards across, that sears away all life’. It was grand to escape it just for a day.

6 January 2014

[image: ] Buckenham, Norfolk [image: ]

I was fascinated to observe the wigeon flock at this wetland site follow a distinct behavioural pattern as each day progressed. Mornings would find the ducks slewed along the course of the Yare and initially there were about 2,000. The low-angled sunlight reduced them to mere black blobs spread across the curl and slap of the sparkling river. Periodically a passing raptor – a marsh harrier or peregrine – would convulse them skywards and with each panic the total would decline a fraction. Birds peeled away in sun-dazzled mobs to settle on the various dykes that bisected the marsh.

The sub-groups would initially mill on the water and preen. With such vast unblemished skies and the light now perfectly angled, the dykes were converted to intense lines of Greek blue. The ducks too were saturated in winter sun and it enflamed the horse-chestnut red of the drake’s head. It flared in the softer lion beige of his crown. Then there were the glorious red-deer browns of the duck’s breast and face. In truth the pleasure of wigeon – perhaps of all duck plumage – is that their feathers never create simple planes of colour. Her face and chest are freckled in cream or black; what seems pale grey on a male’s back and flanks is, in reality, a thousand sinuous charcoal lines over white.

As the afternoon wore through, the clean wild piping that gives wigeon their name and always surrounds them in an aura of innocence and comedy had dwindled to the odd throaty grumble. And these were just the complaints of singletons, birds in brief dispute with a neighbour. By mid-afternoon all were asleep and but for my increasingly cold nose and the steam intensifying with each exhalation, there was an air of summer contentment to these scenes. I suspect all this sunlit peacefulness was a product of wider astronomical conditions. Such was the cloudlessness of our nights that the wigeon could feed in the cold safekeeping of the moonlight and immune from the attentions of aerial predators.

6 January 2015

[image: ] Claxton, Norfolk [image: ]

I pulled the zip as high as it would go on my down jacket and took the white-frosted path to the River Yare. I was out to catch something of the soundscape in the last light, with the moon’s reflection in Carleton Beck following me down for half a mile as a watery half-coin on its surface. The first sound of the marsh came from a snipe jinking and twisting low over the ground. Its undersides blinked momentarily white among the general brown vision of its going and, as it flew, it let out that series of small gruff snipe monosyllables – notes so rudimentary they’re just dirt made into noise – until they were lost beneath the chorus from the wigeon on the river.

These duck were immersed in a cloud of their high sweet whistled calls. The individual note of each one has a slewed, trailing-away quality like a glass bottle skidding on thick ice. It also has an upwardly inflected interrogative tone, yet in concert the sounds created an answering reassurance for the whole flock and there was a wonderfully settled aura to their steady drift downstream. I could hear those softly murmured questions almost to the end of my walk and until there was just a final glow in the southern sky.

Out of this warm-toned horizon came the sound I’d come to see: the distant silence of a woodcock. So far the winter has been poor for this northern wader. Occasionally, when startled during daylight at their roosts in wet ground among sallows, woodcock rise vertically in alarm. These winter birds utter no call, except that as they come up the wings make a strange clean snick sound like a linen sheet pulled taut. If one could drill down into the actual cell structure of the bird it would be possible to locate geochemical signatures that would pinpoint its origins to some very specific Russian marsh or Swedish bog. Here tonight, however, it’s just a fleeting boreal mystery – a heart and wings made from worms and, thus, of mud – silhouetted briefly in a Norfolk sky.

9 January 2012

[image: ] Claxton, Norfolk [image: ]

I pass them every day on my way to the marsh and have completely failed to spot them. Yet they are so withered and are so much the tannin-brown colour of the stark limbs of these oaks that I can forgive myself the omission. There are two swinging gently at a twig end like some tiny forgotten gnarled fruits. In fact they are known as ‘oak apples’, small irregular spheres, similar to acorns in size, but they are no natural product of the tree.

Oak apples are galls created by an invasive insect, a type of cynipid wasp that lays eggs inside a leaf bud. The eggs cause the tree to respond vegetatively and a swollen tuber of hard material accumulates around the wasp larvae as they hatch. In time the canker-like outer shell provides protection for the developing grubs, while the inner tissue of the gall supplies their nutrients.

When I cut open the abandoned gall its interior unfolds as an interlocking mosaic of oval cells where dozens of larvae grew, developed and metamorphosed into adult wasps. These tunnelled out in midsummer and after mating they too deposited eggs that caused further gall growths on the oak’s root system. It is within these secondary galls that another generation of asexual adults develops. About this time of year these wingless wasps emerge and climb the trunk in search of fresh leaf buds to begin the next generation of oak apple galls.

What I find most moving about these quiet fragments of our landscape is their venerable heritage. Margaret Redfern in her fabulous new book Plant Galls (HarperCollins) suggests that many gall wasps evolved in the Cretaceous, when flowering plants and herbivorous insects were diversifying. So when one notes an old oak apple swaying on a January breeze, one gets a glimpse not only into the miracle of life that was last summer, one peers into deep time, back to an age when the Earth was peopled with reptiles the size of oak trees.

16 January 2018

[image: ] Claxton, Norfolk [image: ]

On any walk to the marsh I’m always struck how, with a single click of the closing door, the entire audible routine of our house interior – the ticking clock, the even hum of the central heating or fridge, the slow breathing of all that other civilised stuff – is washed away instantly by the sound tide of the outdoors.

What we perhaps require as an animal is release from that atmospheric certainty. Being outdoors permits an immersion in the unending and endlessly unpredictable music of nature, which the musician and naturalist Bernie Krause, in his book The Great Animal Orchestra, calls the ‘biophony’. Perhaps it is this that restores the default settings of our species. We have been attuned to the Earth’s wild song for 100,000 generations; why should we cease to want or need it after just ten spent mainly indoors?

One can hear the tempo and variety of winter sounds pick up even in the first flat days of the new year. Robins have never stopped all their customary sweetness but around us the great tits have renewed their enamelled two-note repertoire and song thrush song is just now being banged out by our local birds. However, the best seasonal sound of the parish still comes from the wintering pink-footed geese.

There were 400 in the last field before the River Yare. As I moved down the track they all suddenly burst up on their wings’ broad acre. It was as if the field had uprooted and their calls were the landscape itself in full clamour. In a sense pinkfeet evoke two rather contradictory responses, because the full effect is made up by the repetition of a shrill doggish double-syllabled yap from each bird. We might hear it as a chorus but every sharp note is an appeal by a parent or an immature goose to its nearest relatives. All that northern noise is thus filled with familial feeling and excitement.

At the same time, big flocks of pinkfeet will vocalise for as long as they are airborne, and their outpourings seem to draw in something of the open heaven and the wind’s own song. So the full performance is spacious and air-filled and as this flock spread and wound across the sky it enfolded all the blue above Claxton into the long intricate chain of wild-goose music.

17 January 2017

[image: ] Rockland St Mary, Norfolk [image: ]

Our neighbours have five acres of commercial apples that supply both the surrounding community in autumn and our thrush neighbours during winter.

Recently I fulfilled a long-held promise to erect a hide and watch them among the windfalls. Firstly I had to gather several barrowfuls of my own, which was itself a memorable exercise. While I raked the wasp-mined Bramleys my boots mulched down the flesh, sending up a sweet foetor and leaving geometrically patterned cakes of apple mud underfoot. Once I’d assembled 100 lbs of sweetness it was tipped in a sunlit heap by the hide, then I retired to steep the whole scene in silence, before returning next day.

The blackbirds found it first, although I could hear fieldfares all about. Befitting their relative physical proportions, the latter birds’ calls are coarser and larger than blackbird notes. They also have a jarring quality, an element of awkwardness, resembling the sound of twisted rubber, as if some force of effort went into their making.

They are wilder than blackbird sounds without any hint of domestication, for fieldfares are a rough tribe from Europe’s boreal woodlands. It’s not uncommon to see two fight over fruit for minutes on end, each lunging alternately at the other as if strings controlled the patterned rise and fall of their squabble.

The flock slowly summoned the courage to feed as one, although sudden, hard-fletched panic was a common interruption. I came to appreciate how the chakking notes are a permanent anxiety-filled force field about fieldfares that governs their social lives and oversees their security. They maintain it with good reason: one morning I came back to find a sparrowhawk kill, a nest of beautiful feathers around the death spot.

But desire would eventually trump fear and down they plumped, mixing thick impasto ochres and burnt chocolate and smoky blue-greys into the lime greens and oranges of the rotting fruit. Yet this was not art but life and when all the birds were settled to feed, gulping simultaneously, heads and throats quivering as they snaked down apple pulp, the whole scene seemed to pullulate like a hill of maggots. It was an object lesson in survival, in the exigencies of thrush hunger and the imperishable abundance of an English winter.

19 January 2014

[image: ] Wayland Wood, Norfolk [image: ]

It might sound perverse but one thing I love about Wayland Wood just south of Watton on the A1075 is its maze-like riddle of footpaths. Part of this stems from the fact that the place is supposed to be the setting for the real events behind the story Babes in the Wood.

This old tale tells of an evil couple who contrive the death of their two wealthy stepchildren in order to steal the inheritance. Although the youngsters are spared a grisly murder at the hands of paid assassins, they wander forlornly along the woodland paths until their sad demise. The only consoling part is that the wild birds, out of pity, bury their tiny corpses under the leaves. A place that inspired such a dark tale should be large and entangled and perhaps a little spooky.

Alas Wayland is now too small for its old role. At its widest the five-sided patch of ash, oak and hazel coppice, which is owned by the Norfolk Wildlife Trust, is only 34 hectares in extent and 500 metres across. On one side you can hear the traffic roar from the A1075; on the other it’s just the empty silence of sugarbeet fields.

While Wayland is certainly compact, the network of trails is still so wonderfully labyrinthine that I seldom make a circuit of the wood in exactly the same way twice. And getting lost at Wayland is the best way to discover its real magic. It is one of the region’s oldest and most precious patches of ancient woodland. The place is mentioned in the Domesday Book and was probably already many hundreds if not thousands of years old by the reign of William the Conqueror.

We have no problem investing reverence, meaning and importance in something as old as Norwich Cathedral. We have more trouble understanding a site like Wayland and approaching it with a due sense of appreciation. Yet, in truth, we should see both as equally precious.

Perhaps the reason we often don’t is that we are so much more in love with our own creations than we are with those of nature; although Wayland is at least a product of partnership between ourselves and the trees. The place has been managed and harvested by human hand for more than a millennium. The main practice is called coppicing, when the trees are cut at their bases and then allowed to regrow in a spray of straight poles.

Often cut on an eight-to-fifteen-year rotation, these coppice poles grow quickly. In fact one reason why Wayland is so delightfully confounding is that it seems to change between each visit. Blocks of ground that were open last year are now filled with a dense screen of new growth. Contrary to its status as ‘ancient woodland’ there are precious few large trees to convey a sense of history. Signs of antiquity are more subtle and include the living tree stumps which spread and bulge just above the soil surface where the coppicing has recurred sometimes for centuries. In fact trees that are cut in this fashion can live longer than their ‘wild’ unadulterated peers.

Another aspect to ancient woods that is sometimes difficult to appreciate during a superficial visit is their variety. Yet ecosystems that enjoy the same recurrent management over extended periods acquire both stability and diversity. If ever we had a habitat that approximated to the much-celebrated rainforests of the tropics then ancient woodland is among our richest.

Swanton Novers just north of Wayland is another of the region’s most important woods but it has been more extensively studied. So far it has been proven to hold more than 670 different species of beetle, 570 moths, 750 fungi and 350 plants. These are only indicators of its overall richness. My guess is that a site like Swanton Novers or Wayland could easily hold 6,000-plus different species, a tenth of the entire range of organisms in Britain.

The truth is we just don’t know quite how diverse they are. To give a tiny example of the problem, during a recent visit to Wayland I turned up a wonderful but highly conspicuous bracket fungus for which there was no previous record. The real issue is not whether the animals occur but whether there are the specialist naturalists with time and opportunity to census properly a place like Swanton Novers or Wayland.

What we do know for certain is that such places cannot be reproduced. They are irreplaceable bastions of our living heritage. That’s why it is profoundly troubling that the Environment Secretary Owen Paterson recently announced that in certain cases developers could offset the destruction of ancient woodland by planting twice as many trees. It suggests a deep indifference or ignorance on his part.

It is the equivalent of suggesting that one could knock down Norwich Cathedral as long as one erected a brand-new shiny structure elsewhere that was twice the size of the old one. In ecology as in religious architecture, novelty and size count for far less than the slow accretion of tradition and the patient creative passage of the years.

20 January 2013

[image: ] Hardley Flood, Norfolk [image: ]

I love the way that the dusk comes to the Yare Valley and the way its ritualised patterns are even more emphasised in winter than they are in summer. One dominant rite is the solemn flow of gulls overhead. They come in their thousands, arrow-like lines or just shapeless mobs of birds converging from who knows which parts of Norfolk, to pass the cold hours at a roost near Yarmouth. The other strong counter current – since it heads north–south and not east–west like the gulls – is the evening stream of rooks and jackdaws to their own accustomed spot on the far bank at Buckenham. The Loddon flock drifts off, accompanied by a joyous rabble of contact notes, at exactly 4.07 p.m.

Here
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