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Dedicated to Oran Summer Cecilia Lee and to all those who stop to listen.




INTRODUCTION


It was twelve long months since first we met

So early in the spring

When the small birds they did whistle and

The nightingales they sang.

‘The Tan Yard Side’, traditional English folk song, as sung by Phoebe Smith


According to folk song, birds merely whistle, but the nightingale sings. How can it be that this little brown bird, in so many ways indistinct from his fellow scrub-and sky-dwelling companions, has risen to a status vocally so far above the accolades for any other bird?

Before we embark on the wondrous journey concerning how this bird has sung his way into so many worlds, lives, languages and laments, I should add the caveat that the nightingale is, in every respect, rivalled by many other technically gifted and virtuosic species. The crooning wailings of the curlew, the incandescence of the blackbird, the declarative whoops and hollering of the song thrush or the travelogue retellings of the marsh warbler singing back the fragments of other birds heard on its migration – these songs all warrant the same level of human adoration and reverence, but somehow nightingales got the fat worm, when it came to notoriety and cultural elevation. This comes down to timing – not just the spacious, rhythmic patter and patterns in their song, but their chosen time: the night-time. When most other creatures rescind their notes, leaving the land a darkened theatre between performances, in comes the nightingale, putting on a springtime show.

Every bird tells a story, and each of these stories tells something of that feathered kind and of their weavings within the tapestry of our human world. Like a prism splitting light-beams, the nightingale and his song refract localised notions of place, home, matters of the heart and rootedness. Though weighing in at only a few grams, the migratory nightingale carries enormous symbolic and sentimental gravitas in all of its summering homes, and appears on the tongues of people in varied levels of localised esteem, through legends, tales and songs, each one imbuing our bird with greater depth and nuance. In sub-Saharan Africa, where the nightingale winters, there seem to be few cultural references to the bird, perhaps because it does very little singing at this point in its life; but nightingales reverberate across Europe, the Caucasus, the Near and Middle East and all the way over to the Indian subcontinent, in some of the oldest music known to humankind. Nightingales are master infiltrators, finding their way into secular folk song and sacred devotional music alike.

I came to meet the nightingale first through folk song, the ancient, anonymously scribed repertoire native to the British Isles that often traces itself outwards to lands far away. Folk songs describe the various interplays between humans and the landscape. They nod to the ways in which we encountered the land, its flora and fauna – including, of course, birds. I have always been a child of nature, spending my youth and early adulthood studying the arts of nature connection and wilderness bushcraft skills with masters such as Ray Mears and Jon Young. In my early adulthood the discovery of folk song was like finding a lost hieroglyphic, a language of connectedness and enchantment sparking an exciting, deep love and hunger for these songs to be learned and sung.

The anthropologist in me, however, needed more than manuscripts and recordings to satisfy this new-found thirst and, aged twenty-five, I embarked on a journey into song-collecting. I set out to try and source the last singers stewarded in an unbroken line of oral tradition across the UK and Ireland. What I found would change my life. Like discovering a meadow of thought-to-be-extinct flowers that is soon to be ploughed over, I met the last of the Gypsy Traveller ‘source singers’: aged members of the community who, in their lifetimes, had witnessed the final days of a nomadic, itinerant way of life, brought up in tents and caravans with lives lived as close to nature as can be. Many still held the great wisdom of plant-lore and had an unbelievable awareness and magic-knowing of the land and what lived upon it (creatures recognised, but sometimes from the realm of the unknown). Their songs were perquisites of this gathering of old lore, and often in their recounting I met the nightingale. I recorded as many of these elders as I could, drinking down the songs before the well ran dry, as it has almost done today, because most of these song-carriers have now passed on.

But the songs live on, even if the old keepers don’t; and as Gustav Mahler testifies, ‘tradition is tending the flame and not worshiping the ashes’. My duty is to find those flickering flames and feed them with the most organic nutrients possible; to find the ‘fat of the land’, rendering it down as new fuel to light new fires. Nightingales are a flame so widely depicted and referred to that their notoriety would appear to be inextinguishable. However, with their numbers rapidly depleting in England today, the reality is very different. Numerically speaking, their flame is reduced to the fragility of a lit matchstick leaning towards an oncoming gale. They are a litmus paper to the land, and a barometer of all beings.

And it appears that throughout the ages this luminescence has always been the nightingale’s role, in prose and poetry as well as folk song. The nightingale’s beak has been the nib through which many emotional evocations have been penned. Nightingales have carried down the ages their own repertory of associations – starting, as far as we know, with the ancient Greek poets and philosophers, appearing in medieval epics and then in the romantic woes of the British literary giants like Keats and Clare. Each spokesperson was tutored and informed by the associations of this bird in worlds past, and by the local folkloric appreciations prevalent at that time and in that place. In the voices of the people, unpublished folk songs internationally sing of the many characters that the nightingale holds, clothed in an ambiguity of posturings. We find the nightingale singing in sorrow, in sexual pursuit and in duplicity; in lament, in playful rejoicing and even in wise consultation; but it is always a bird rich in – and a conduit for the many names of – love. The nightingale comes to us today with a wealthy inheritance, and its treasury increases with each era.

You’ll hear of my initial encounter with a nightingale in the first chapter of this book. But circumstances forged me to this bird in a way I could not have expected, or wish would ever have been. On that first trip in search of a nightingale, my party included a heavily pregnant friend, Polly Renton, an inspiring documentary film-maker, ethical journalist and mother of four-year-old Rosita. After our initiation, experiencing for the first time the nightingale’s darkened realm and his night-song, we retired to our tents. There, huddled together, I sang a favourite folk song of mine, ‘The Tan Yard Side’, as quoted above, opening with the lines ‘I thought she was an angel bright, come tripping down so low’. It was only hours later that Polly went into labour with little Tristan. At the end of May the following year, Polly and Rosita were both tragically killed in a car accident near their home in Kenya – Tristan miraculously surviving. My usherettes to the nightingales had vanished, to become the angels in this song. And ever since, when hearing these birds sing on their spring return, I hear the voices of Polly and ’Sita still shining ‘like diamonds bright’, their spirit fused within these tiny song-carriers. Such is nature’s power to acquire and hold the memory of the emotional turmoil we live through and, in turn, to offer healing and guidance to reckon with the challenges we are dealt.

The nightingale applied a similar balm to the nation in 1924 via the seminal live radio broadcasts pioneered by Beatrice Harrison and the BBC, which instigated a national outpouring of appreciation for this bird. It took on a new modern role in an electrified society, which preceded the beginning of the bird’s population decline after the Second World War. In the BBC’s broadcast that I made to celebrate Beatrice’s work on the ninetieth anniversary of the original airing, I stepped away from being just a listener to being, like Beatrice, a nightingale collaborator. The programme led me to establish my ‘Singing with Nightingale’ concert series, which provides others with the opportunity to hear the birds in correspondence with human musicians. In turn, that has led me on a journey of learning about the healing power of nature and the nightingale’s role, as I see it, as ‘head surgeon’ in this practice. During the months spent gathered with human friends and strangers, the nightingales have become my confidants and teachers, and have offered for many people an intimacy with nature that is so necessary in the nature-deprived lives we now lead.

To know the name of a creature is not enough to know who it is, and I could never claim that this book will contain everything that has ever been known about the nightingale. It is in no way a definitive biography – not even a brush with the wings of this bird – for its world is so huge and the stories connected to it are so many. Instead, this is a preliminary introduction to the nightingale’s biological and anthropogenic appearances; the chapters that follow are some of the significant strands in the web of its many worlds. Their niche is small, but it is pitted within; and through our own gaping dents on this Earth we reveal many of our beautiful (as well as sometimes brutal) legacies. These niches shift and shape according to our own lightness and shadow: some glorious, others shameful; some greedy, violent and exploitative, and others generous, spiritual and deeply beautiful. The nightingale has perched himself above us as night-watchman, singing back to us his own testament to our doings. The following chapters are just some of his many accounts.






[image: ]




CHAPTER ONE

DECORATOR OF SILENCE: FIRST ENCOUNTERS WITH THE MASTER SONGBIRD
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There are only a few ‘first times’ in our lives that we would ever retell with such unbridled wonder as our first meeting with a nightingale. You might have ‘held hands’ with nature many times, but hearing the song of this bird is a rite of passage, akin to your first kiss. Perhaps your meeting was by day, or maybe you disobeyed reasonable behaviour to embark on a night visit when you would usually be returning home. Maybe you haven’t met one yet; maybe you will soon.

My first meeting with a nightingale still seems like an unworldly baptism, a nocturnal awakening and a revelation that nature had fully arrived, filled with artful compulsion. I’ve long believed that the natural world’s glorious treasures appear in ways that only nature herself decides, and not always in the dependable, convenient way we hope to experience them, on our terms and to our time-keeping. As the rule goes, when out seeking enchantment on nature’s ground: never expect. The whimsical – even capricious – way nature offers up her rare gifts means that you often have to make great preparations to experience those delicate encounters, or be lucky enough to be in that special place at that special time. My first nightingale moment was pure luck. This tiny bird led me across a threshold and introduced me to a way of being in nature that I’d never reckoned with. The experience was a meditation on stillness, yet also a provocation to dance with abandon.

In not such a dissimilar way to birdsong, at the heart of the folk-song tradition – for which I am an interpreter and arranger – lies the solo unaccompanied voice. Silence is a vital part of the composition of performing in that old way. This bird singing unadorned in the raptured quiet of the night, so similar to my core practice when performing without any instrumentation, challenged me. The nightingale exemplified the daring possibilities that many artists aspire to. This was a guide to musicality; a masterclass in melodic explorations. In the nightingale, I had finally found my teacher and guide to instruct me in the great art of decorating silence.

It was after dark on a mid-May evening at Arlington Reservoir in Sussex and my friends had invited me to hear the nightingale sing. The night was chilly, as the day’s heat had condensed into a heavy dew, so I was wrapped up warmly, in readiness for my quest to find a bird that I’d never thought of seeking out, let alone making a pilgrimage to find. I’ve never considered myself a bird watcher, birder or twitcher. I wasn’t even sure what these terms really meant. I had worked in bushcraft when I was younger, so I have always been close to birds. But the nightingale is not a bird that can readily be seen in parks, gardens or in most parts of the country. An encounter with it requires planning.

That night my friends and I reached the edge of the reservoir, with its tall, woody treeline in front of us. In the distance I could hear the unusual drips and diphthongs – gliding vowels – of something that, at first, didn’t seem bird-like at all. The sound seemed too sinewy, too muscular even, to come from a bird. In the disorientation of the night I began to doubt my own ears. I even questioned whether one of my friends was taking me for a ride. But as we approached, the sounds grew in resolution, became cleaner and more fulsome.

We wandered, uncertain, towards the source, stopping and reorienting ourselves as the sounds grew closer and closer. The air felt heavy with the nightingale’s song, in the same way that the smell of a hawthorn hedge-line in flower, with its sweet, fetid scent, lingers in the nostrils. The nightingale’s song induced a similar response, an intoxicating, sedating sensation. The birds seemed to breathe a musical condensation that dripped from the branches of the trees in inky deliquescence.

We sat and listened to the nightingale’s aria for what felt like hours. Other nightingales rose up in response, and a polyphony of birds emerged, weaving the woods together. To me, the song was visual, despite the darkness. The night was pitch-dark and silent, and my eyes filled in the black with sonograms that vibrated, grew and resonated with the waves of music, producing a bodily synaesthesia in this sleeping wilderness. I was reduced, childlike, to a state of wonderment, grinning inanely and transported through deep time, deep song and deep earth.

After this first night-time liaison, I became obsessed by the thought of hearing the nightingale again and learning more about this elusive bird, whose name preceded him (and it is a him; the female nightingale will rarely be heard to sing, except occasionally, right at the end of the season). That mystical, breathtaking song comes from the male of the ‘common nightingale’, perhaps the most notable of the night-singing birds.

Of course the nightingale is not the only night-singing bird, and only sings for a few short weeks each spring. But the male nightingale has definitely taken the lead actor’s role in the theatre of the night. At this hour he is not in competition with any other birds. His fellow companions – owls and nightjars, maybe a dunnock or a cuckoo – will spark up, but there is no other bird that sings so continuously and so unabated through the night and then into the daytime. The nightingale deserves our commendation for sheer commitment to his art.

Knowing the nightingale

The nightingale, a nondescript little brown bird, so plain and yet so elegant, disguises his genius well. Both male and female birds sport a warm-brown rump and tail with a grey-brown underside. Their throat is a dusty chalk-white, as if they have brushed past the white cliffs of England’s coast on arriving home. In his seminal title The Birds of the British Isles, published in 1925, T. A. Coward describes the nightingale as ‘a large, handsome brown robin’.

Unlike robins, nightingales are not easy to spot, even when their song seems to be right next to you. Their movement is often described as ‘skulking’; this is a bird that prefers not to be seen. Some of you may have had the good fortune to hear a nightingale, but have you ever seen one? If so, you are in the minority. Most people have to work very hard to find them, so secretive is this bird. It took many years of listening before I actually found myself in the sightline of one. If you do catch the nightingale in song, you’ll notice how much energy is invested in this expression, throwing his head around and bulging his throat like an opera singer.
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Key characteristics

The common nightingale is related to the redstarts and wheatears that occasionally grace British shores and belong to the ‘chat’ family. The chats, in turn, are classified within the order of Passeriformes (commonly known as ‘passerines’), along with about half the world’s bird population. Passerines are ‘perching birds’, but are more usually known as songbirds. Their most common feature is their feet: three toes face forward and one backwards, enabling them to balance steadily on branches. The passerine order also includes birds that are not thought of as songbirds, such as bowerbirds, corvuses (crows) and even herons.



Measurements

Length: 15–17 cm

Wingspan: 23–6 cm

Weight: 17–24 grams
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Redstart
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Robin
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Thrush nightingale

Appearance

Feathers: Brown above, with a reddish tail; buff-white below

Legs: Pink

Beak: Blackish-brown, thin, medium-length, with a golden-yellow mouth and throat

Natural habitats: Woodland, wetland and grassland

Notes: Nightingales look similar to robins, but are slightly larger and do not share their red breasts. In flight, redstarts, which have paler red tails with a dark centre, are often confused with nightingales. The common nightingale should not be mistaken for the thrush nightingale, which visits parts of Europe but not the UK. These two birds look very similar, and the best way to differentiate them is by comparing their song. The tonality of sound is similar, but the thrush nightingale doesn’t display anywhere near the bold decadence of his common cousin. As the name suggests, the thrush nightingale’s song is far more repetitive, displaying the thrice-repeated phrase rhythm of the song thrush.
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Migratory birds

Roughly sixteen million birds form the ‘Great arrival’ to the UK each spring and summer, equating to approximately a quarter of our total bird population. Several billion more birds flock to the central and southern European countries, plus north-western Africa, and over to western Mongolia in similar latitudes. The current migratory routes are believed to have remained consistent since the end of the last Ice Age, about 11,000 years ago. When the lands thawed, the birds ventured north, as habitats flourished and warmer fertile lands emerged from the post-glacial wastelands.
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As soon as the nightingales arrive in the spring, the song commences. The males are thought to arrive in their familiar territories slightly ahead of the females, ardent and ready to attract the hen nightingales flying overhead. At the end of the breeding season, from mid-August until the beginning of September, the call back to their antipodal home comes, as autumn approaches and the temperature begins to drop. Travelling at night to benefit from the cooler temperatures and to avoid predators, the nightingales undertake the treacherous 6,000-km return journey south. Their fuel reserves and stamina are tested as they make their way across the English Channel into northern France, down through Spain and the coast of Portugal, often aiming for the Strait of Gibraltar to cross over into northern Africa. Most birds will pause somewhere before northern Africa to refuel and lay down more body fat, ahead of the toughest part of their journey.

The passage of the British nightingales then takes them around the west coast of Africa, although some birds embark on the hazardous route directly across the Sahara. They will rest when they reach the scrub of the West African sub-Saharan areas, such as Sierra Leone, Senegal and Guinea-Bissau, and then spread themselves across several hundred square kilometres of land. Here they will circulate from country to country, capitalising on abundant food sources and warm weather until it is time to set off on the long journey north again, around February or March.

The British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) has been working to track and monitor nightingales over the past few years, with the development of light micro-transmitters. In 2009 a nightingale tagged in May in Methwold Hythe, on the edge of the Norfolk Fens, was recorded in the north of France at the end of July and in southern France by mid-August. At the end of August and into mid-September he was located in northern Morocco, before crossing the Sahara, with a possible stopover in the Western Sahara. He spent his winter in Senegal and Guinea-Bissau.
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The Pfeilstorch

Strangely, bird migration wasn’t truly understood until relatively recently. It was once thought that the swifts that disappeared as winter approached were hibernating in the mud at the bottom of a lake; that birds transformed into other creatures; or even that they flew all the way to the moon. The first confirmation of the migratory journey came in May 1822 in Mecklenburg, Germany, when Count Christian Ludwig von Bothmer captured a stork that was roosting on his chimney. Lodged through the bird’s neck was a hunting spear and, looking at this spear, the count realised that it appeared to be of African origin. Later research identified it as belonging to a sub-Saharan African tribe, and it became clear that this migratory bird had flown all the way from Africa, bearing the weapon of some hungry hunter. This original Pfeilstorch (arrow stork) was later stuffed and is now on display at Rostock University in Germany – the first of numerous Pfeilstörche that have since been sighted across Europe, after narrow escapes with hunters.
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Home

The word ‘nightingale’ stems from its habit of night-singing: gale for ‘songstress’ in its Germanic roots. In Europe it is also the nattergal (Danish), the Nachtigall (German) and the näktergal (Swedish). In its species name – Luscinia megarhynchos – Luscinia comes from the Latin luctus, meaning ‘lamentation’; megarhynchos is from the ancient-Greek megas, meaning ‘great’, and rhunkhos, meaning ‘bill’.

Biogeographically speaking, nightingales are Afro-Palearctic, meaning that they breed in the lower latitudes of Europe, across into western Asia and then, like many of our migrant birds, winter in Africa. Their most westerly point is the south-east of England, although some venture just over the Devon–Somerset border. Kent, Suffolk, Essex and Sussex host the majority of the 5,500 estimated English singing males; their numbers have thinned out elsewhere in the country. In other parts of Europe their population is more robust; about five million pairs breed on the mainland. In northern Europe and Scandinavia the thrush nightingale (Luscinia luscinia) adorns the night with its beautiful, if somewhat less elegant, song, and the two birds overlap through Germany, Poland and Romania.

There are no formally recorded incidences of the nightingale reaching Ireland or Scotland (though the Irish call the blackcap the ‘Irish’ or ‘March nightingale’, and the sedge warbler is often identified as the ‘Scottish’ or ‘Irish nightingale’; both have beautiful songs). While there has been the occasional report of a nightingale crossing the Offa’s Dyke boundary, Wales does not host the bird, although the Welsh name eos is perhaps the finest of all the other native names for our bird.

Might there be a coincidence in this distribution – often described as comprising an area roughly below an imaginary line between the Severn estuary and the Humber – approximating to the limits of the last glacial maximum? Probably not, but I like the idea that our birds hold an epigenetic memory of where that wall of ice once ended, knowing never to venture further, and heeding an ancient warning of what once was.



[image: ]

So, is the nightingale an English bird? Nightingales are born in England, summer in England and are associated with the English pastoral. Shakespeare and Keats wrote about them as one of their own (more on that later, see page 172). I like to think, though, that the nightingale symbolises worldliness and has a global character, an intercontinentality. In some ways the nightingale song has a wildness that is in disaccord with the traditionally perceived modesty of the English countryside. Perhaps it is the influence of the sub-Saharan forest habitat, in which nightingales spend so much time. No doubt they experience a whole other sonic world when they winter in Africa, where they must find a different soundscape – a sound-environment of non-European animals, birds and invertebrate brethren that populate the forests and savannah scrub. But then so do many of our other migratory birds that share these same wintering grounds. Yet the nightingale also mirrors a stereotypical Englishness in its shyness, politeness and inventiveness. So many personalities emanate from this near-invisible creature.

Courtship

Nightingales return to breed in their summering grounds each year, coming back to almost exactly
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