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PREFACE

When I started contributing a column to BBC Wildlife back in 1984, I had very modest ambitions for it. I called it ‘Turning Over an Old Leaf’, and hoped to remind readers of the great English language tradition of nature writing, which seemed to have died from neglect – and from an avalanche of soulless coffee table books. I hoped that by sharing some of the forgotten delights from my own shelves – Vaughan Cornish, Edward Thomas, Gilbert White, for example – I might make it clear what I felt was missing from contemporary writing.

But books being what they are (they have subjects, for a start), this singleness of purpose quickly began to fray at the edges. With the encouragement of a supremely tolerant editor, Roz Kidman Cox, I went on to explore what the dearth of nature literature symbolised on the larger stage, especially what it said about the breakdown of the links between specialist natural history and the arts, politics, morals and our culture as a whole. Soon, the column became free-form and tales from the home patch, expeditions abroad and moments of pure fantasy began to creep in. Yet all of them, I hope, are variations on that underlying theme – that the experience of the natural world is part and parcel of our ordinary lives, and that we sideline it as a mere hobby, or as the prerogative of specialised scientists, at our – and the planet’s – peril. These other beings of what has been called ‘the more than human world’ are our neighbours, and we need to understand how to get along with them.

The column has evolved to have something in common with traditional personal columns in the press, except that it has a much larger range of characters, of all species. It has had different titles (it has been ‘A Brush with Nature’ since 2005), and a few rests – once because, frankly, I’d become stale and short of ideas; and once because of a long period of illness. And I’ve moved house and home territory during its lifetime. From the beginning until 2002, I was based in the Chilterns. Then I moved to the Waveney Valley in south Norfolk. The columns since then have become more like singlesubject essays, and I’m grateful to the current editor, Sophie Stafford, and her colleague Fergus Collins, for continuing to allow me the freedom to be outspoken at times.

The selection of pieces for this collection is my own, and has no more rationale than that they are the ones I like best, and seem to me to have stood the test of time. One way of ordering them might have been chronologically, but at the risk of occasional and, I hope, not too disorientating leaps in time and space, I felt that grouping the pieces around broad themes such as Birds, and Nature and Art, would be more helpful. I’ve resisted the temptation to indulge in rewriting and updating, beyond the correction of factual errors and slipshod phrasing.

This perhaps needs an explanation. The column has always been a kind of journal for me. It’s where hobby-horses get their first airing, where new places and books are tentatively explored, where I try to find words for unshaped feelings. Sometimes it is unashamedly experimental and I use it as a testing ground for ideas I want to write about more fully. A few of these columns eventually became the basis for chapters in books, so if they seem vaguely familiar, remember the column is where the ideas (and sometimes the language) were first fleshed out. This sense of being written at the coal-face, so to speak, is something I think worth preserving. Whatever their faults, I’ve tried to make the columns an honest response to topical events and to my own developing feelings (the original date of publication appears at the end of each column). Organisations, conservation priorities, bird populations all change, but these notes are at least a contemporary record of how things were.

And reading them through again with the benefit of hindsight, I’ve been intrigued by the way certain themes and issues recur. Some of this is a consequence of my own fascinations and bugbears – barn owls, urban wildlife and land art among the former, and conservation jargon and the brutishness of the ‘nature management’ business among the latter. Elsewhere it’s because the problems caused by, say, invasive species and intensive farming, won’t go away.

But there are two areas where there have been big changes. Climate change was scarcely an issue 25 years ago. Now it overshadows everything we do and think – sometimes to the point of obscuring the resilience and creativity of the natural world. But a growing celebration of that creativity has been the second great change. The central premise on which the column was begun is now obsolete, and over the past few years we’ve seen a renaissance in English nature writing, which is now on a par with the great American tradition stretching from Henry Thoreau to Aldo Leopold and Annie Dillard. Witnessing that revival – and exploring it in the column – has been one of the most gratifying things for me, and in a way brings the story in this collection full circle.

Richard Mabey



1. ROOTS
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How the column began – and how I began: home landscapes and childhood enthusiasms.



 

TURNING OVER A NEW LEAF

‘Writing is not living,’ wrote Henry Williamson in the dark days of 1941, explaining why he had left his literary eyrie in Devon to bury him self in working the thin soil of a run down Norfolk farm. To which ‘reading is not like living’ seems to have been the retort of the post-war world, which has cocked a snook at Williamson’s vast, cryptic and – except for Tarka and Salar – almost completely forgotten natural history writings.

I have no great affection for Williamson myself. The extreme right-wing views which got him into such trouble, his belief in purification through sacrifice and bloodshed, and in the righteousness of strength, seep too much into his nature books for my taste. But I mourn the fact that the kind of books he wrote, books of parable and allegory and metaphor in which human predicaments were seen as inextricable from natural ones, are now regarded as irrelevant if not plain soppy. What modern publisher would contemplate a piece of adult fiction called A Weed’s Tale (1921) unless the plants were dressed up as humans and engaged in some kind of back-garden gang warfare?

Two or three times during the past 10 years I have deliberately tried to step back from despair at the endlessly wallowing tide of Country Diaries and Granny’s Tips to look objectively at the state of nature writing, at its losses and gains and sense of direction. And the overriding impression each time was that just as the increasing sophistication of close-up photography and colour printing brings the workings of the natural world ever closer, so the vision of its possible meanings for us gets narrower.

What is there beyond the repetitive, anonymous guidebooks and austerely scientific texts? A handful of writers who have managed to combine real scholarship with a gift for imaginative and accessible prose, but maybe no more than a couple of works of real literature – and this from an area of concern that has been part of the central core of English writing, indeed of our whole culture. Who is writing a body of intelligent fiction rooted in the rural experience that can compare with that of John Moore or H E Bates or the Powys brothers? Where are the essayists who can move between the worlds of nature and the arts as easily as W H Hudson, Edward Thomas and Richard Jefferies? Why does our increasingly lively company of amateur naturalists no longer produce masterpieces of vision like the Victorian stone-mason Hugh Miller’s The Old Red Sandstone and Testimony of the Rocks, but confine themselves to minute studies and maddeningly res trained papers in ‘the journals’?

Where is the poetry, the passion, the insights, the breadth of learning that is precisely what we value about our heritage of nature writing? We barely have, at this moment of deepening ecological crisis, the beginnings of some tough political writing here, and have to look for this to the supposedly philistine New World. The hard fact is that in the exploration and expression of our relationships with nature we have become monocultural. It could not be more ironic. In an area whose whole driving force is a celebration of the variety of life, we are bent on impoverishing the variety of our own responses. Even in television, ever more spectacular locations and feats of photography are offered as a substitute for imagination and feeling, as if gawping were the only possible response to this world.

But of course this trend cannot be explained away by technological advance. Much of it is due to an understand able and universal yearning to find some kind of solace or refuge in nature, to use it as a retreat from the increasingly terrifying experience of the man-made world (forgetting that the single most important fact about the former is its ever closer engagement with the latter). Unfortunately, this habit happens to coincide with other interests that would like to keep our exploration of this central experience as bland as possible – the publishing conglomerates that do not wish to risk upsetting their consumers, the vested interests that wish to ‘keep politics out of the countryside’, a scientific establishment that does not want its authority challenged by maverick and unquantifiable views.

It was not always so, even in science, and in this column over the next few months I want to try to disinter some of the rare and vanished species of English nature writing, to show what we have lost and what we (and I mean all creatures here) might gain by rejoining the tradition. Books with unusual origins, like the Bloomsbury aesthete Jocelyn Brooke’s extraordinary guide to British orchids. Books that make what to us seem eccentric connections, like one I came across in the Bodleian Library a few weeks ago, An Essay on the Application of Natural History to Poetry (1777), by John Aikin (who, besides editing Gilbert White, published a collection of English folksongs, a history of medicine and an edition of Spenser’s Faerie Queene). And books like Vaughan Cornish’s The Churchyard Yew and Immortality (1946) which I offer as my Easter Book of the Month.

Vaughan Cornish was an influential writer on landscape in the 1920s and 1930s, and has been rightly subject to some severe criticism recently for his remote aesthetic views. But this is an altogether more human book. It is a complete survey of all the venerable yew trees in parish churchyards, prefaced by an essay on their possible significance. What makes it special and a delight to read is Cornish’s willingness to work right outside conventional strait-jackets.

He compares maps of the distribution of these yews, and finds that they tie in with patterns of Roman settlement. But he also finds some correlation with their natural distribution, and concludes that there were cases, especially in southern England, where the church was put by the tree, not vice versa (an almost heretical view still). Then he looks at the distribution of yews inside the church yard (there are nearly always two, the second close by the gate where coffins entered the churchyard) and at the significance of yews in local mythology and history. As a result he was, to my knowledge, the first writer to dispute the conventional patriotic view that they were planted for the sake of English archers, and to suggest that, as immensely long-lived evergreens, they were symbols of immortality and, more directly, sources of green ‘palm’ for Eastertide.

But it is a tantalisingly short book, written out on a limb, and you cannot help feeling how much more exciting it could have been made today, combining Cornish’s vision with the skills of, say, Oliver Rackham – if only our automatic reaction to such a notion and such a preposterous title, wasn’t a dismissive snort.

1984




 

EASING THE SPRING

‘Jan 3: 1903. Am writing an essay on the life-history of insects and have abandoned the idea of writing on “How Cats Spend their Time”.’ So W N P Barbellion began his classic Journal of a Disappointed Man. He was only 13 at the time, and I have heartfelt sympathy with his sense of not being quite in control of the rudder.

Fits of self-doubt are endemic to writers. I sometimes try to assuage mine by pretending that writing is a legitimate rural trade and prose a kind of alternative crop, yielding so many bushels of words to acres tramped. If so, I can report that there is no danger of a word mountain in this particular corner of the countryside. To tell the truth it seems more like hunter-gathering than farming. There is the same element of serendipity, of lucky finds and blank days; the same merging of roles, so that foraging, as it were, becomes part of everything that you do.

Which is why, in that balmy weather towards the end of February, I found myself walking down a familiar track in a mood in which it was impossible to disentangle childish excitement and professional curiosity. The evening before I had seen the glint of running water where no running water had been for decades, and I was off, chasing whole volumes of memories and possibilities.

I have walked these hills to the south of my home since I was a teenager, and the route has become almost a ritual beat, a survey of my own personal parish. It is an unexceptional landscape of rundown parkland and narrow commons, a Home Counties pastoral. But after 30 years you can come to love every fence-post. And in this unseasonable weather there was an extraordinary, wild frisson in the air – a thin gauze of green already in the hedges, rooks tossing over the copses and gale-wrecked trees in every field, already seeming as cryptic and anciently rooted as standing stones.

At the edge of Icedell Wood was the most awesome collapse I have seen following the 1987 hurricane: eight oak trees on a single root-plate 15 feet high and nearly 40 feet across. The branches on the two central trees had grown away from each other, forming a huge vaulted aisle now they were prostrate. I walked up and down this immense whale’s gullet, counting my steps. It was 135 feet long.

I wriggled through the tangled branches into the wood. Drifts of tits and chaffinches, fellow foragers, rose and fell in front of me. Under the beeches by the old icehouse, the first green hellebores were in flower, only days behind the celandines and on the same site they were recorded in our first county flora in 1849.

I know their history. I rejoice in their continuity. But I barely glance at them. I realise I have been racing through the wood, drawn on by the lure of the water and by workaday anxieties that I haven’t unwound from. Just a few hours before I had been listening to a radio reading of Henry Reed’s famous war poem, The Naming of Parts, in which he contrasts the stripping down of a rifle with the first stirrings of a winter garden:

And this you can see is the bolt. The purpose of this
Is to open the breech, as you see. We can slide it
Rapidly backwards and forwards: we call this
Easing the spring. And rapidly backwards and forwards
The early bees are assaulting and fumbling the flowers:
They call it easing the Spring.

Not yet eased myself, I ponder that we write a good deal on the names of the parts of bees, on what we do to bees, but not on what bees do to us. Just a few hundred yards more and I am in the valley, barely able to stop running. That distant glint of silver had been no mirage. Our local winterbourne, the Woewater, is up and flowing for the first time in 15 years. The vast winter rains are bursting through the seams between clay and chalk and charging down the valley. Within half a mile the stream is four feet wide and flowing as fast as I can walk. It has torrents and oxbows and eddies, and underneath them the young meadow grass is waving as silkily as waterweed. In one dip it has formed a pool by the edge of a wood, and bubbles rising from buried air-pockets look like summer midges settling on the surface. I am time-warped, and for a few seconds am seized by the conviction that a first precocious swallow will coast down the valley and begin hawking over the pool.

It doesn’t, of course, but a mile or so further on I see something almost as wondrous. The stream has flooded the valley meadows, and flocks of fieldfares and redwings are feeding near the edge of the water. A snipe jinks in the distance and, much closer, a heron lopes up from a pond that has been a dry pit since I was a child. The water suddenly makes sense of the whole geography of the valley – the position of the farms, the ancient black poplar again standing with its roots in water. There is a legend here that the Woewater only flows in time of war and dire trouble, but it is hard to see how it could have brought anything but good to this dry chalk country.

Back home I check in my diary to see if I had recalled the last rising accurately. I noted it on 12 April 1975 – a year memorable more for its wonderful summer than any particular woe. I remember it chiefly for the fact that the fighting in Vietnam finally ended a fortnight later. I am not superstitious, but I think that is a better legend to cling to, and that the rising of water and sap, the easing of spring, is a sign of hope.

1988



 

NATURE STUDY

When I was about 11 years old, my father let me make a laboratory in the far end of his greenhouse. To tell the truth, it was more like an alchemist’s den than a lab, a place where I could indulge a precocious fascination with the transformation of matter. I kept my chemicals in mum’s old kitchen jars: iron filings, copper sulphate, magnesium ribbon, mercury (which you could then buy over the counter at Boots) and potassium permanganate, with which a gang of us later dyed the local girls’ school swimming pool dark purple one night. I learned how to glass-blow my own thistle-funnels, and make the allotropes of sulphur – plastic and crystalline – in a candle-heated tin. But not a single living thing ever entered the lab to be poked about, cut up or peered at through a microscope.

This is even odder when I recall the siting of my research shack. On one side were dad’s luxuriant tomatoes. On the other – just two yards away – was the tumbledown landscape park where we local kids spent our holidays. This was where I did a different kind of experimentation, gathering nuts, testing the tastes of leaves, walking my own songlines. And this was where I first watched barn owls, beating along the edges of the park, sharing our gang’s territorial boundaries–creatures from another, luminous world. There was just a single thread of barbed wire separating this arcadia from the lab, but I took it for granted they were two entirely separate worlds. Nature and science.

I went on to do passably well at physics and chemistry and went to Oxford with the intention of studying biochemistry, never having done an hour’s scientific biology in my life. I changed subjects after a fortnight, appalled at the animal experiments we were required to do. It wasn’t that I disliked or mistrusted science – far from it. But when it came to living things, science seemed to me just one way of looking at them, and in no way adequate for catching their inner lives and relationships. When I first started writing about nature in the early 1970s it was the poets’ and artists’ visions of the natural world that fascinated me, the way nature had been taken into human culture. More objective, mechanistic information was there, but always in the background.

My stance on this was shifted dramatically last year, and again a barn owl was in the thick of it. It was spending the winter in an old farm building just a couple of hundred yards from our house in Norfolk. The first time I saw it (him, I think) I felt like a shaman. I’d planned a route for a walk near the house, and he swum into view almost immediately, an intensely pale bird, with a slight grey chequering on the back. For the next hour he languidly flew just 50 metres in front of me, on exactly the route I’d planned to follow before I set out.

For most of that winter I watched and followed him obsessively. I began to see the farming landscape through his eyes: the thin seams of unploughed grass, the tangled field dykes, his mysteriously favoured paddocks. I’d always been in thrall to barn owls, and had written about them as symbols of the dusk, talismans of ‘good ground’. But I could no more reduce this intimate companion to the status of a symbol than I could regard him as an object. I wanted to get to know him. What happened to him in the rain? Why would he hunt the same beat at the same time for days on end, then suddenly go round it the opposite way? Was he really a male? Might he meet the female bird (or so I dubbed her) that lived in the next parish? If they did, whose roost would they nest in, if either? I was asking the same questions that scientists do, but for very different reasons. One afternoon, when he sailed lazily out of a tree right above me, he turned through 90 degrees and stared at me before flying away. I felt both chastised and recognised. He’d become, I suddenly realised, a neighbour. If I couldn’t gossip with him, at least I could gossip about him.

He went away that spring, alas, and hasn’t returned. But he’s made a lasting impact on me. On the rebound, I’m flirting with lichens. I used to see these as distant beauties too, chiaroscuro patterns on dark trunks. Now I’m trying to get neighbourly with them. I’m learning the unfamiliar language of podetia and thallus. I’ve unearthed a brass Victorian microscope I was given 20 years ago, and have seen them in intimate close-up, the intricate forests of leaves and twigs that these symbiotic combinations of fungus and alga produce in working out their own neighbourly relations. The pursuit of neighbourliness requires the exact curiosity of science and the caringness of affection. That’s not a bad combination for approaching our fellow organisms.

2007

* * *

Even before it was spruced up to become the location for Middlemarch, Stamford was one of England’s most gracious towns. The River Welland’s watermeadows form a valley right through the centre of the town, and you can see herons and kingfishers flying past the car parks. Ferns deck out the Barnack limestone walls of the ruined castle and the multitude of courtyards, churches and valleys.

Stamford also has its quota of antique shops – a relatively new diversion in my life – and in one of these I found an object that could have come straight from Mr Casaubon’s study, as he laboured on his life’s work A Key to All Mythologies. It was a small tin box, about the size of a pencil case, called ‘The Requisite Box for Nature Study – Complete with Requisite Note Book’.

From the elaborate ornamentation on the lid, I would guess it was just a little post-Middlemarch, probably from the early years of this century. Inside was an odd but telling assortment of bits and pieces: a rosewood-handled scalpel, still razor-sharp; an impaling pin; a pair of tweezers; a botanist’s magnifying glass (minus lens, alas); a microscope slide; a strip of cork, criss-crossed with deep cuts; and a few pieces of blackboard chalk. It was rather like a set of clues in a game of ‘Whodunit’ – and to what?

But the ‘Requisite Note Book’ told a rather different story. Inside its front cover is printed a set of salutary ‘Hints for Beginners’:

Remember. Order is Nature’s first law, therefore keep your specimens and notebook tidy.

Microscope. Use your microscope on every possible occasion, the small things of Nature being the most beautiful.

Notebook. Write and draw everything possible in your notebook. You will be surprised how this improves the memory.

Be careful! Do not destroy life, either vegetable or animal, wantonly. You are the Guardian of these things.

Inside the book, the hand of one A. Leeds had written and sketched in pencil on the structure of maize seeds and beans and snowdrop bulbs. His or her other notes are in turgid botanical language, but produced with passion and meticulousness.

I hope the gashes on the cork board weren’t breaches of ‘rule four’, and I’m not totally convinced about order and smallness being at the aesthetic heart of Nature. But I wouldn’t be unhappy about these precepts being set up at the front of the environment section of the National Curriculum. I confess I have a soft spot for what always used to be called ‘nature study’, which I think is a friendlier and more accurate description than the more formal ‘natural history’, and the various cross-disciplinary ‘environmental studies’ that succeeded it. I guess the term became compromised by association with supposedly tweedy teachers in the Joyce Grenfell mould and too many anthropomorphised animals.

My own memories of nature study are very different. We had a brilliant local naturalist as our teacher, and she took us on field trips almost every week, out on fungus forays in autumn and ponddipping in summer, to watch whirligig beetles spinning on the surface and search for the extraordinary diving-bell which the water spider spins for itself. I remember finding, on my way to school one morning, a freshly dead pipistrelle bat impaled on a car radiator. It was still warm, from the sun reflected off the chrome, and seemed completely undamaged. I was barely eight years old, moved in ways I scarcely understood by its look of composure, and stroked it distractedly all the way back to school, hoping I could coax it back to life. It ended up as an exhibit in a jar at the back of the class.

I regret all the collecting and bottling of those early years, but not the riveting attention I acquired for what William Cowper called nature’s ‘minute particulars’. In the sense of crisis in which all environmental science is taught today, I sometimes feel that real living things get lost in a vague green haze. Yet it is their particularity, and our fascination with this (that the ‘Requisite Box’ so vehemently urged) on which the future of the whole system rests. I also suspect – though this may seem paradoxical on the surface – that such attentiveness is a key to imaginative, and maybe even spiritual, understanding and writing about nature. Exactness of observation is inseparable from clarity of thinking and language; both imply that the subject deserves respect – which is the gateway to both affection and care.

1995



 

SECOND HOME

Almost exactly a year ago, when I was just surfacing after a long illness, a dear friend who’d helped rescue me, spied me cringing on the edge of a boat and said, ‘If you’re moving up to East Anglia, you’d bloody well better learn to cope with water.’ Well, she’d be proud of me now. In a gale that would have kept me in bed if I’d known it would blow up, I’ve just taken the helm of an 18ft dinghy in the Broads, and sailed it for five whole minutes without capsizing or even making a fool of myself. We were on Hickling National Nature Reserve, and there was wildfire in the reedbeds. Marsh harriers were patrolling the fringes of the smoke cloud, looking for refugees, and awash with confidence, I tried to line up the sail with the dihedral in their wings, which carries them in that seeming miracle of moving against the wind. Then one did a 90° tack on a pinhead … I know my limits, even though they’re changing.

Water defines much of East Anglia, just as woodland defines my old stamping ground in the Chilterns, and over the past 12 months I’ve learnt to understand a little about Gerard Manley Hopkins’ ‘wildness and wet’, and how it differs from the more measured gravitas of woodland wildness.

Even from the briefest encounters, you realise that environments touched by water are fleet-footed, opportunist, joined-up. This spring, I watched our house martins gather mud from the smallest possible wetlands in the chain – the little pools that had collected on the sugarbeet stand. The water was sticky from sugar, leached out of the stacked roots, and I’m surprised it didn’t gum up the martins’ beaks. Their nests must be unique in being made of rock-cake. But those puddles were partly topped-up by overflow from the field-ditch that runs alongside the lane, which in winter turns into a raging bourne, stained yellow by washed-out sand, and which joins up with the River Waveney and all its drains and tiny tributaries. These in turn water what remain of the valley fens and a host of unclassifiable damp patches – field-corner reed-stands, dykes, old clay-pits – driving a stew of living stuff, from moorhens to meadowsweet roots, through what amounts to a blood-vessel system.

Wetness here, for all its fabulous variety, is a great leveller. It conspires livelihoods in the new and the old, the natural and manmade alike. It fills the natural ponds formed by glacial ice lumps (‘pingos’) with cranberries, and the next-door parish peat-diggings with raft-spiders. It animates Broads, moats, cattle-wallows. You can sense this continuity, this quickening, whenever you step into the wet. Your pressure squeezes water from the peat, makes an efflorescence about your foot, and you can believe that yards, maybe miles, further on, it presses water out into a parched dyke, on to slumbering aquatic growths.

The fen hums around you. The wind passes on the sweet and sharp scents of valerian and watermint, and rocks the flower-spikes of marsh helleborines that are uncurling like swans’ necks. Froglets seem an embodiment of the oozing mud. Dragonflies shoot past at eyelevel, soundlessly I guess, but seeming to find a new sense in you between hearing and peripheral vision, to make some brittle crack in the air. You are not just in a habitat, you are part of a living membrane, pulsing with life, its scents and vibrations linked with your own. You leave your own mark, too, churning the mud, ferrying seeds, briefly opening the canopy. The wet, for all its underlying layers of ancestral peat, is about here, now, living in the moment, taking your chances.

The wood, by contrast, is about memory, about centuries of experience locked up in grain and forkings and the slow cycles of light and shade. It is a slow, resilient, reflective state. Between them, the wood and the water represent the complementary qualities of nature: the deep, accumulated wild-wisdom of evolution, the encoded experience; and that electric immediacy of growth, of spring and play. These are the two states that nature oscillates between. In a few special places in the Broads and fens, where the water level is high and there is no fussy management, you can see one such cycle in a human lifetime. Tussocks rise above the pools, dry enough for alder and willows to take root. The developing trees shade out the fen vegetation and gradually weigh the tussocks down until their roots become unstable or waterlogged and they fall over. The water rises and the cycle begins again. All life exists between the wood and the water.

2003

I moved from the Chilterns to the Waveney Valley in the autumn of 2002, first to lodgings in a farmhouse on the Suffolk side, then 9 months later with Polly to a house on the Norfolk side (see p 22). [2009]



 

NEW NEIGHBOURS

It’s been by turns intriguing and perplexing getting to know the plants of my new territory. I’ve seen a few species entirely fresh to me (cowbane in the Broadland dykes is a cracker), and more which have been renewed by their settings and companions. Down in the fen, for instance, I’ve seen some very familiar species in their ancestral habitats. Hops shoot out of the damp loams, often yards from any support, and twine up flag blades, tussocks, even each other. Wild redcurrants grow straight out of pools. Their leaf tops have a purple sheen, as if dabbed with wine, and the small tassels of yellow-green flowers, five-petalled, edged with purple, have the look of tiny medieval carvings.

But in the spring, I was quite foxed by the wetland flora. In all the dank and quaggy places, the peat sprouted bewitching tangles of spikes and tendrils and frills. I knew the bright green, beachedstarfish leaves of butterwort, but were those clubby shoots poking out of the moss the beginnings of sundew? What about the purple crowns and viridian fern-tips that stood up like finials in the fen? As for sedges, they were luxuriantly incomprehensible. Most of my books, alas, were still in a storage container somewhere up the Great North Road, and I was rusty after two seasons out of the field, frustrated that I didn’t know what was what.

But then an unfamiliar inner voice said to me: why bother? Why not simply relish the returning life (and your new life, for that matter) – its exquisite variegation, the subtle interplay of the yellow moss ground, the filigree sedges and the solid mass of tussocks, the intricate, pulsing wholeness of it all? Well, I can, I think, but I can’t stop there. Some inner compulsion makes me want to know who they are. It may be just a hangover of whatever impulse made me repeatedly check my stamp collection against a Stanley Gibbons catalogue when I was a boy, but I’d still make a strong argument for the cultural importance of identification and naming. Some years ago, the writer John Fowles argued that ‘the name of an object is like a pane of dirty glass between it and you.’ I can’t agree. It seems to me that naming a plant is a gesture of respect towards its unique individuality, its distinction from the generalised green blur. You wouldn’t do anything less for a friend.

And the process of learning that identity brings you closer. I remember the first time I was shown ‘keying out’ by a professional botanist friend. We were in The Burren in Ireland, surrounded by a dazzling display of sky-blue gentians and vermilion cranesbill. And near our faces (we were lying down) was a stumpy orchid, not pretty but enthralling in its drab compactness. Clapham, Tutin and Warburg took us through its features – the thin lines of spots along the leaves, like trails of rust, the dense, creamy flower-spike, a scent of vanilla. Hello, Neotinia intacta! Now I’ll remember that Irish May, and Rachel, whenever I see it again.

But plants aren’t just ‘species’, members of an abstract class. They have addresses as well as names, spots where we’ve found them, befriended them, shared a moment and a place in our lives. John Clare knew 16 orchids from Helpston in the 1820s and logged them according to his personal map of the parish. Early marsh orchids (he called them ‘cuckoos’) grew ‘by a brook side in a close near Brigges’s Barn – was very plentiful before the Enclosure on a Spot called Parkers Moor near Peasfield-hedge …’

That was real neighbourliness – knowledge, affection and concern brought together, and I wish I’d felt that when I rashly went off on a plant twitch in spring. I was tetchy from some legal business and the gnawing anxiety I always feel when the summer migrants are late arriving. So I drove north to Wayland Wood, the site of the Babes in the Wood legend and the only place in Norfolk where the yellow star of Bethlehem grows and has done ‘since records began’. I didn’t so much want to see it as to find it and to prove that all was right with the world – and right with me, too, that I hadn’t lost the knack of finding a plant. But I’d failed to track the shy flowerer down 25 years ago, and I did no better this time. I quartered the wood, peered around every conceivable niche, nudged down stopped-off paths. But I hadn’t a clue about either the place or the jizz of the plant. I was a stranger and a trainspotter, and it served me right. When I gave in and just meandered, the wood became enchanting, spangled with wide-open celandines, wood anemones and the first early purple orchids. And just coming into flower all over the wood was something special I did know: the white, warm-flour-and-honey-scented racemes of bird cherry. At once I was in the Yorkshire Dales in June 1985. I was with an exhausted film-crew, and we were saying an emotional goodbye to each other after a long shoot in desperate weather. The bird cherry around us was still in flower, but quite leafless from the predation of ermine moth caterpillars, and decorated instead with their silken canopies. The bird cherry may be indifferent to our relationship, but for me it already spans moods and miles and decades.
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THE NORFOLK BROADS

Anyone who thinks that the ‘problems’ of the Norfolk Broads are new should read G Christopher Davies’ Handbook, which almost single-handedly opened the place up as a leisure resort in the 1880s. Thanks to him the place was fast becoming a rowdy, refuse-strewn, gun-happy frontier-land, and in his 18th edition he tried to introduce a code of etiquette for the ‘bottle shooters, coot potters, and noisy revellers’. He suggests that ‘Young men who lounge in a nude state on boats while ladies are passing may be saluted with dust shot or the end of a quant.’ And that was long before the arrival of motor cruisers and nitrate pollution.

So when Polly and I decided to have a Swallows and Amazons weekend ourselves, a few eyebrows were raised, as if we were planning a short-break in a caravan outside Norwich City football ground. We had the last laugh, as we knew we would. In the last decade the Broads have been transformed. The sewage outfalls have been cleaned up, speed-limits imposed on the boats and the whole place designated as a national park. It’s now a model for the multipleuse of wild places.

It began as it was to continue. Going downstream from Wroxham, with low clouds scudding in the June gales, we saw our first hobby inside ten minutes, breasting and stalling into the wind like a pigeon. The next was a quarter of an hour later, over reed-scrub on the edges of Wroxham Broad. It was doing something I’ve never seen in a hobby before, hovering like a kestrel, but with its wings vibrating as fast as a hummingbird’s.

Hobbies were almost constant companions over the next few days, and spotting them became part of our shipboard routine. One of us steered, the other kept look out from the bridge: hobby (or harrier, or heron) at 11 o’clock! We cruised into various Broads, chugged more slowly past private pools with their unbreached rafts of water-lilies, and gazed out over the vast landscape of tossing reeds and alder-swamps. In the evenings we became more intimately tangled with the vegetation, as we tried to find places to moor. Hemp-agrimony proved a doughty anchor tussock. Wild blackcurrants went into the muesli. The carr, so often dismissed as some inferior habitat to reed and sedge, was hectic with what we came to call edge-warblers: a convivial mix of first-brood Cetti’s, reed and willow warblers, and tits of all sorts.

The intimacy of the birds was extraordinary. They weren’t exactly tame, but were quite unfazed by the boats. Terns and swallows skimmed the water continuously. We watched kingfishers feeding while we were having breakfast, and great crested grebes all day. This may be the densest population of these birds in the country. On the rivers we saw a pair every 200 yards. They would swim close to the boat, often with their zebra-striped chicks tucked under their wings, or float by – head tilted to one side, almost flat against the surface of the water, spying for fish. But often they would swim straight at the nose of the boat and dive into the bow-wave, surfing past in what I think was the pure pleasure of messing about with boats. The butterflies and dragonflies were just as confiding. The one swallowtail we saw seemed enraptured with the unfurling sail of our little dinghy, and weaved flirtatiously among its folds.

It’s frustrating, but probably fortunate, that you can’t get off a boat and plunge straight into some of the great marshland wildernesses, like Catfield Fen. A green and impenetrable wall of alder, willow, sweet-grass, bristling with ferns and guelder-rose thickets, stands in between. We knew we’d have to go the long way round to get into the wild heart of the Broads, round Hickling. It wasn’t easy. We missed the low tide, and couldn’t get under the medieval bridge at Potter Heigham. Rather desperate (it was our last day), we hired an electric day-boat, and as the cloud and rain came down yet again, purred up Candle Dyke among marsh harriers patrolling the reedswamp and lagoons. We moored and hiked to the Norfolk Wildlife Trust’s reserve, and made it to the celebrated bittern hide just before the storm broke. A few weeks before one of the local pairs of cranes had raised two young in a nest just outside the hide. Now the family were hiding out in the reeds, and hard to see. But as we walked back, the rain passed, and we saw a bittern, a barn owl and two hobbies, very close, hunting for dragonflies from a thorn tree, like flycatchers.

Back on our boat, we cruised through the wonderful jumble of riverside dwellings at Potter Heigham, a frontier village of anglers’ shacks, thatched retirement bungalows, mock windmills and selfbuild cabins customised with sculptures of Andy Capp and voluptuous Greek goddesses. Broadland is no place for snobs. Both birds and people are adaptable and opportunist here. Swallows nest in the prefab boathouses, and real geese feed next to the topiaried ones on the riverside lawns.

That evening the sky cleared and an almost luminous mist, 6 feet thick, came down over the entire marshland landscape. We moored up smartly on a long anglers’ pitch and, at about 10 o’clock, the bats arrived. My bat detector went off like a football rattle. Accusing fishermen’s torches were trained on our boat. The bats – Daubenton’s and pipistrelles – were materialising out of the mist, crackling like furious black sparks, flickering over our deck. It was about 7°C, but party time for all of us.
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PLAY TIMES

By the eighth week of the most extraordinary of summers (2003), everybody was at it. In our market town, Diss, the entire population went into hot-weather moult and partied by the Mere. And so did the local swifts, whose flight games over the water were nothing short of pyrotechnic self-indulgence. In the hottest weeks, I watched them quite deliberately slaloming through telephone wires.

The normally serious business of gardening also turned positively playful. Down our lane, a neighbour put out a cardboard box and a single cabbage, price: 40p. The whole countryside was riotous with these festive and uneconomic mixtures of social display and enterprise – ‘oven-ready rabbits, RARE HOSTAS’, three bunches of sweet Williams, ‘Honey, Goshawks!’ (the latter for watching, not eating). Even the meadow and wayside flowers were blooming in the kind of billowing profusion we hadn’t seen for two generations, making hay while the sun shone. The whole landscape was en fête.

I’m intrigued by play, and for that matter by all gratuitous, extravagant and unnecessary business. It often seems to me that we are closer to nature when we’re playing than at any other juncture of our lives. Of course, our needs for food, sex and territory are absolutely animal-based. And because play is so intricately linked with art, it can somehow seem unearthly, as abstract as higher maths. Yet I’ve a hunch that it, and a philosophy based around it, may be our ‘way back’.

I doubt that even the most ardent behaviourists can believe any longer that animal play is simply a utilitarian rehearsal for more functional business. Sometimes it looks more like the point of life. In the spring, I went back to the Chilterns hoping for a nostalgic glimpse of the red kites. The hills were looking their best – gaunt, reckless, poised for action – but it was cool and blowy, and I doubted the birds would show themselves. As soon as I turned up towards the scarp, though, there they were, hanging like crossbows against the leafless ridge-woods. They weren’t sheltering in the lee of the beeches – they were out riding the wind, bold as brass. The further south I went, the more kites appeared. They were sporting over the villages, lifting on gusts that took them sailing clean over cottages, then down to the level of the birdtables. Then, suddenly, the sky was full of kites, a shifting mesh of flight-lines that stretched as far as I could see in all directions. There was no way of counting the birds, but there were at least 60 in the air at once.

It was the most extraordinary spectacle. The birds were deliberately using the gale to try out their flying skills. They were using their tails like rudders, sometimes spiralling round with them so fannedout that their distinctive forks became invisible. One stooped, falling out of the air like a peregrine. Another allowed itself to be slewed sideways for about 100 metres without moving a feather. Then they’d turn into the wind, raise their wings – as relaxed as a dancer’s arms or a half-full jibsail – and gather the air in, fold it into themselves. It was so perfectly beautiful, so naturally muscular, that I couldn’t help flexing my own shoulders, in sympathy. I didn’t want to fly, or be a bird, but they transported me, back to being six years old again, rushing down a hill with my arms held out.

Occasionally, the birds’ mewing calls blew my way, but this was no mass courtship display. Red kites aren’t communal birds as their black cousins are, and there was no pairing visible, except for a few brief chases. The birds, I am sure, were simply playing, responding to the rhythms of the air, just as we might to music. For some reason, it reminded me of an enthralling description by an anthropologist of the antics of bowls players, cobbled together out of sensuous instincts and bits of sympathetic magic: ‘A bowler aims and plays his ball, wishing it to run true and hit the jack. He watches eagerly as it rolls, nodding his head, his body bent sideways, stands balancing on one leg, jerks over violently to the other side as the critical point is reached, makes as though to push the ball on with hand or foot, gives a last jerk …’ Play can be an approach to life as well as a pastime. Back in the early 1970s, Joseph Meeker, one of the founding sages of Deep Ecology, wrote his inspiring The Comedy of Survival: Literary ecology and a play ethic about the pragmatism and playfulness of nature. He outlined a common ground for humans and nature, which he called ‘the Comic Way’. It is the polar opposite of Management by Objectives. It’s against gloom and ideology, and for improvisation, optimism and freedom. The principles he draws up for this ‘Playbill of Rights’ (for all species) include: ‘All players are equal, or can be made so … Boundaries are well-observed by crossing them … Novelty is more fun than repetition … The best play is beautiful and elegant… the purpose of playing is to play, nothing else.’
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* * *

I imagine everyone has their own vivid recollections of the August heatwave: hosepipe bans and wasp plagues; a giant Caribbean turtle gulping jellyfish in the English Channel; beechmast so heavy that it made the leaves look as if they were brown in July; and that rare experience in Britain of heat intense enough to come close to the pain threshold.

But how long will they last? Our climatic folk memory is notoriously short and erratic, and full of a gloomy mythology whose only silver lining is a vague belief in ancient Golden Summers. It is as if, living in a part of the world where the weather will always be capricious, we daren’t allow ourselves the luxury of remembering particular weather instances for fear of developing foolhardy expectations.

Who now recalls the summer of 1983, which had the hottest July for 300 years? Or 1975, which started on 6 June after snowfalls on the 2nd and stretched to the end of August? (And hands up all those who are thinking ‘surely he means the 1976 heatwave?’ universally remembered, with typical British masochism, because it led to a drought.) I hope I’m not being smug. I doubt if I would remember them myself if I hadn’t kept a weather diary for 20 years. I certainly can’t imagine what my most abiding image of 1990’s heatwave would turn into if I hadn’t written it down.

It was a Sunday night at the beginning of August, and too hot for sleep. I was lying on the bed gazing idly out of the window, when the sky suddenly became full of careering balls of light. They were round and hazy and darting about in a way that made them look indisputably alive. I was mesmerised at first, then alarmed, but by the time I had summoned another member of the household as a witness they had vanished. For the next few days what I thought was a firmly rooted natural scepticism had a very rough ride indeed. I thought up every possible rationalisation. I wondered if I had witnessed a bizarre electric storm or a giant corn circle being formed, or in fact was suffering from heatstroke and had witnessed nothing at all. I even toyed desperately with the possibility that they might have been bats which had picked up phosphorescence in their roosts, as barn owls sometimes did. Four days later the local paper saved me from panic, if not embarrassment. The lights had been seen all over the area, and had come not from UFOs or luminous bats but from a Tina Turner rock concert at a park more than 15 miles away.
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HOUSE AND GARDEN

I’ve moved house again. Not far, just a mile north over the River Waveney. But this time it’s our own place, and as it stands on a fairsized patch of land, it’s going to make me think about that philosophical divide between the wild and the tame in more practical terms than I ever have before.

Both sides seem to have already staked their claims. The house was built in the early 1600s, from timbers that in places still carry fragments of impacted bark. The walls were cobbled together from clay and flint, and above them some of the roof-laths are still lashed down with woven willow. The whole place seems barely to have disentangled itself from the landscape outside.

Our patch is surrounded on two and a half sides by dead-flat Norfolk prairie. But more ancient systems of farming have left their echoes. We have a pond that was probably first dug to provide the clay for the walls, and then used as a ‘retting’ pond, for soaking hemp fibres clear of their husks. Hemp, for cloth and rope, was the great smallholders’ and commoners’ crop in the Waveney Valley (and would be again if it wasn’t for the Home Office’s paranoia). On the 1839 Tithe Map the 10 acres then attached to our farmhouse were all labelled as ‘Hempland’.

This pond, 18 feet deep and fed by a cold spring, is the epicentre of the garden, the hinterland between nature and culture. Goldfinches and woodpeckers drink under cover of the tangled tree-roots that drape its sides. Six species of dragonfly hawked over it in the summer. But its artificially steep banks maintain it resolutely as a garden pond. Should we free it up a bit, scallop in some shallows, give nature more of an edge, trade off some old culture for some new?

On the domestic side of the pond, so to speak, the decisions are easier. Polly will grow vegetables in the walled garden we’re building. I’ll indulge my Mediterranean longings with a patch of garrigue, with lavenders and cistus and asphodels. (It has what I hope are honourably recycled foundations: a load of limestone rubble from a Lincolnshire quarry that serendipitously found its way to Norfolk as ballast for an empty lorry.) And I’m working on a bird-feeding station made out of agricultural junk. It’s a feeble ecological joke – turning ploughshares into swards – but I rather like the idea of all that ambitious ironware rusting into oblivion among the flowers.

But beyond the pond, nature will have a louder say. We’ve about half an acre of grass, which will slowly be teased into meadowland. We had it cut in August. A farmer friend from Thrandeston came over with a haymaker so gigantic that I blanched when I saw it lumber through the gates. But he cut the whole lot in four or five sweeps without knocking a single apple off the Bramley.

Now we’ve got a cropped sward speckled with invitingly bare skid-marks and molehills. I can’t be doing with the conventional technique of spraying the whole area with heavy-duty herbicide and reseeding from scratch. Instead, in what I hope is a simulacrum of the way that grasslands evolve naturally, these little opportunist patches will become the growth points. We’re helping them on their way, scattering seeds gathered on the local greens – sorrel, wild carrot, knapweed, fleabane, vetches – like spices into an already seething pot.

Only a tiny fraction will be accepted, but with luck the grassland may come to resemble the lost common that once adjoined our house. Or then again, become whatever it chooses. Our insects have already decided. They are ancient occupants. All last summer, they swarmed through the house and garden. First were the black ants, a ceaseless tide flowing from every crack between plaster and floor. There were more, plus weevils and spiders, in the thatch. Sometimes we would watch green woodpeckers and wrens clinging upside down to the netting and feeding from the straw-ends. When the heatwave began, hummingbird hawkmoths spent breakfasts darting between the honeysuckle and the muesli bowls. But most touching of all were the crickets.

Green oak bush-crickets came into the house soon after the ethereal green tortix moths and stalked everywhere (beds included) on their prodigiously cranked-up legs. A dark bush-cricket turned up in the sewing-box, exploring a chunk of magnet. That evening we found him squatting on a dimmer switch – a hippy cricket, fond of good vibes. My field-guide says his night-time song is a ‘staccato psst-psst’.

This unexpected intimacy with insects has had a deep effect on me. The whole property is coming to seem not so much an invaded (or invading) colony, as a kind of joint carapace, a complex living shell generated by all its occupants. Gardening is not necessarily about fussy meddling and regimentation. It can also be romantic, playful, intimate, wild, an equal dialogue with nature, and maybe the best model of all for the relationship we should aspire to.
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* * *

The hornet burst into the kitchen late one night after one of those interminably wet and cold August days. I had no idea hornets were in any way nocturnal and do not know what drew it towards our open window. But for a quarter of an hour its intense presence dominated the room. It thrashed frantically against the walls. It flew so heavily, its segmented body trailing almost vertically downwards, that it looked like two insects clasped together. Close-to, I could see its thorax pulsating like a bellows. It was hyperventilating. This wasn’t the furious hornet of popular myth, but one, I think, in the grip of a panic attack. I caught it eventually, with the help of a plastic beer mug and a large birthday card, and put the whole lot out into the drizzle, hoping that at least that might be preferable to the cosy prison of our house.

Back in the spring I wrote about how moving to an old house has meant a new intimacy with the mysterious lives of insects. This is partly the result of what an estate agent might call its ‘characterful’ fabric. It is, forgive the pun, an accommodation with the wild. Beetles sidle in under the ill-fitting doors. Crickets hang out in the lamp-lit corners of the living room. Goodness knows what’s going on in the thatch.

But I also have the sense of the house being a kind of squatters’ encampment on anciently occupied territory. The emergence of the black ants this year again seemed a ritual of frustration and bewilderment, an awakening into a world turned upside-down. It is supposed to be a brilliant, ephemeral marriage rite, a brief glitter of sequined wings on one special day each year. The winged males and females fly up and mate. The females descend to Earth, pull off their wings and begin searching for nesting sites. But our house ants poured out of their winter quarters for two months without cease, spilling from alarming new holes in the floor and marching along the tops of my treasured botany books. They shuffled this way and that, across the carpets and up the windows, but seemed desultory and lost, uninterested in getting outside for their nuptial flights. In the evenings they retreated back into their crevices. I helped as best I could, taking ant-covered rugs into the garden and leaving doors and windows open, until the house was overrun by opportunist blackbirds and robins. It was not until mid-August that they finally vanished from the house, or back into it, with, it seemed to me, the next generation unassured.

As I watch our insects as closely as I can, such mysteries proliferate. In June I was mesmerised by the courtship flights of ghost swift moths, in which the males danced and swooped over a patch of reed with wings vibrating so fast they looked like tiny balls of mist. And just before the farcical hoverfly ‘invasion’ of the Essex coast in July, when these most benign of pollinators were being vilified as ‘pests’, I watched hundreds of thin, Latinesque hoverflies feeding on our knotweed. They were the only species on it, and were nowhere else in the garden. What extraordinary refinements of scent and sight must have brought those two organisms together. Later, I tried to capitalise on moths’ sense of smell by painting a few trees and posts with that traditional entomologists’ mix of beer, brown sugar and black treacle – a potion which seemed, during the brewing, to be rather too tasty to devote to the moths. It was. During the endlessly cool dusks they remained untempted and invisible, hiding out in the herbage. A few – oak rollers, blood-veins, indistinguishable noctuids – hung still and heraldic on the walls, their lives, I felt, only half-lived.

How does one write about creatures whose states of consciousness are so remote from ours, whose lives are so brief and mercurial and full of what we see as the horrors of cannibalism and slavery and living parasitism? Not, certainly, by trying to interpret insects’ behaviour in terms of human institutions, as in so much writing about social bees and ants. The great Jean-Henri Fabre perhaps came close in his intensely observed, empathetic and non-judgemental essays. But perhaps a truly sympathetic approach would need a non-Western mind-set and a willingness to embrace an idea of consciousness not rigidly welded to the individual organism – to see insects as subjects not objects.

And yet, when I think of our ants and hornets, I know there are experiences we share, too. The Greek political prisoner George Mangakis befriended three mosquitoes during his long solitary confinement. ‘They were struggling hard to resist the cold that was just beginning,’ he wrote in Letter to Europeans. ‘In the daytime they slept on the wall. At night they would come buzzing over me. What were they asking from me? Something unimportant. A drop of blood – it would save them. I couldn’t refuse. At nightfall, I would bare my arm and wait for them. They would come to me quite naturally, openly. This trust is something I owe them … It shows the solidarity that can be forged between unhappy creatures.’

A few weeks later the hornet returned – upstairs this time. We switched off the light opened the window, shut the door and left it to its own secret devices.
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* * *

From my study I can just see the tideline of cowslips that’s edging into our scrap of meadow, a ripple of yellow between the trees and the sandy grassland. Actually tideline’s an exaggeration: close-to it’s more a ragged scatter of plants advancing from one self-sown clump. But they thrill me more than the chunkier flowers struggling through the rank grass nearer the house – so obviously the result of my halfhearted attempts at deliberate seeding. Why on Earth, you may well ask, do I feel differently about them? A cowslip is a cowslip. But I confess that in striving to keep as much of our garden as wild as possible, I’m attracted by the idea of wildness as a style, not just a collection of species. I love the surprise and serendipity of natural succession, of watching, in my own patch, the ancient processes of decay and colonisation.

There’s no problem achieving this with mobile creatures. We have as many hornets round the lamps as moths. Great tits are nesting in a chimenea we failed to seal properly over winter. And I think we may be one of the very few homes to have green woodpecker on the ‘inside-the-house’ list. But vegetation sometimes needs a kickstart to become half-way natural – which raises the interesting philosophical question of how much human intervention you can have before a garden ceases to be ‘wild’.

There’s nothing new about an interest in what I might call a wild aesthetic. It was the guiding principle of the Picturesque school of landscape designers in the 18th century. Uvedale Price was the main scourge of the formal landscapes championed by Kent, Repton and Capability Brown. He was scathing about their lack of ‘enrichment, variety, intricacy … above all connection’ (though stopped short of his friend Richard Payne Knight, who wanted their creations blown up). He called his contrasting approach ‘picturesque’, but reading his account of it two centuries later it seems more ecological. He praises the rugged quality of pollards, and how the ‘mosses on the bark, the rich yellow of the touchwood, with the blackness of the more decayed substance’ give them enormous visual appeal – precisely the qualities that would be praised by an ancient-tree conservationist today. He talks about the attractiveness of ‘playful wildness’ in landscapes. He urges us to note how ‘Time … converts a beautiful object into a picturesque one’ – the prelude to a tremendous essay on the diversifying and naturalising effects of weather and epiphytes. His blueprints for tree planting could have come straight out of a textbook on primary forest: ‘Natural groups are full of openings and hollows; of trees advancing before, or retiring behind each other – all productive of intricacy, of variety, of deep shadows, and brilliant lights.’

A century later William Robinson extended these ideas from the estate down to the smaller garden. He challenged the Victorian obsession for formal borders and bedding plants, and the way they carried ‘the dead lines of the building into the garden’. In The Wild Garden (1870) he celebrated the rightness of plants allowed their natural settings: lemon globe-flowers in a dark, damp hollow; the unprompted hedginess of a wild rose scrambling over a fence. Wild gardening, being a way of fostering the natural groupings of plants, also encouraged a way of looking at their convivial growth in the wild. Robinson loved what he called ‘indefinitenesses’ – drifts of naturalised bulbs in grassy drives, a clematis sprawling over a pear tree. He also believed that, in gardens at least, exotic temperate plants could be naturalised alongside natives, and it’s partly his inspiration we have to thank for the wonderful drifts of escaped American golden-rod and Michaelmas daisy on railway embankments.

Does wild-style gardening make any contribution to conservation? Perhaps less than it contributes to our intimate perception of natural processes. But I’m convinced it opens up opportunities for natural ‘events’. I’m heartened by what’s happening in our garden. I planted field maples and hornbeams because I didn’t think they’d get here unaided. But they’ve been swamped by the self-sown oaks and cherries. Primroses, left to their own devices, have reached weed proportions. They’ve colonised the gravel, the lawn, the vegetable garden edges and the odd tree stump. Next stop the thatch. It’s the pond that’s the problem. Dug four centuries ago it’s very steep-sided. It’s hard to get water plants to colonise the edges. But I’ve heard of a fascinating phenomenon on the Norfolk Broads – small islands of matted marsh-grasses which float about on the water, and become anchorages for other species. That’s my next project, to bodge some together out of sedges and bits of cork, and see how long it takes the seeds of our local glory, the marsh orchids, to blow in from the common …

2006

* * *

With wildlife gardening’s profile high, I felt it was time to have another critical squint at my own patch. It’s chastening to do this retrospectively, and see how the usual mode of wild-garden writing – the chirpy advice to make a log pile, plant pyracantha, avoid baking hedgehogs in the bonfire – measures up against what actually goes on. I suspect a Crime Scene Investigation unit would catch the flavour better than a team of motivational pundits.

I last wrote about our 2 acres in Norfolk nearly three years ago, and a lot has happened since then. There have been plenty of serendipitous visitors. Two winters ago a drake harlequin spent the morning on the pond, and then shot off across the meadow like an Exocet. Last May a newly hatched four-spotted chaser dragonfly hung itself out to dry on a cistus bush. An exquisite Cretan endemic campanula somehow found its way into my Mediterranean bed. But a tick list doesn’t come close to describing the dramas and dilemmas of wild gardening. What did was a remark I heard recently from a reserve warden on the north Norfolk coast. ‘We’re not bothered about climate change or the sea breaking in,’ he said, ‘our main business is predator control.’ I was mildly shocked, but there’s no doubt he pinpointed the major dynamic force in wild places, feral gardens included. I don’t go in for predator control myself, but predators – or rather that unspeakable habit wild species have of eating each other – certainly control the garden.

Our bit of meadow came good last year. From being largely swamped by aggressive grasses, it exploded with patches of ox-eye daisy and musk mallow and bird’s-foot trefoil. Some of these came from seed I’d scattered in little patches of bare soil opened up by moles and ants. But most – like the six bee orchids that sprung up under the washing line – arrived of their own accord. But in May, it started to go tatty. A marauding herd of herbivores – pheasants, rabbits, hares, muntjac deer – crept out of the cover of our bit of woodland and began nibbling the flower buds as if they were cocktail snacks. They had a malicious preference for cowslips and meadow buttercups. Then the hay rattle turned nasty. I’d introduced it as a way of sapping the vigour of the coarse grasses (it’s a partial parasite), but it was now turning all my clover and vetches into dwarves. When I looked it up I found that it was parasitic on at least 14 plant families as well as the grasses. They don’t tell you that in wildlife gardening columns. For a while I went into a sulk that my meadow wasn’t going to challenge the Prince of Wales’s, and considered fencing off the whole patch. But by midsummer the browsing had calmed down, and most of the beheaded plants (cowslips excepted) had put out new flower buds. And once the hay rattle had seeded and died off, its hosts regained something of their normal proportions. Chastened, I remembered that a wildlife garden is not just there to satisfy its keeper’s aesthetic sense. The more it’s chewed and frayed by other creatures, the better it’s doing.

The wood itself seems immune to the fact that deer nibble the bark off some of the younger saplings, though it’s mounting its own defences. Many of the trees are now big enough to be visited regularly by tawny owls and two species of woodpecker, and old enough to be producing plenty of seed. And sure enough, close by, their offspring are regenerating exactly as they are supposed to: ash, hazel and oaklings, shooting up through the protective cover of bramble patches.

The problem habitat is the pond. It’s deep, steep-sided and partially shaded by two huge ash trees. I’ve managed to get some edge vegetation going – purple loosestrife, sedges, yellow flags – and there are great crested newts, water measurers and pond snails. But these water animals thrive or decline according to the state of the aquatic vegetation, and this does vanishing tricks of its own. The reason is those pesky herbivores again. Most of the summer the pond is full of mallards, of dubious origins. They munch the pondweed into oblivion. And that’s not all. Sometimes they munch each other. Ducks bring their broods to the pond from a wide area, and Duck Wars invariably follow. A couple of years ago I was horrified when dead ducklings started appearing on the surface the same week that bird flu had been discovered at a farm nearby. But the next day I watched one of the mothers systematically catching and drowning the chicks of a rival brood. Wildlife gardening? It’s a jungle out there.

2009

* * *

We put it up among the fading cow parsley in the middle of June, a bird feeder so outlandish I worry that the council may pounce on us for breaching planning law. It stands 2 metres tall, its twin trunks bristling with rusting spikes and stalks like some prehistoric radio mast.

I’d long dreamed of a feeder that was personal, an offering from me, not just something off a production line. A couple of years back I did an experiment with some pieces of derelict farm machinery, hoping to enjoy the poetic irony of birds gorging themselves on the remains of outdated agrobusinesses. But I hadn’t the skill to make anything either striking or even functional out of it. Then I realised I had a string to pull – and now, as they say, an interest to declare. My partner Polly’s daughter is Kate Munro, the sculptor who created some of the great wood and metal installations at the Eden Project. I put my plan to her, and in a matter of weeks she’d come up with the brilliant notion of modelling the feeder on giant hogweed, turning upside down the bad image of this demonised alien.

Kate and her kids came and stayed for a week to make the sculpture on site. She debarked two hunks of a windblown garden sycamore to make the twin stems, and sat among the moon-daisies welding the blooms from an extraordinary collection of recyled junk: spiral fence-posts, coil springs, steel washers. When it was finished and in place by the pond, it was so beautiful, so absolutely right amid the skeletal cow parsley, that I could hardly bear to drape it with titbits. But I did, and the birds began to trickle in within an hour. Nothing special so far, but it seems to fascinate families of fledglings. They come en masse and leap about the umbels as if they were climbing frames. They seem intrigued (or puzzled) by the odd spatial arrangement of their perches, and their explorations seem to echo the opportunist, playful way Kate made them. Yesterday I watched a young robin meet an equally youthful but considerably more authoritative great tit on an iron stalk, and go into that little shivering motion robins do when begging for food. For once, I can’t wait for winter, when the Hogtable should be as lively as a carnival. But another part of me worries that it’s just a folly, a piece of self-indulgent tomfoolery. Or worse, that it’s a kind of circus, making a spectacle of the wild.

‘Wild’ is the new ‘natural’, a quality whose moment has come at last. Jay Griffiths’ Wild, Robert Macfarlane’s The Wild Places, and Roger Deakin’s Wildwood –incandescent, austerely beautiful and comic by turns – were all published this summer. The Wildlife Trusts have at last remembered that the word is part of their name, and in a historic policy document last year committed themselves to landscape-scale rewilding. There is wild garlic on pub menus and ‘wild apple’ in perfumes.

But what does this word mean when it’s used not just as an adjective but as a description of some kind of quality in nature? It isn’t the same as ‘natural’ and isn’t about ‘kinds’ of organisms. Falconers’ peregrines and foresters’ nursery-grown oaks may be ‘wildlife’, but they are not ‘wild’. I share the growing belief that there are special qualities in free, self-willed organisms and ecosystems that are to do with sensuousness and inventiveness, and which can vanish under the heavy hand of management. Most importantly (and this is the argument of all three books I mentioned above), these are qualities in the human mind, too: right-brain – bird-brain – creativities that spring from our common evolution. And there seems to be a wonderful reciprocity – glimpse the wild in nature and you glimpse the wild in yourself. Discover your own deep-seated wildness and you intuit new things in nature. You are gazing in a mirror that is 3,000 million years old.

Which is why I don’t think the Hogtable is any kind of peep-show. I see it as a kind of gateway, a portal between two wild imaginations, the inquisitive bird’s and the playful sculptor’s. If we need devoted, loving observation to understand nature intellectually, we also need our wild imaginations to re-enter it emotionally. So here’s to David Rothenberg, jamming on his clarinet with Albert’s lyrebirds in the Australian bush; to the thousands of Swedes who dance with the returning cranes in April; to every child who has ever drawn an imaginary animal; to Kate and her robins’ play-station. I suspect some of the creatures enjoy these contacts as much as we do. But it’s the opening of our minds that also matters, the realisation that though it may be a jungle out there, it’s also a ball, and we’re all invited.

2007



 

POOTLING

Does anyone go walking for its own sake any more? Everyone I come across on my own meanderings is always up to something: exercising the dog, jogging (a practice more in need of planning control than afforestation, I reckon), swarming about in sponsored migrations, brandishing tokens of activity – easels, picnics, more dogs – as if moving without obvious purpose was a sign of mental instability. I am beginning to be looked at as if I had just jumped out of a bush – or was just about to jump into one.

We seem to have come full circle, for it isn’t much more than 200 years since the sheer fun and physicality of strolling about first began to be realised. When even the roads were morasses for much of the year and walking the only means of transport available to the vast bulk of the population, anyone seen just roaming aimlessly was regarded with the deepest suspicion. Many of the pioneering mid-18th-century naturalists were harried and attacked while out on their rambles.

Joseph Banks was seized on suspicion of being a highwayman in 1760 while poking about in some hedges near Hounslow and hauled up before the Bow Street magistrates. Edward Lhwyd, one of the most adventurous of all early field botanists, was repeatedly taken for a Jacobite spy or tax collector, and hounded out of parishes all over western Britain.

It would be hard to disentangle the progress of footborne exploration from the increasing fascination with the detail of the world that characterised the intellectual and artistic awakening of the 18th century. Up on top of a coach, or struggling to work through the mud, you missed so much: the sounds of limestone clattering under your feet, a dim flower in a hedge bottom. Inquisitive walking may even have played a part in undermining the formal and generalised views of nature of the pastoral tradition, and in ushering in the Romantic era.

Think of the poet Thomas Gray, whose Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard has had its political message quite obscured by that static, lulling opening verse, ‘The Curfew tolls the knell of parting day’. When Gray stirred his stumps and followed the tourist trail to Malham, picking his way tremulously up the limestone crags below Goredale Scar, he was transfixed enough to write one of the first great accounts of a face-to-face encounter with a wild landscape:

The hills opened again into no large space, and then all farther away is barred by a stream, that at a height of fifty feet gushes from a hole in the rock, and spreading in large sheets over its black front, dashes from steep to steep, and then rattles away in a torrent down the valley … the drops which perpetually distil its brow, fell on my head … there are loose stones which hang in the air, and threaten visibly … I stayed there (not without shuddering) a full quarter of an hour … the impression will last for life.

But I don’t think it was just the new intimacy with the natural world achieved by walking that helped make it so popular. It also gives you an exhilarating sense of possession. When you physically set foot on a piece of land, in one symbolic sense you stake a claim to it. A walk becomes a beating of your own bounds.

I find that I am lured back, quite compulsively, to routes I’ve walked before. And not just to the bare bones of the route either, but virtually to my own previous footsteps: along the top of the bank where the woodruff grows, keeping to the left of the lane round the next bend, a short detour to the bridge with the overhanging hawthorn …

A walk, of course, provides a ready-made framework for a writer to hang a narrative account on, just as ‘the tour’ did in a previous era. Yet what is fascinating is the way that different styles of exploration on foot appear to have found their way directly into the style of the written account. One critic has suggested, for instance, that W. H. Hudson’s rambling prose ‘perfectly echoed the long, slow, unhurried tramping of his feet as he roamed through the gentle southern counties each summer’ – though, for me, Hudson’s peerings through the window of country life in books such as Afoot in England (1909) summon up the echoing, misanthropic tread of the census officer.

Far better is middle-period Richard Jefferies, when he was producing a prodigious quantity of effervescent journalism for the new urban audience. The essays in collections like Round About a Great Estate (1880) are addressed directly at this audience. ‘If you should happen to be walking …’ so many of them begin. It is quite infectious. The reader is taken by the hand and led.

John Clare, on the other hand, seems barely to consider his readers at all. He is caught up in the immediacy of the moment, or perhaps the remembered immediacy of his childhood, and his many poems which are based on walks conjure up an image of a man darting in barely controllable excitement from one side of the path to the other:

When jumping time away on old cross berry way
And eating awes like sugar plumbs ere they had lost the may
And skipping like a leveret before the peep of day
On the rolly poly up and down of pleasant Swordy well

The end of this kind of writing lies really with the modern books of walks, which are instructions about where to go rather than descriptions of real voyages of discovery. There is nothing wrong in beating another person’s bounds; I have followed in some of Edward Thomas’s melancholic tracks round Hampshire, and had the thrill of finding a few of the same fragments of willow-pattern china in a woodman’s garden that he likened to out-of-season periwinkles. But if there is no person behind the route-map, no voice, then I think one might as well gather up the dog, put on a tracksuit and let the whole scene go past in a blur.

1984

* * *

Having been an obsessional map-browser for most of my adult life, I feel rather smug about their recent rise to colour-supplement fashionability – not as mundane charts or guides but as spurs to our imaginative sense of history and locality. Perhaps it’s a sign of our growing anxiety about losing our place.

I think it was the feeling that there were stories between the contour lines that first turned me into a map-worm. I still love reading them like coded scrolls, imagining the layers of landscape that lie under the surface structure. Will there be bird’s-eye primroses in that fuzzy junction between the limestone hill and the beck-rinsed moor? Will a jumble of Suffolk green lanes, moats and coppices seem as anciently rich on the ground as it does on the plan, or just itself be a ghostly reminder of something long vanished? And what lies, unrecorded, in all the white spaces between?

Modern geographers now separate true maps, which are to do with ‘performance’ (interpretation, physical contact, and so on), from ‘tracings’, which are hyper-realistic ground-plans. Yet I have found evocative charts in both styles. One of my favourites is the record which Joseph Johns made in 1847 of the standing and fallen trees in a marked plot of Boubinsky Prales, a virgin forest in southern Czechoslovakia. What is uncanny about the map is its sense of time: the trees are mapped (from above) with such precision that you can see where and how the fallen ones are entangled; how they are split, broken, weathering at the tips; which have kept their root plates; where new trees are growing and what their girth is. It is like a snapshot, a frozen moment, yet conveys the most powerful sense of the ceaseless slow decay and regeneration of the wildwood.

At the other extreme is an exquisite topographical map of Great Yarmouth in the town’s museum. It was painted in 1570, from an imagined high point on one side of the town. The town began as a shanty settlement built by migratory fishermen on a bank of silt that was forming across the river – the Yare-mouth – 1,000 years ago, as this bit of East Anglia began to tilt upwards. Five hundred years later, the map vividly shows the ridges of housing development following the contours of the receding high-water mark – and east Norfolk’s great grazing marshes forming around it.

Yet perhaps even the most minimally objective maps can be constraints on us, encouraging us to see the world in too set, too routine, too human-centred ways. The other day I read a short essay by Paul Evans about, basically, wandering off; and I felt shamefaced at what a creature of habit I had become in my own meanderings and map-followings. Like William Hazlitt, ‘I can saunter for hours, bending my eye forward, stopping and turning to look back, thinking to strike off into some less trodden paths, yet hesitant to quit the one I am on, afraid to snap the brittle threads of memory.’ A rut is a good thing to follow, but not to be stuck in – map-bound, as it were. Paul Evans describes how he did ‘strike off’ in a Shropshire wood, and the moment of revelation that followed, when he discovered multitudes of cryptic footprints, and imagined the myriads of creatures ‘from beetle to badger’ whose paths had crossed here before making off again, and who had created on their way a route-map for a whole ecosystem. I suspect we understand and contribute to these charts more than we realise. Perhaps they are our equivalent of aboriginal songlines. I know that when I do go free-form walking like Paul Evans, I am tugged this way and that by gaps in hedges, whiffs of fox, shapes glimpsed in trunks, barely understood prompts from rocks and bushes. As signals, they are no more rationally mappable than birdsongs are transcribable, but they are part of that sense of territory that is one of our closest links with other creatures.

1995

* * *

Much as I think we can learn from hunter-gatherers, I’ve no ambitions to be one. I’m too sentimental to be a hunter, too dilettante ever to become a serious gatherer. But I do aspire to be a rummager, a general browser after stuff, to indulge in an honourable ‘treading lightly’ version of living off the land. Except that, given the trade I practise, this is also likely to involve foraging for stories, gossip, finds.

Pootling about like a part-time nomad is how I tend to spend my afternoons, and at least once a month this involves doing a circuit of my home-range, checking out the lie of the land. Back in the Chilterns, my cats used to do this every morning, reading the smells and traces of the night as assiduously as a breakfast newspaper. ‘What’s about?’ they’d sniff, in that splendid interrogation that the cat world shares with birders and ancient East Anglians.

I’m nosy, too, and some of this browsing is just neighbourly curiosity. Over in Thelnetham, a house among the trees has an elaborately printed board outside: ‘What was Willow Cottage is now Jumanji’. In Redgrave, an old cottage with the most desirable view over the fen, a place where you might watch marsh harriers without leaving your bed, has got planning permission to replace its thatch with pantiles. Whatever next!

I always do a circuit of the local fen and greens. They still have their late autumn colours, and those that were cut or grazed early now have a second flowering of the classic local mix: knapweed, fleabane, wild carrot and tufted vetch. There’s a late speciality, too, the little drab yellow umbellifer pepper saxifrage (no relation to either of those families). It’s a marker of damp and ancient land. William Turner made the first written record in 1586, in ‘ranke medowes’. On the greens, the travellers’ horses – part currency, part status symbols – are looking splendid, all blond fringes and highly rated spots. There is a first-year foal exactly like the tarpans that graze Redgrave fen, and I entertain the wicked thought that the travellers may have ‘borrowed’ the wildlife trust’s roving stallion for a spot of freelance stud-work.

Feeling a bit of a gipsy myself, I slip into the grounds of one of the local big houses. Yesterday I’d seen a little egret here, wafting across the ornamental lake. It was an astonishing sight, an icy, virginal presence among the rowdy natives. And they didn’t like it, finding its alabaster oddness too threateningly alien. Everything from moorhens to greylags went for it, a screaming, pecking mob of vigilantes that harried it across the water and into a tree. But today they’ve calmed down. I spot the egret beating towards me, in a group of about 500 lapwings on one of their loose, take-it-or-leave-it fly-rounds. It follows their every move, matching their wingbeats, even aping their jinking ‘falls’ just before coming in to land.

It’s gleaning time as well. The wild harvest has been extraordinary. Hazelnuts, damsons, hops, wild seed for our meadow. Today, I fancy getting one up on Delia, and finding some authentic Norfolk cranberries. There’s a patch of ancient swamp here called Cranberry Rough, which had enough of the fruit once to be named after it. I plunge in, full of derring-do, into what looks safe enough alder carr, and get the fright of my life. There are patches of real mire here, and I keep going in up to my knees, even after the drought. It’s too overgrown for cranberries, I reckon, but it’s a strange and atmospheric place, draped with marsh fern and mosses I can’t identify. And on the way home I find the biggest feral pear tree I have ever seen, in a hedge. It’s 40 feet tall and three feet across, and covered with a Norfolk speciality, little Robin pears, crisp and bright and blushing. I pick 10lb off the verge – a completely unexpected crop. On the radio I hear that English Nature has accidentally set fire to Scolt Head Island on the Norfolk coast. They were trying to incinerate some fox earths and ‘lost control.’ I love it when the wild cards come into play.

Back home the rummaging continues, as I go free-range reading. My treasured Flora Diatetica (1783) doesn’t list Robins in a catalogue of pears whose names read like the Song of Solomon: Chaumontelle Wilding, The Green Sugar, The Golden End of Winter. But it taunts me over the one-time abundance of Norfolk cranberries: ‘They are collected by the country people, who carry them to market towns for sale.’ I long to ferret for more about them in an unpublished manuscript Ted Ellis once told me about, the 18th-century Norfolk shoemaker Lilly Wigg’s Esculent Plants. But it’s deep in the British Museum. So I console myself with Virginia Woolf’s account of her holiday in our fens, a hundred years ago. She described a landscape humming with dragonflies and the marzipan scent of meadowsweet – and then fell into the Little Ouse. ‘Although a walk in the fen has a singular charm,’ she wrote, ‘it is not to be undertaken as a way of getting to places.’ But whoever wants to get to places when you can be getting about.

2003



 

… AND FORAGING

Twenty years ago this autumn I finished work on my first full-length book, a guide to edible wild plants called Food for Free. It was a modest success in its own way, enabling me to risk becoming a full-time freelance, and I shall always be grateful for that.

But it also had the kind of oddball subject matter that gets one typecast. A few years after publication, I was introduced to a well-known photographer at a party. ‘Ah yes,’ he mused, peering closely at me, ‘you’re the man that eats weeds. What an interestingly earthy face.’ This, I felt, shrinking with embarrassment, was taking the idea that you are what you eat a sight too literally, and ever since I have distanced myself slightly from that early guide to greens.

I still enjoy feasts of seasonal crops: samphire from the north Norfolk marshes in summer, wild raspberries from my own wood, local hazelnuts for Christmas. But for the most part I have become a rather precious wayside nibbler, indulging in what the 1930s writer and fruit gourmet Edward Bunyard christened ‘ambulant consumption’ – single wild gooseberries (squeezed to test for ripeness first); sweet cicely seeds on walks before dinner, a kind of herbal aperitif; squidgy dewberries eaten on the stalk, like cocktail cherries.

But this year, with an anniversary to celebrate and an odd pattern of weather whose effects on normal fruiting patterns I was curious to explore, I felt inclined to go for a proper, inquisitive foray, a working lunch, so to speak. So I map out a route over familiar country near home which takes in some old hedges and onetime mushroom pastures, hoist a gathering bag over my shoulder – and then curse the fact that the mid-October day that I have carefully planned for this expedition turns out to be the most dismal of the autumn so far. But half a mile on, I find I am quite enjoying the mist and fine drizzle. The berries on the trees, dust washed off at last, have an inviting dewy sheen. On the grassland, now thoroughly moistened, patches and rings of darker green grass that may be signs of underground fungal growth are materialising like watermarks.

I start browsing out of a sense of duty to begin with, and drench myself with showers of settled rainwater every time I reach into a bush. Things are already remarkably ripe, even though there have been no air frosts yet. I nibble a few agreeably soft haws, whose flesh reminds me of slightly overripe avocado pear, then start on the blackberries, which are still swelling in good numbers, despite all those saws about not picking them after Michaelmas. Even berries from adjacent bushes can taste quite different, with hints of grape, cherry, plum, and with subtly varied textures, reminding you that there are 400 micro-species of bramble in Britain.

But I draw a blank with hazelnuts. It was not a good year for them to start with, and this year’s explosion in grey squirrel numbers seems to have put paid to the few that did form. I try a few tricks, such as getting inside the bushes and looking out, hoping that any clusters will be more visible against the sky. But all I find are a few rather stale cobs already fallen to the ground. I munch some elderberries for consolation, but overdo it, and that slight cloying sensation, of having sucked fruit-flavoured frogspawn, won’t go away. But there are clusters of miniature wood puffballs on the treestumps, and I find that chewing some of the white flesh takes the elder aftertang away.

My route takes me up into the Chiltern foothills, and a labyrinth of green lanes. Long-tailed tits are dithering through the hedges, and the first chaffinch flocks gathering – though there is no beechmast either for them or me. I am heading for a wilding apple tree I discovered last year – sniffed out, actually, since its lemon-yellow fruits smelt deliciously of quince and scented the air for dozens of yards around. (They were too hard and acid to eat raw, but were spectacular roasted with meat.)

The tree has fruited quite well again, though it is too early for the fruits to have taken on their heady aroma. But there are plenty of other wilding apples about. I bite into one and it has the bittersweet, almost effervescent zest of sherbet. On another tree in the same hedge the apples are like miniature pippins. A third has long pearshaped apples that have an extraordinary warm, smoky flavour behind the sharpness, as if they had been baked. I ponder the huge genetic storehouse represented by these wayside wildings, all sprung from discarded cores.

But I’m disappointed at how few fungi there are yet in the hedges and copses, and start hallucinating them. A promising mound under an oak turns out to be a toy bubble-car, and every white flash in the field is in fact an upturned flint. But as I turn for home through the valley meadows, with rooks massing above the woods on either side, I begin to strike lucky. There are freshly sprung field mushrooms, pink-gilled and unsullied by insects. There are fairy rings of eight-inch-diameter horse-mushrooms and of shaggy parasols (no good for eating raw, but I pick a bagful for later).

And in the ridgeway hedges on the last lap before home, the wild damsons are perfectly ripe and beginning to drop from the trees. The bushes line an old orchard and were, I guess, originally planted as a combination windbreak and pollinator for the cultivated plums. But they have spread some way beyond their original site, and suckers and seedlings (including a wonderful cherry-plum with round, thick, orange fruit) crop up for hundreds of yards along the hedge. There is one new taste sensation here. The hedge was cut in the summer with the fruit already formed, and the trimmings lie beneath it, covered with dry, wrinkled damsons that taste exactly like thinfleshed prunes.

So this was my midday meal, ambulantly consumed but in strictly correct order: young field mushrooms and a few soft chestnuts, finished with wild plums and strips of lemony apple. After three hours of continuous nibbling it seemed, I will confess, rather on the acid and insubstantial side, and I began to yearn for a bowl of pasta. But never believe anyone who says there is no such thing as a free lunch.

1991
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