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from the introduction ‘This side of the River Tweed. That side of the River Tweed’ (see German 

edition pp. 7-10): 

It was chance that had scattered us, like vagrant birds disorientated by cyclones on the tropical 

seas, to the Northumberland coast in the North-East of England. As we arrived, laden with 

luggage, in Whitley Bay on a wintery New Year’s Eve, we looked up to see the full moon 

hanging like a Chinese lantern over the inky, glistening North Sea. Our new flat was on a rock 

spur at the end of a terrace, one of those typically British rows of houses that run across the 

isles in infinite ribbons. (Hard not to picture this infinite ribbon coming out again on the other 

side of the North Sea in Norway, somewhere near Stavanger, perhaps, or on the Lyse Fjord, 

and weaving its way onwards.) Everything seemed small, hobbit-sized. Our landlords, Chris 

and Maggie—serial grandparents, faces weathered by sea wind—had left us milk in the fridge 

and a plastic Christmas tree, strung with lights, by the living room window. From here, we 

faced north-east, with a view of the small, rocky bay. We didn’t need to follow a star to find 

the way to our new address: Southcliff.  

The next morning, New Year’s Day 2018, we explored the smugglers’ caves in the rockfalls at 

the end of our cliff. In the first, a redshank was wading through a brackish puddle in the sand; 

from the second came the shrill whistle of a kingfisher (which, as we would learn later, was 

already the talk of the local pubs), and so it went on. After only a few days, we and our two 

children had made the acquaintance of most of our winter neighbours: Chris and Maggie above 

us, Alan and Alex next door, the Sanderlings and Turnstones on the beach, the Oystercatchers 

and Dunlins on the reefs stretching far out into the open sea. It wasn’t long before we felt at 

home at this junction of land, sea and sky, up close with the elements.  

We lived among seabirds, sought their company, followed the flight pattern of their migrations, 

listened to their calls. A few years later, in early summer 2022, we found the waves were 

frequently washing up the cadavers of birds on the beaches of Whitley Bay and Cullercoats. 



Even that autumn, and all through the winter—seasons when guillemots, gannets and puffins 

actually live on the high seas and are never seen on the coast—we’d find them dead on the 

shore. Almost all of them were—and still are—victims of bird flu. 

That’s when I started keeping a more painstaking log, recording and resisting the mass 

encroachment of death all around us. Perpetually overtaken by reality, this logbook merely 

documents its own failure. The texts it has given rise to are meditations on the untameable 

grace of seabirds and their art of survival and on encounters with wildlife on our doorstep in 

the English–Scottish borderlands, its unexpected abundance in the midst of its relentless 

depletion. It is about the cycles through which life steers its course, and about the Great Dying 

in the Anthropocene. 

What does it mean to live in a culture that is tearing ever deeper holes in the fabric of life whilst 

deadening our awareness that we are part of this very fabric? How can non-human creatures be 

remembered in such a culture? What can we preserve, today—encapsulated in our internal 

worlds—of the vitality around us, to remind us, tomorrow, of that lost external world? To 

remind us that we came into being with other living creatures; that we were not created from 

nothing; that we are part of the evolutionary history of life, not of frenzied human design; that 

we were born, not made. 

What resonates throughout and between the lines that describe, in the following chapters, a full 

wheel of the year is the unspoken question of language: How can we find a language for the 

lapwing and the corncrake, who have fallen silent in so many regions? How can we wrest from 

language today—so disconnected from nature—the power to express the dying and becoming 

around us? And the inner resilience for the grief when death no longer gives rise to becoming? 

What language can we pass on to our children and grandchildren? Will, for them, the soft flecks 

of the speckled wood and the bright gold of the golden oriole merely be features that have been 

and gone, eventually disappearing from language memory altogether? What language can we 

devise in which to remember these flecks, this gold, the mischievous piping of the lapwing, the 

ventriloquist crexing of the corncrake? 

North-East England is bordered to the south-west by the immense amphitheatres of the North 

Pennines: an old limestone and slate mountain range—filed down by ice-age glaciers, eroded 

by Atlantic rainstorms—which the poet W. H. Auden called, in German, his ‘Mutterland’, even 

though he grew up in Birmingham. Up there, he felt, a different, more wholesome temporality 

held sway. The northern slopes of the Pennines overlook the valley of the River Tyne as it 



carries on through Newcastle and then, near Tynemouth, two beaches south of Whitley Bay, 

spills out into the North Sea. Further north, visible only through binoculars, Hadrian’s Wall 

snakes across the ancient hills. Extending from Bowness-on-Solway on the west coast of 

England, through to Wallsend on the northern bank of the Tyne, close to the river mouth, are 

the weathered remains of the 73-mile long construction, built by the Romans in the second 

century under Emperor Hadrian, to keep the Caledonians at bay.  

Rising up behind it—barely visible in the mist—are the vast moors and peatlands of the Cheviot 

Hills, which eventually descend into the valley of the River Tweed. Today, the course of the 

Tweed marks the border with Scotland, which was united with England to form Great Britain 

in 1707.  

[….] 

Scotland’s landscape actually starts here, in the North-East of England—in the Land of Three 

Rivers between the Tyne, the Wear and the Tees. The colours along this coast, inflected by the 

mirror of the sea, have a different luminosity to those further south, and during our years in 

Northumberland it was not uncommon for the north wind to scatter the clear light of the 

Highlands before our door like an array of tinkling ice cubes. The following pages are about 

the search for these colours and this light—and about how the seabirds helped us find them.   
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from the chapter ‘Bird Flu’ (see German edition pp. 12-14 and 26-28): 

 

Monday, 2nd of May 2022 

Dark streaks of cloud on the watery horizon, and beneath, the North Sea—an ocean of grey. At 

the zenith, bright entry points of light: sheaves of sunbeams in gradations between black and 

white, fanning out into the distance, from the rumbling of an imminent storm to the promise of 

blue, announcing itself behind the blanket of cloud. In a constant state of change, and percolated 

with showers, everything flows together then parts again under the invisible canopy spanning 

the sky above the Northumbrian coast. 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the father of modern geology, Abraham Gottlob 

Werner—from a renowned mining academy in Freiberg, Saxony—put twenty-three of these 



shades of grey into words in his nomenclature of colours for the description and classification 

of minerals. All twenty-three of them are here, this evening, swimming and shimmering in the 

immeasurable breadth of this limited palette. Over there, to the north-west, what look like 

colourless Northern Lights flicker in spectral contrasts of black and white: dark, irascible 

spikes, then brightly gleaming pinnacles of cloud. In the south, by contrast, the cloud cover is 

loosely dispersed, snow-white—a colour also found in the feathers on the ‘Breast of the black 

headed Gull’ or in the ‘snowdrop’s calyx’. 

These are some of the colour shades of geological interest described by the botanical painter 

Patrick Syme in a catalogue of 110 entries he translated and published in 1814 under the title 

Werner’s Nomenclature of Colours on behalf of Werner’s Scottish pupil, Robert Jameson, a 

professor of geology in Edinburgh. Syme expanded Werner’s original colour definitions with 

comparisons from the realms of flora and fauna, embedding them in the animate world. In so 

doing, he made new colours visible and turned a scientific primer into a poetic compendium of 

the Earth. Charles Darwin had it with him when he sailed around the globe on the Beagle, using 

the paint pots of Werner and Syme to create, in his diary, his colour palettes for describing the 

geobotany of South America and the biodiversity of the Galapagos Islands. 

This evening, the sky over Coquet Island glistens the colour of aragonite; it is the purplish 

white hue Syme sees shimmering in the flower of the cranesbill, too, and at that ‘Junction of 

the Neck and Back of the Kittiwake Gull’. The island lies off the delta-estuary of the peaty 

River Coquet, which winds its way down from the heathlands and high moors on the border 

between England and Scotland, arching widely through a rainy landscape which, in summer 

and autumn, is strewn with tiny, purple, bell-shaped heather blossoms, frosted blue bilberries 

and plump black crowberries. The greenish-white over the expanse of the North Sea would 

perhaps remind the Scottish painter of the colouring in the ‘cloacal feathers of the winter 

goldcrest’; and behind me, over the mainland to the west, storm clouds tower over each other, 

as inky black as the ‘fruits of the bittersweet nightshade’. The sea wind exerts itself in 

imperious movements, frothing up the maritime aquatints, bathing the greys in ever new 

sources of light. 

Syme’s ability to connect the most diverse phenomena of nature with one another testifies to 

the naturalist’s eye for detail and aesthetic sensibility. Such familiarity with animate and 

inanimate nature must have come naturally to many people in his time. If seeing the liver-

brown of a half-opal as the colour of a hawfinch’s wing or the greenish-grey of greywacke as 



ash bark captured the imaginations of contemporaries, then it is reasonable to assume they saw 

themselves as part of this web of living connections. 

Every now and then, on this summer evening, a purposeful wingbeat propels a bird out from 

the cross-hatchings of rain over the Coquet estuary, cutting through the air with both force and 

ease. Barely has this motion broken away from the cloud banks and into the open before it 

sinks back into them. Only with binoculars am I able to make out the flight pattern more clearly: 

it’s a tern. The crescent-shaped wings bent right back, the casual yet resolute wingbeat, the 

rhythmic pulse with which the bird gives itself to the sea breeze: the wingbeat, the dive; the 

wingbeat, the dive. The supple animal swerves through swirling currents of air with complete 

equanimity of motion and a complete lack of haste. I can’t make out the colouring of its head 

and beak. It’s probably an Arctic tern. It would be the first of the year. 

Clouds in constant flux: ribbons—banks—walls—towers—flags—sheets—veils—tear sacs: a 

quivering of coincidences, arbitrarily opening entrance points for light. The German word 

Himmelsstriche (literally, ‘sky lines’ or ‘stretches of sky’) comes to mind, which was originally 

used to describe the orbits of the stars in the firmament. Until the eighteenth century, it was a 

common expression for ‘cardinal points’; but by the time of Alexander von Humboldt it was 

already being used as a synonym for ‘area’ or ‘region’, analogous to Landstrich, a stretch of 

land—but more three-dimensional, focusing on our existence on Earth ‘in relation to the 

climate’, as the Brothers Grimm noted in their dictionary of the German language. Today, the 

term is obsolete. 

In this fitful weather, I am heading out into the evening, under cover of an eggshell sky which, 

at any moment, could crack. 

 

Friday, 15th of July 2022 

On the way to work, I try as often as I can to walk from our flat in Whitley Bay along the 

shoreline, crossing Cullercoats Bay and Longsands Beach before getting on the metro from 

Tynemouth to Newcastle—a black and yellow caterpillar from an earlier industrial age, a small 

Unimog truck I could fix with my own hands if it broke down. Over the past few weeks, I’ve 

seen fewer and fewer terns on these walks. At the very least, sandwich terns used to come 

regularly to the mouth of the Tyne, and common terns and Arctic terns were relatively frequent 

visitors to these shores. This year, the earlier and earlier the sun has risen from the water, the 



less and less we have heard their harsh, raw croaking or witnessed their brisk, elegant motion 

in flight.           

This afternoon, I take another short walk to the mouth of the River Coquet, an hour north of 

us. Many of the various terns who forage outside our house may well come from here. About 

a kilometre off the coast lies the little Coquet Island, only six hectares wide, the breeding 

ground of the very rare roseate tern’s largest British colony. This bird owes its name to the rose-

coloured shimmer in the breast feathers of its nuptial plumage, as well as to the reddening of 

the otherwise black base of its beak during the breeding season.  

The pulse of bird-flight out from cloud banks. I hold up the binoculars—an Arctic tern. Just 

then, before my eyes, a bird rises up from Coquet Island, its flight pattern similar but without 

that characteristic dive: faster and flatter, seemingly more purposeful, a little less casual. The 

bird is heading straight for the coast; black hood over the crown, red legs bent, beak red at the 

base, brightly coloured down֫—a roseate tern. Snow-white life is gliding over me, concealing, 

somewhere within its breast plumage, a peach-blossom red. The population of roseate terns 

across Europe had fallen to just over 500 breeding pairs by the end of the 1980s, but it has since 

recovered fivefold thanks to targeted conservation measures. More than half of these birds 

breed on the Irish Rockabill Islands north-east of Dublin. 150 breeding pairs were recorded on 

Coquet in 2021—around half the extant population in Britain. Now, towards the end of the 

2022 breeding season, only sixty of them remain. Whether the survivors have the strength to 

fly to their wintering grounds in the Caribbean is for the stars to decide. 

This year alone, avian flu (H5N1) wiped out over half of all broods here. RSPB staff were faced 

with horrific scenes across the entire island. At the beginning of June, the summer had looked 

promising; roseate and sandwich terns in particular had returned from the south in large 

numbers, overlaying the island with their often shrill, occasionally rasping calls. The frenetic 

chirping and hoarse screeching of their courtship and nesting noises rolled through the ground-

breeding colonies in waves of waxing and waning sound. Not long later, death raged around 

the nests like wildfire, and in less than two weeks their courtship dance had turned into a dance 

of death. What will it be like in the other colonies—at Long Nanny, where, only six weeks ago, 

I was picking my way through frenzied breeding activity? Or several nautical miles further 

north on the Farne Islands, one of England’s most important bird cliffs? 

Drizzle sets in, mingling with the swirling spray, coating my face in a salty gauze. I fix my eyes 

on every passing bird, hoping to catch a glimpse of the powerful flight and coat-tail feathers of 



another roseate tern—nothing more than an inkling of pink in the vast, windswept ocean. But 

in vain. Along the way, I search for pigments and words for the beauty I have just seen; all I 

bring home are three tangled fishing lines, numerous washed-up plastic bottles and a bunch of 

synthetic carnations. The wind must have torn them from a vase by one of those benches behind 

the dunes where people linger, remembering the dead. Increasingly, these vases are being 

replenished with plastic flowers. 
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from the chapter ‘Mutterland (motherland) (see German edition pp. 82-88): 

 

Tuesday, 16th of August 2022 

Beyond Allenheads—the headwater region of the River Allen in a high valley that flows down 

northwards to the Tyne—the road winds its way over a pass for a further fifty metres at altitude 

before slowly descending into the rugged Rookhope Valley, which drains eastwards into the 

North Sea via the River Wear. Night seems to fall earlier here than anywhere else in the North 

Pennines. The black blood of the basalt depths seeps out of the wounds inflicted on the 

mountainside by centuries of extraction: abandoned shafts and derelict canals, houses, 

chimneys from lead mines like Rispey, and ore mines like Wolfcleugh and Frazer’s Hush. The 

Groverake lead mine was closed at the end of the nineteenth century and reopened as a fluorspar 

mine after the Second World War. In 1999, the last mine in the region was put out of operation 

for good. The preservation of the steel winding tower as a landmark is funded by an association, 

while the surrounding buildings once again, layer by layer, entrust their limestone and mica 

schist walls to the Earth’s mantle. 

 

[...] Often, at this time of year, sunsets ignite the blossoming heath into an improbable glow, as 

if a thin film of viscous black and red magma were seeping into this fossilised seabed landscape 

from a fissure deep inside the Earth. Above Rookhope, a gravel road winds in a wide arc over 

the sprawling, heather-clad hills imbued with traces of industrial history. From 1846 to 1923, 

the highest standard gauge railway in England ran from the coalfields south of Newcastle in 

County Durham to Rookhope. From there, a small-gauge railway with a cable winch was built 



along this gravel road up to the summit of Bolt’s Law, where the ruins of the three-track loading 

station can still be seen today. Coal was transported up from the seams in the lowlands, and 

iron ore, lead, zinc, aluminium, copper, silver and fluorspar were sent down from the criss-

crossing mineral veins of the Pennines into the blast furnaces and factories of the industrial 

revolutions. 

In the west, the orange-violet horizon flares up one last time and collapses into a crimson 

smoulder. A man who seems as modest as he is eccentric crosses our path, his trousers a little 

too tight, his jacket a little too loose. We fall into familiar conversation, chatting as if we’ve 

known each other for years and are picking up where we last left off. Behind us, the creaking 

territorial call of a male partridge: perrrrrr-dix, as it is onomatopoeically called in Greek. I 

casually mention to our son that the English word for the German Rebhuhn is ‘grey partridge’, 

whereupon our new companion asks us without further ado, in almost accent-free German, 

whether we’d like him to show us Newcastle—and leads us, in the wearying light of the 

evening, to the top of a hill. The black meanderings of the River Tyne take on a sharper outline 

the deeper they wind their way into the sea of suburban lights. There, to the north-west of the 

city, the glimmer of the airport; and further north still, the lights of the little seaport of Blyth 

and the Lynemouth power station, which we can just about make out against the charcoal 

shading of the sea. It’s as if our companion, with his ash wood walking stick, were sketching 

out the end of the world. 

With the easy, energetic stride of a lifelong traveller, this unreal figure, who has emerged from 

nowhere, or from one of the numerous mineshafts, accompanies us back to Rookhope. He lived 

for six years in what he describes as ‘Pershing II Berlin’. Life in the city was great in those 

days, he says, but there’s nothing drawing him back there anymore. For many Britons of his 

post-war generation (as well as the inter-war generation of W. H. Auden and Christopher 

Isherwood), the German-speaking world held a great fascination – they were attracted to its 

cultural otherness, autonomy and virtuosity. Today, in the era of global homogeny, he laments, 

this fascination has dwindled. 

In his youth, W. H. Auden would drop stones into one of those iron ore shafts over there, he 

says, before we descend, tracing with his stick the outline of a chimney, an outstretched index 

finger jutting into the evening sky behind the dilapidated railway station. That was in 1919, 

when everything here had already been decommissioned. ‘The most wonderfully desolate of 

all the dales’, Auden called the valley of Rookhope in a later autobiographical text. And in a 



letter in 1927, he recounts this experience up here on Bolt’s Law: the sound of stones skimming 

along the walls of the shaft, bouncing off ledges and tumbling into nothingness, which only an 

eternity later than expected sent up an echo from the invisible blackness of the water at the 

bottom of the drift, ripped the ground from beneath his feet and, at the tender age of twelve, 

turned him into a poet. In the long poem ‘New Year Letter’, too, he styles this moment as an 

initiation into the depths of human consciousness. 

In Rookhope I was first aware 

Of Self and Not-self, Death and Dread 

[…] 

There I dropped pebbles, heard 

The reservoir of darkness stirred. 

[…] 

In 1948, Auden wrote a letter to the translator Elizabeth Mayer in which he describes the 

genesis of his limestone poem [In Praise of Limestone], referring to the North Pennines in 

German as his ‘Mutterland’—this land haunted and ravaged by man’s driving and drilling for 

mineral and metallic arteries; this annealed hell, over whose now long-sealed shaft openings, 

this evening, a peregrine falcon sweeps soundlessly, its plumage shimmering like mica schist, 

the tips of its wings ignited by the very last rays of sunlight. 

[…] 

As we say goodbye, our guide remarks that the best birdwatcher in the entire region is the 

manager of the small post office in Rookhope, who comes from Morocco. Then, he disappears 

between the whitewashed houses, and the village, whose two pubs closed down a few years 

ago, looks as lifeless as it did on our arrival. […] Back in the hire car, we slowly roll back over 

the pass and let ourselves be carried, in the dark, down past the River Allen to the hamlet of 

Ninebanks. As the Milky Way pours over us, a few formidable oaks and ash trees rise up from 

a cluster of farmsteads, the warm grey of their unrendered, tightly masoned limestone 

shimmering into the moonlessness. We stop briefly, search in the headlights for a signpost to 

the youth hostel. Complete silence. A branch bobs soundlessly; heavy velveteen black rolls into 

the balmy evening air; beneath it, a glimmer of white. All we feel of the barn owl’s flapping 

wings is the breeze, leaving the silence after it even more complete. A hole in one of the house 



gables stares out into the night; has the owl raised its brood there this year? And what’s the 

proper name for that hole? The hostel in Ninebanks is housed in a stone building where the 

miners of the little lead mine in central Allendale once lived. We have our own small room with 

bunk beds, and, shaded by silent white wings, we fall straight into a dark, dreamless sleep. At 

home, I look it up in Anita Albus’ book of rare birds: ‘“Eulengebühr”— or, owl due—was the 

name of the hatches purposely created for barn owls under the gables of barns when people 

still knew what they owed the birds.”’  
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from the chapter ‘Bird Island’ (see German edition 142-151): 

 

Sunday, 6th of November 2022 

I will never forget our first trip to the Farne Islands. I have to leaf back to 4 May 2018 in my 

diary: ‘Just as memorable as the sounds, smells and colours of these rocks is the gleam in the 

eyes of the ornithologist from the National Trust who looks after this protected area. Two nights 

ago, she said, the first Arctic terns had descended from the starry sky at dawn, returning from 

their wintering grounds in the Antarctic pack-ice zone, the Weddell Sea and the islands of South 

Georgia. The joy that this life lives on, that these creatures will once again transform light, 

wind and the silvery gleam of the sea into new life! The joy of sharing in the grace of these 

aerial bodies, of getting lost in their tangled lifelines, in a Celtic labyrinth!’ I always kept my 

hat on, though: in the mating season, if terns think you’re an intruder, they’ll dive at your head 

with sharp beaks. 

I keep on reading: ‘Above me, a couple of terns are “whiffling”—so the courtship is already in 

full swing: they chase each other, then dive into sudden descent, see-sawing in weightless 

equilibrium. The most common forms of courtship behaviour include gifting fish to the female; 

mock nesting, also known as “nest scraping”, where both partners dig hollows in the ground 

and then practise incubating in them: sitting quietly next to each other, pressed close together 

for hours, each hearing the other’s heartbeat as its own.’ 

Such an exuberance of life at an outpost of this island kingdom! Right here and now, on the 

edge of this plundered land, a country regarded as one of the most environmentally 



impoverished on Earth, this unreal climax of the Great Bird Migration! For one long moment, 

thousands of wind and saltwater creatures from the immeasurable maelstroms of ocean and sky 

seem to pause for a few weeks, entrust themselves to the land, and turn the vigour of incessant 

movement inwards with such concentration that the most perfect geometric shape in the world 

can be born from it—a bird’s egg. 

Like many seabirds, the razorbill lays a single egg, cream-coloured with dark spots, in small 

crevices, cracks in rocky outcrops, or simply in loose scree, where it is perfectly camouflaged. 

As if they can’t wait, the chicks hatch out of the egg—open-eyed and already covered in down 

feathers—and fledge before they can even fly. Then they plunge with daredevil ungainliness 

from their cliffs into the sea, where they are fed and taught by their fathers until they have 

learnt to fly and hunt. 

The guillemot’s egg is similar in colour to that of the razorbill, but it tapers earlier and, from a 

distance, resembles a pear. This gyroscopic geometry forces the egg to rotate when disturbed, 

lessening the likelihood of it falling from the narrow ledges where it is incubated without any 

kind of nest protection. 

Puffins, on the other hand, nest about one metre below ground in a burrow, where they incubate 

their disproportionately large egg for six weeks—‘an embryo in a womb of the Earth’, as Adam 

Nicolson puts it. For a further four to six weeks, the chick is fed by its lifelong monogamous 

parents before it wobbles out into the daylight. How this clumsy puffling becomes a deep-sea 

athlete within a few weeks, diving to depths of up to 70 metres and braving the merciless 

expanses of the high seas, remains an unfathomable mystery. 

The Farne Islands roll out into the North Sea like giant petrified waves against the direction of 

the surf. Each of the islands is flatter near the mainland and then rears up against the sea to the 

east. Finally, the outer islands slowly peter out in smaller ripples of rock. Originally, all the 

islands were connected to the mainland by limestone sediments, but these were washed away 

by erosion over millions of years, so all that remains today is the hardened magmatic dolerite, 

resisting the sea. This rock is part of the Great Whin Sill, which lies like a giant carapace in the 

geology of north-east England. It formed from the ingress of lava between older layers of rock, 

where it cooled down to form a massive ‘sill’. Across the region, directly on top of this sill, lie 

the Northumberland and Durham coalfields, some of the biggest in the UK, which were mined 

on a large scale in the 19th and 20th centuries. Some of the coal seams extend below the seabed, 

and often, after high tide, the pale, sandy beaches are ribboned with coarse coal debris. 



In the 1970s and 1980s, people who had been thrust into unemployment by the economic crisis 

and into homelessness by Thatcher’s gutting of the welfare state came to the region’s beaches 

to collect the coal dirt the sea had washed out of the abandoned and improperly sealed mine 

tunnels. Chris Killip’s photographs are unique documents of this period—harrowing in the 

precision with which they document the political squalor of these primal scenes of 

neoliberalism; touching in the tenderness with which they capture the endangered yet tightly 

woven community. 

Some of his images are indelibly etched in memory at first sight, especially his shots of the 

coal-collecting camp on the beach between Lynemouth and Cresswell. Unemployed miners 

and their families, as well as a group of ostracised Sinti and Roma, made their living by selling 

coal that had washed-up on the shore beneath the chimneys of an aluminium smelter and a 

coal-fired power station, which by that time was no longer using local, but imported Russian, 

coal. Initially, as he reports, the community was hostile towards Killip, reluctant to invite him 

into their lives. So, he decided to live with them for a winter season, gaining the trust that made 

these sensitive and respectful photographs possible in the first place. 

The photo of two men, for instance—one in an oilskin coat raking coal from the winter surf, 

the other making sure the lumps of coal are safely stacked on the lid of the wooden wagon. 

After this, the wagons will be hauled off the beach by horses. Both men, we can assume, come 

from families that have lived from coal mining for five or six generations and from fishing for 

a millennium before that. Now they fish for coal. Their eyes do not make contact. The attentive 

older man, concentrating on the detail, is Brian Laidler, who held the Lynemouth community 

together and increasingly represented it to the outside world. The exhausted younger man, with 

doubt and despair written all over his face, fixes his gaze on the expanse of the sea. His name 

is not known. Although their bodies appear turned away from one another, the two are 

connected by an invisible bond visualised by the composition. 

A particularly touching picture by Killip from this period shows, in frontal view, a boy of 

primary school age in wellies and dungarees. Killip has obviously asked the boy, whose name 

is Rocker, to sit in a certain position, in the light, with the grass frog he has just caught. But 

then something magical happens: the boy sits gazing, completely absorbed, at the frog, holding 

it by its thighs with his right hand (the way he holds it shows he is an accomplished frog 

catcher), letting it peep over the parapet of the tower formed by his left hand. His attention to 

the creature in this pure self-abandonment is a moment of profound humanity. 



 

 

Tuesday, 8th of November 2022 

I read on in my old diary from 4 May 2018: ‘It’s one of those rare windless days here in the 

North-East of England. The sky swims in the smooth turquoise blue of a song thrush egg. The 

sleeping body of the sea is turned very slightly towards Norway. Its breath, exhaled from 

within, gently skims the transparent skin of the water’s surface. For a moment, it’s as if all the 

birds on the Farne Islands have abruptly fallen silent and are listening to this unusual stillness 

of sea. But the silence is just the fleeting touch of a sudden gust of wind that has swept down, 

gathered up every call, shriek, sound and noise, and hurled them out onto the open sea.’  

5 May 2018: ‘The next day we are on Lindisfarne—usually called, simply, “Holy Island” by 

the locals. A one-hour walk along the mudflats of the old pilgrims’ path takes us from the 

mainland to the former pilgrimage church on the island. It was here, under constant threat from 

Viking raids, that the Lindisfarne Gospels were written, one of the most wonderful Christian 

manuscripts of the European Middle Ages. The broken mirror of man’s explanation of the 

world, referred to as God, is assembled here to form a window into the eternity of the cycles 

of life. Around 700, after the death of Cuthbert, who before his life as a hermit had been Bishop 

of Lindisfarne, a monk from Lindisfarne Abbey (about whom we know nothing except that his 

name was possibly Eadfrith) began collecting the colours of the North Sea: shards of earth-

brown, eryngo-ivory, seaweed-yellow, fennel-green and the blue of the gannet’s orbital ring, 

shattered on the cliffs and polished by the sea wind. Not forgetting the unreal turquoise colour 

that a roseate tern must have brought back from its winter quarters in the Caribbean and lost 

on the beach. 

Eadfrith fixed these colours on calfskin in an evangeliary to the greater glory of God. God’s 

Nomenclature of Seaside Colours. Here, too, the Celtic textures in which plant and animal 

bodies merge, inseparable, becoming a single metabolism. Again and again, the stylised heads 

of cormorants, puffins, eider ducks, mackerel, wild cats, wolves and adders peer out from the 

guilloche in the ornamental letters and border decorations, but above all from the full-page 

sumptuous leaves of the manuscript. The Lindisfarne Gospels survived the Viking raids, were 

liquidated after the destruction of religious orders during the English Reformation under Henry 

VIII, and were finally purchased by the British Museum in London in 1753. The book has been 

kept there ever since. According to legend, however, it was lost during the first plundering of 



Lindisfarne by the Vikings in 793, then recovered unscathed by a fisherman on the coast of the 

Kingdom of Northumbria.’ 

 

November daydreams: I travel back in my mind to May, when huge round boats, repurposed 

as sheds, lay in the bay of Lindisfarne like beached whales. Between them, visible on the 

horizon in the glistening midday light, were the Farne Islands. Above us, lapwings circled in 

courtship at breakneck speed, their contrasting colours glinting in the warm spring light and 

across the pale beach grass. In the distance, the call of a greenshank—a cadence, writes Norman 

MacCaig, that drops ‘no lower than a semitone’ and yet is filled ‘with an octave of loneliness’. 

Out on the mudflats was an encampment of about a hundred grey seals; their howling, barking, 

snorting moans were echoing across the expansive bay—spectres of sound ruffled by gusts of 

wind. A savoury, salty wind tore, whistling, into my lungs. The velocity of the clouds kept 

increasing by the minute, and under the gravely scowling sky the tidal surf hastened to issue 

this Bible full of wonders, on the beach, for all to see.  

 

Addendum: In summer 2022, due to avian flu, the Farne Islands were completely closed to the 

public until further notice. 

 

5 

from the chapter ‘Bird Knowledge’ (see German edition pp. 224-225): 

 

Wednesday, 22nd of March 2023  

Out on the cliffs this morning again at sunrise. M’illumino d’immenso. The young light streams 

over the rocky ridges beneath me, filling with warmth the countless rock aquariums the tide 

has encrusted with shards of finely ground mirror glass during the night. Tiny, unexpected 

stirrings between the silvery mineral sparkle and the golden glow, each triggering two or three 

further movements. A restlessness trembles over the reef arch that stretches furthest north-east 

into the sea, and on which I now see a flock of around fifty golden plovers, perfectly 

camouflaged in colour. In a single movement, they all duck down into their deep morning 



shadows and remain motionless in their yellow-brown plumage. A sworn religious community, 

following an arcane liturgy, turned towards the sun. 

Suddenly, an impulse goes through the flock; all the birds rise simultaneously—apparently in 

observance of a command to silence—take to the air and begin to circle in unbroken unity over 

the bay, now completely adorned in the gold of the sun. Each individual animal keeps the same 

distance from its neighbour, maintains the same pulse propulsion and tilt of the body. As the 

swarm turns towards the sun, the small bodies transform into razor-sharp black silhouettes; 

turning away again, their dappled plumage gleams, as if all of them, male and female, have put 

on the gold-flecked vestments of the approaching spring. To the north-east, a second, smaller 

flock of about twenty plovers comes into view and blends seamlessly into the larger one. 

Together, they move westwards, the immeasurable wealth of the morning’s light in their 

plumage, a flurry of sparks behind them. Then, over the rooftops, the first call, and this entire 

flock of sunbirds joins in, carrying it into their breeding grounds in the mountains and moors 

of the North Pennines. The first lambs of the year were born there a few weeks ago, and soon, 

a youthful green will blaze up the windswept slopes. 


