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INTRODUCTION

There was an overgrown pond in the next village when I
was a child, choked with shaggy bulrushes and silver with
frost in January. I wrote about it one afternoon at primary
school, in my English lesson, and my teacher, a kind, gen-
erous woman called Judith Jessett, kept me back after class
to tell me it was good.

I was a bright child, but I didn’t have enough confidence
to be truly creative: what made me feel safe was getting
things right — not taking risks. Yet her words that day
meant more to me than any qualifications I later achieved,
either at secondary school or university; I carried them
with me through my twenties like a tiny flame, precious but
insubstantial. Mrs Jessett once said I was good at describing
nature. But what use could come of that?

I was in my early thirties before I realised that there were
people whose job it was to write descriptively about ponds
and meadows, birds and trees. Kathleen Jamie’s Findings
was the first modern nature writing I discovered, and then
Roger Deakin’s Wildwood; Robert Macfarlane and Esther
Woolfson came next. And then the whole canon opened up
to me like a magic box: Richard Mabey, Mark Cocker, Nan
Shepherd, Kenneth Allsop, J. A. Baker, Clare Leighton,
Ronald Blythe, John Stewart Collis, Edward Thomas,
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THE STUBBORN LIGHT OF THINGS

Richard Jefferies, all the way back to the parson-naturalist
Gilbert White. On and on it went, wonderfully, transfor-
matively; and as I read I began to make connections with
the books I’d adored as a child, like 7he Country Diary of
an Edwardian Lady, Animal Tracks and Signs and The AA
Book of the British Countryside — even the four seasonal
Ladybird books, What to Look Forin . ..

Yet I didn’t think I would ever qualify as a nature writer;
for one thing I lived in South London, and more import-
antly I wasn’t enough of an expert to hold forth on plants or
birds or ecology. Instead I wrote a novel set in a city, Clay,
into which I crammed all the noticing and description and
love of the natural world I could. I contributed short pieces
to the wonderful Caught by the River website, and began to
pick up work reviewing books such as Helen Macdonald’s
H is for Hawk and Esther Woolfson’s Field Notes From a
Hidden City in the broadsheets. Still, what I most wanted
to do was write descriptive non-fiction about the natural
world. But while my expertise was growing exponentially
as more and more of my life shifted to focus on nature and
the countryside, I still didn’t think I was allowed.

When, late in the spring of 2014, The Times got in touch
to invite me to be one of a new team writing the Satur-
day ‘Nature Notebook’, the call came out of the blue. It
was an amazing opportunity — not just to do the work I
felt most called to, but also to share my beliefs about the
value of nature and our precarious relationship to it with

a more traditional readership than I had previously been
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able to reach. So I'said yes, and although in the early pieces
I can hear myself trying to find my voice, before long I
was channelling the seven-year-old who had gazed at an
icy pond and then conjured it up for a favourite teacher in
a Silvine exercise book at school. Since then my monthly
columns have been an absolute joy to write, and the warm,
supportive and thoughtful responses from Times readers
have given the lie to the modern journalists’ advice about
never looking at the comments below the line.

But while my column has continued uninterrupted for
six years now, my life during that period changed a great
deal.In 2014,I was the author of one novel, Clay, and I lived
with my husband and rescue dog, Scout, in a rented flat in
Streatham: a slightly down-at-heel area of South London
with no Tube station, and boasting Europe’s longest high
street. Today I am the author of three novels and a work
of nature writing (Rain: Four Walks in English Weather),
the editor of four seasonal anthologies, and the writer and
presenter of a hit podcast; I live alone in a Suffolk village
and have Scout to stay as much as I can. So much happened
between and around the world described in the columns;
seeing them collected together is a reminder both of the
continuity of the natural world and of what it was like to
live through a period of intense change.

There are simple stories you could tell about the trajec-
tory of these changes, and none of them would be true.
One would be to set the countryside above the city; to

turn my move into a classic ‘nature-starved Londoner

3



THE STUBBORN LIGHT OF THINGS

makes new life in rural idyll’ narrative. But my love of
nature was gloriously nourished in the city, something
that’s eminently possible for any city-dweller willing to
start looking and noticing — a process I describe in my
column for December 2014. I still feel a huge amount
of affection for Streatham’s wide avenues of Edwardian
semis, its spacious parks and multicultural communities,
and the busy, vibrant life I led there.

I didn’t choose the countryside over the city; I decided I
needed both. When I moved to Suffolk I continued to stay
in the Smoke for two weeks a month so that I could keep
working at dance music magazine Mixmag, something I’d
done since I was thirty-one. First staying with friends in
Bethnal Green, then in London Fields and latterly at the
Barbican, the contrast with rural life continues to be some-
thing I need.

Yet for a nature writer to find herself in a place like
this is still an astonishing gift. For my first year in Suf-
folk I lived in a brick-and-timber labourer’s cottage that
looked out across a water meadow where rabbits fed,
hares boxed, egrets stalked the ditches and a barn owl
quartered the long grass. After my landlord decided to
move back in himself, I bought a place just a few miles
away, a one-time one-up one-down built in 1701, set in a
tiny village surrounded by arable fields. Farming around
here isn’t organic, and the hedges are in a bad state (as they
are almost everywhere); but the small field sizes, plenty of

woods and copses (important for pheasant shooting) and
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mixed, rotational cropping mean that while it’s far from a
rosy picture, there’s more wildlife here than in the open,
prairie-style agribusiness of the East Anglian peatlands,
or the denuded uplands like Dartmoor and the Lake Dis-
trict — the bleak, unforgiving landscapes I loved first, and
still long for. Here, nightingales and nightjars still arrive
to breed each April, turtle doves purr on the village power
cables, you can still find glow-worms and ruby-red corn
poppies, and linnets and yellowhammers sing from the
hedgerows in spring.

It was to share these riches that I began making the
Stubborn Light of Things podcast in April 2020. With
many of my urban friends enduring Covid-19 lockdown
in gardenless flats, I wanted to make Suffolk’s woods and
fields available to as many people as possible, to help them
keep in touch with the natural world and the changing
seasons even if they couldn’t go outdoors. With all the
technical side taken care of by my brilliant friend the
musician and producer Peter Rogers, and with the gener-
ous support of Faber, I began taking a field recorder out
with me on my walks, capturing sounds from the dawn
chorus to bell-ringing practice and describing the wild-
flowers, the weather and the crops in the fields. Each
weekly episode included a poem, some entries from the
Revd Gilbert White’s diaries, one of my Times Nature
Notebook columns and a guest appearance recorded
often on just an ordinary smartphone and emailed in to

me. The thousands of messages I received in support of
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the podcast were one of the things that got me through
all those weeks living entirely alone. You can hear it at
www.melissaharrison.co.uk/podcast.

I’m still writing my monthly 7imes column and enjoy-
ing it just as much as I did six years ago. It’s a central strand
of the connective tissue that runs through everything I
make and do: the hope that I can engender a connection to
the natural world that feels as rich and rewarding as it does
to me — and which might even inspire readers to protect

it in turn.

~ Melissa Harrison, November 2020
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23 August 2014

The man from Lambeth Council has paid his twice-yearly
visit with backpack and glyphosate spray gun, and now
all the wildflowers on the pavements around my flat are
browning and dying back.

It has to be done — or so I’'m told — but I'll miss them
nonetheless: Streatham’s scruffy, litter-blown Zone 2
streets have been in modest bloom all summer, garden
escapees like snapdragons, asters and lobelias competing
for even the tiniest cracks with yellow corydalis, shep-
herd’s purse, annual sowthistle and great willowherb.
Some of the seeds, like the asters’ airborne parachutes,
will have blown in on the wind; others, like those of the
shepherd’s purse, may have arrived in birds’ droppings.
Some doubtless escaped from hanging baskets and win-
dow boxes and grew where they fell. A motley bunch,
these ‘outlaw plants” each found some tiny, unsanctioned
purchase and quietly got on with growing and flowering,
briefly greening the pavements and feeding bees, butter-
flies and other pollinators in the process.

It’s a case of swings and roundabouts, though — or at
least, central reservations, because around the corner from
our flat, on Streatham High Road, Transport for London
is trying to turn the ugly brick beds between the lanes
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into a long strip of wildflower meadow. For years they
had been neglected, home only to litter, a few stunted
ceanothus (Californian lilacs) and the odd clump of daf-
fodils, but at the beginning of July these were removed
and rolls of turf laid down in protective mesh, packed
with young plants of fifty native and non-native species,
including cowslips, meadow cranesbill, greater hawkbit,
toadflax and yarrow. Spring, rather than high summer,
might perhaps have been a better time to establish them,
but so far most of the strips seem to be surviving, and
hopefully they’ll come into their own next spring. How
well they do in the long term, given the need for regular
watering and weeding, and the risk of nitrogen oxides and
carbon compounds from traffic pollution over-enriching
the soil, remains to be seen.

Streatham High Road is, according to a clearly erro-
neous 2002 poll, Britain’s worst street — something that’s
doubtless at the back of the minds of those driving the
recent campaign of beautification. Half a mile south of
the wildflower experiment, a regiment of espalier lime
trees has been planted between the busy lanes of the Red
Route: trained on to what look like huge metal griddle
pans, identical and evenly spaced, they look impossibly
strange — hardly arboreal at all, but something else, sculp-
ture perhaps — though they’ll hopefully look a little better
once they fill out. Sadly, a traffic accident did for five not
long after they were planted; they have yet to be replaced.
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Elsewhere the borough’s trees are in fine fettle, fruiting
wildly — albeit largely ignored. Not far from our flat a
patch of pavement is covered in the purple skin, golden
flesh and crunchy stones of the tiny sweet plums that
have been raining down on it for a fortnight, unregarded;
on my route to the bus stop pears dangle promiscu-
ously over a tall fence, and on a nearby strip of waste
ground a wilding apple — grown, I like to imagine, from
a core thrown out of a passing car — will soon be ready
to scrump.

On Tooting Common, where my husband and I walk
our rescue dog, Scout, the tangles of blackberries are
already in heavy fruit thanks to the recent mild winter,
early spring and warm summer. A few people gather them,
pushing circumspectly into the thickets with Tupperwares
and sandwich bags, but mostly they rot on the briars. We
have a damson tree in our garden and have already made
crumble and five pots of jam; we spread out blankets,
shake the trunk and another two kilos of fruit tumbles
down, sticky, split and holding all the trapped sweetness

of summer.

I miss the birds in August. I miss the dawn chorus — what
we still have of it, given that an estimated 44 million
British birds have been lost since 1966; I miss my local
blackbird’s ballsy evening performance from next door’s
gable; I miss the heart-stopping swifts screaming and dog-

fighting above the streets. The breeding season is for the
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most part over; few, except the bellicose robin, will defend
territories over winter, so there is now little cause to sing.
And of course many songsters, like our local thrushes, are
in moult.

Replacing an entire set of feathers takes energy and can
even impede flight, making moulting birds vulnerable; it’s
hardly any wonder they keep quiet. In August, rustles from
the undergrowth are often all I hear of my avian neigh-
bours. Soon their ranks will be swelled by migratory birds
overwintering here from Northern Europe — but not yet.

August is a silent month.

27 September 2014

Two thirds of London’s landscape is made up of gardens,
parks, woods and water, making it one of the greenest major
cities in Europe. It’s a richly diverse wildlife habitat, with
two national and one hundred local nature reserves, thirty-
six Sites of Special Scientific Interest, more than twelve
hundred Sites of Importance for Nature Conservation
and several nationally important Biodiversity Action Plan
areas, including acid and chalk grasslands, grazing marsh,
heathlands and reed beds. It may seem surprising, but
many parts of the capital are more wildlife-friendly than
traditional farmland, where non-organic agriculture can
create monocultures in which little else thrives. A fledgling
campaign even aims to turn the city into the Greater Lon-

don National Park, reimagining its sixteen hundred square
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kilometres as a vast working environment for both wildlife
and people.”

One of London’s most important contributions to bio-
diversity is its 3 million gardens, whose mixed borders,
bird baths, compost heaps, lawns and hedges echo the ‘eco-
tones’ that are, all over the world, so rich in life: those areas
between one type of habitat and the next, like the edges of
woodlands and the margins of streams. Over three hun-
dred species of bird have been recorded in the capital, and
to them, gardens aren’t the little kingdoms we experience
them as, butlong strips of green lying parallel to roads, with
regular, useful fences to perch on and to act as windbreaks,
plenty of cover for roosting and nesting, and lots of food:
not just bird feeders, but seeds shed by the great assort-
ment of plants we cultivate, and the caterpillars, greenfly
and other invertebrates attracted by what we grow.

So to the city’s busy, patchwork habitat now comes
autumn, just as it does to the fields and farms: slowing the
lawns’ growth, stripping the trees and preparing plants for
winter’s long sleep. Blackbirds pick through the leaves rap-
idly accumulating on tired, dry lawns or cock their heads
to listen for worms in the London clay, while red admirals
and small tortoiseshell butterflies are beginning to seek out
sheds and garages to winter in.

On our side of our road it is the north-facing back gar-

dens that succumb to autumn first; the fronts of the houses

London was officially declared the world’s first National Park
City on 22 July 2019.
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get the sun, and many are still bright with late-season
colour. While it may be far less pretty than the bought-in
bedding plants that decorate our porch, the shaggy old ivy
covering our shady back fence will feed late bees and shel-

ter many birds through the coming colder nights.

Another sign of the new season is arachnids, as at this time
of year they come into the open to seek a mate — some-
times venturing into our homes. This autumn is predicted
to be a bumper one, as mild temperatures have led to an
increase in the invertebrates spiders feed on and may well
produce a spike in numbers. The Society of Biology has
even launched an app, Spider In Da House, to help people
identify and learn more about the twelve species most com-
monly found indoors — the idea being that with knowledge
comes interest, and with interest comes a greater willing-
ness to live alongside these fascinating creatures.

My bathroom is usually home to several slow-moving,
long-legged Pholcidae whose only impact is the odd cor-
ner cobweb and the necessity for an occasional rescue from
the shower; for the last fortnight it’s also been home to first
one Tegenaria, or house spider, and then a second. Larger,
hairier and alarmingly fast, they have set up home behind
my Penguin English Journeys series of books, and although

they occasionally give me a start, I can’t fault their taste.

It’s the time of year when walking Scout begins to be

problematic, as everywhere grey squirrels are down on the
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ground and caching food, instead of up in the canopy, out
of sight. Half Jack Russell and half Australian shepherd,
Scout was a stray in rural Ireland for the first year of her
life, and the hunting instinct — strong in terriers and terrier
crosses — dies extremely hard.

Squirrels are astonishingly numerous across the capital;
when my husband and I tried to switch the focus of Scout’s
obsession from squirrels to a squeaky ball using a method
described in a book, we were unable to find a single green
space to train her in that wasn’t overrun. They scamper
across roads and scurry up trees; they sit on garden walls
and scold us as we pass, flicking their tails. The key to their
success, and that of the other creatures that have learned to
live alongside us, is adaptability: like rats, foxes and crows,
these are intelligent animals that have learned to assess
the risks, and the benefits, of human proximity. Squirrels
have also learned some clever tricks — like only pretend-
ing to bury food when they think they’re being watched,
but actually hiding it elsewhere. As for what they’re eat-
ing, I’ve found monkey nuts, an avocado stone and even
a whole heel of bread buried in my planters. Who could
help but admire that?

25 October 2014

The birds are on the move and it’s exciting and unsettling
in equal measure — as intimations of change often are. At

night, now and again, I hear redwings calling overhead, and
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