


[image: cover]







Table of Contents

	Title

	By the Same Author

	Title Page

	Copyright Page

	Dedication

	Preface

	CHAPTER 1  South Africa: Travelling Companions

	CHAPTER 2  Namibian Roads

	CHAPTER 3  Somewhere Like Zambia

	CHAPTER 4  Congo-Brazzaville: A Quiet  Little Place

	CHAPTER 5  The Confines of Cameroon

	CHAPTER 6  Nigeria: Gulf of Oil, Coast  of Slaves

	CHAPTER 7  Niger: A Quiet Little War

	CHAPTER 8  The Walls of Algiers

	CHAPTER 9  Moroccan Tricks

	CHAPTER 10  Gibraltar to Madrid: The Rock and the Line

	CHAPTER 11  South to North: Barcelona to Calais

	CHAPTER 12  A Swallow Summer:  England and Wales

	Bibliography

	Acknowledgements

	Index







A SINGLE SWALLOW

[image: A_Single_Swallow_01.jpg]






BY THE SAME AUTHOR

Running for the Hills

Truant: Notes from the Slippery Slope

Sicily: Through Writers' Eyes






A SINGLE SWALLOW

Following an Epic Journey from South Africa to
South Wales

HORATIO CLARE

[image: A_Single_Swallow_02.jpg]






This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author's and publisher's rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

ISBN 9781409076247

Version 1.0

www.randomhouse.co.uk






Published by Chatto & Windus 2009

2 4 6 8 10 9 7 5 3 1

Copyright © Horatio Clare 2009

Horatio Clare has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs

and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work

This electronic book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher's prior consent in any form other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser

First published in Great Britain in 2009 by

Chatto & Windus

Random House, 20 Vauxhall Bridge Road,

London SW1V 2SA

www.rbooks.co.uk

Addresses for companies within The Random House Group Limited can be found at:
www.randomhouse.co.uk/offices.htm

The Random House Group Limited Reg. No. 954009

A CIP catalogue record for this book

is available from the British Library

ISBN: 9781409076247

Version 1.0

Maps by Jeff Edwards






Dedicated to the memory of Deon Glover






Preface

Some years ago I sat on the tarmac at Bole airport in Addis Ababa,
Ethiopia, talking to a soldier. We had been chatting about not
much for a little while when his officer approached. This man's skin
was very black and his eyes were hot, red and suspicious. He shouted
at the soldier in Amharic, and then he barked at me:

'Where are you from?'

'The UK,' I said, 'I am British.'

I was squinting up at him against the light. My face was sunburned.

'No,' he said, angrily, as if his suspicions had been confirmed. He
jabbed a finger at me.

'You are Russian,' he said, scornfully.

I stuttered. The officer was right, in a way. My father's mother was a
White Russian who fled the revolution, with her mother. She met my
grandfather in Shanghai. Over half a century later Russian soldiers,
'advisers', had come to Ethiopia to assist the Marxist dictator,
Mengistu: this officer must have recognised their fair hair, their
sunburned skin and Slavic features in me. As I struggled to pacify the
officer I felt a deep blush, as much in me as on my skin. Nothing I could
say would erase my face or the story it told him. It was the only time I
have felt the fear and humiliation so many have known, of being
condemned for the tribe you belong to, of being unable to escape or
disguise your ethnicity and the perceived sins of your people.

Yet, for all the bitterness this man felt against the Russians with
whom I shared an ancestry, and for all his evident suspicion of what I

had been doing – talking to his soldier, spying, perhaps, inveigling
myself into the confidence of the farmer's boy who I had discovered
behind the dusty uniform and the hefted gun – I was doing nothing
more subversive, as I sat on the tarmac, waiting for a plane, than
watching birds.

'There are no frontiers in the sky,' my mother was fond of saying,
quoting T. H. White, who gives the words to a goose in The Sword in
the Stone. I was brought up to believe that all people were equal.
Opposition to prejudice and discrimination was a family tradition, I
told myself, proudly, when I was young: my father had been banned
from South Africa, where he grew up, for opposing the Apartheid
regime. As a child of the Cold War I covertly supported the Russians,
when I learned I was quarter Russian, and though I had never been to
South Africa, I believed – romanticising freely – that the blood of a
South African freedom fighter ran also in my veins. My parents
divorced when I was seven; seeing little of my father made him all the
more heroic to me.

An imagined Africa was part of the landscape of my childhood. We
lived high up on a sheep farm in South Wales; we had a hill at our
back, rearing over the house, and a view across the valley to a range of
mountains which carved the far skyline into waves, cuts and crests.

'It looks just like Africa,' my mother said (she had been to Kenya),
and then she quoted Karen Blixen: '"I had a farm in Africa, at the foot
of the Ngong Hills . . ."'

And we had visitors from Africa, too. They nested in the Big Barn
and perched on the telephone wire; they filled the whole summer with
their comings and goings and their twittering calls.

'Look! The swallows are back!' we said, when they arrived, and
'Ah, the swallows are going,' my mother announced, with a kind of
mourning, in the autumn, when they gathered on the wires.

She marvelled at the great distances the birds would travel, and
wondered at what they would see, on their journey to Africa, and we
bade them farewell, and hoped that they would return safely.


When we moved down to the foot of the mountain the house we
bought had an attic with an unsafe floor, broken windows and
swallows' nests on its beams.

'It was one of the reasons I chose it,' my mother said.

She often said she would like to be a swallow when she died, which I
understood: in the back of your mind, in a dreamy way, you could not
help but want to go with them. In your hand a swallow weighs little
more than a full fountain pen, yet twice every year it makes a journey of
a scale and precision unmatched by our mightiest machines. Theirs is
an extraordinary existence, even by the standards of birds.

The Cold War ended, and apartheid was swept away. I no longer
'support the Russians', and have grown out of claiming my father's
deeds as my own. Although our valley is little changed, the farm I
grew up in is no longer a ramshackle smallholding but a comfortable
home for a retired couple. The buildings have been modernised: only
the Big Barn is still as it was, and every year the swallows still come
and go. But though the lives of the children of our valley are now more
pressured and less isolated than those of my brother and I, at root the
expectations of the young, and what is expected of them, are perhaps
much as they were. If we do not stay on our farms, and eventually take
them over from our parents, then we are supposed to go out into the
world, make our fortunes – or at least our own way – find someone to
love, and put down roots. By the age of thirty-three I had not
honoured this tradition. I had not settled down with anyone, nor had
children. I had no home of my own.

One bright morning in the late summer of last year, I opened an
upstairs window and startled five swallows on a wire. They were only
a couple of feet away and taken completely by surprise. In the instant
before they leapt into the air I saw them in vivid detail: the red
patches, like the masks worn by medieval knights, covering their faces
and chests; their dark blue backs, creamy underparts and the marbled
span between their long tail feathers. That was all it was, and I did not
know it, but everything that followed began then.


Within a couple of days of seeing the birds I had a plan, a scheme
for an adventure and an education. In January the swallows would be
in their wintering grounds, thousands of miles away in the heat of the
South African summer: I resolved to fly to South Africa, find the birds
and follow them all the way home. I would trace the flight of migrating
birds between the South Africa my father came from and the Welsh
hillside where my mother raised me. I would test the beliefs that I had
been taught: that people, regardless of creeds and colours, are equal; I
would rely on the best of the oldest of humankind's traditions: kindness
to strangers. By devoting myself to one thing, these birds, I
fantasised that I might discover – or at least understand better, in
microcosm– something of the working of the world. And beyond this,
by following swallows, I hoped to put down a marker on my own life,
something to separate the boy-man I was from the man I wanted to
become.

I spared no expense on preparation: everything I had I threw at
visas, vaccinations and equipment for the expedition. At the same
time I embarked on a crash-course of research into swallows. It soon
became clear that I had had no idea of how extraordinary were the
creatures I blithely planned to follow, or how powerful, old and
strange are the relationships between us and them. As they gathered
on the wires, ready for their departure, I stared at them, and wondered
what they were saying.







CHAPTER 1

South Africa: Travelling Companions
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South Africa: Travelling Companions

I am Inkonjani, the lightning bird, the breaker of cliffs; I am the bird
that brings the rain. My name is Nyankalema, the one who never
gets tired; I am Tififiliste, I am Ifilelis, you have heard me say my
names. I am Giri Giri, a magical charm: if you could catch and eat me
you would be protected from car smashes, plane crashes, boating
accidents and train wrecks, proofed against all the perils of the road –
but only for five years!

For I am the snapper-up, the here-and-not-here. Through me Isis
crossed from life to death to visit her murdered beloved, Osiris. (One
night several thousand years ago I fluttered around his remains,
walled up in his column in Byblos.) I am sacred, holy, a sign of God's
grace. I put out the fire in the Temple in Jerusalem – have you not
seen me scoop up water as I go?

My name is Sisampema (in Kwangali) and Lefokotsane, and
Malinkama, as they know me in South Soto. Swael is my Afrikaaner
name. The Shona people say 'Nyanganyena!' when they see me (you
have nearly heard that before), like 'Nyenga', which the Tsonga
people say. (The Tsonga also call me Mbwalana – in many languages
I am called two things.) The Xhosa call out 'Udilhashe!',
'Ulelizapholo!', and they must be very fond of me, or know me well,
because they also know me as the Lightning Bird and say 'Inkonjane!',
which is my Zulu name.

Here in the south of Africa I am intaka zomzi, a bird of the home.
None of the Nguni peoples would ever harm me, because I bear a

message from their ancestors. Life in the next world is richer, better:
none who honour me should despair.

'The Zulus say,' my father said, thoughtfully, when I told him my
plan, 'that those who follow the swallows never come back.'

That frightened me. I began to think of ways around it: perhaps the
Zulus mean that if you follow them from what is now Kwa-Zulu Natal
you will not go back to Kwa-Zulu Natal. Well that is all right, I am not
going to Kwa-Zulu Natal, I told myself. But I could not help thinking
about it.

Somewhere on a cape of Africa, in a tropic of half-imagined time,
where proud people lived in kraals, ruled by leaders great and terrible,
Mzilikaze, Chaka, who led them to the wars in impis, whose footsteps
shook the earth itself, one day someone, perhaps a young man, told his
family he was going to follow the Inkonjani and went away with them,
just before the summer ended and the storms of winter came. Saying
farewell to his friends and passing on foot from village to village,
whatever trail he left of memories and encounters, whatever snatches
of news came back to his family, if he had one, or to his friends, if they
lived, nothing of him survives but a certainty in a saying. Those who
follow the swallows . . . He cannot have been the only one.

Apart from very rare exceptions all the swallows of the north flee
south before the winter. Born in the high latitudes in early summer,
they fly through an autumn which heats and brightens to a sea, then
becomes a desert. The south-bound route for British birds runs in a
rough line from Brighton to Barcelona to Cape Town, cutting corners
around the Gulf of Guinea. (If the map of Africa is an elephant they
go straight across its ear and slide down its trunk.)They fly over plains
of permanent sun to forests of constant rain; across glades and hills
and wooded worlds of mist, through the valleys of rivers, some
copper, some green, to the grasslands, the vast savannahs towards
the end of the land, and the veldts and the vleis of southern Africa.
Here they base themselves near lakes, marshes and rivers, where they
roost.


Arriving in November at the beginning of the southern summer,
the swallows remain in the south until just before the onset of winter
in February and early March. They spend their time here eating,
travelling a bit and roosting in large flocks. They court a little, and
compete perhaps for food, though the southern African summer does
not lack flies. They certainly do not prospect for nest sites, mate,
build, lay, incubate, rear young or defend territory: all this they save
for the north.

To follow the birds from south to north I constructed a route plan
entirely based on two sentences, from the best and most recent book
on swallows from a British perspective, The Barn Swallow by Angela
Turner.

The return migration in spring is more direct [than the southerly
autumn route]. There are then more records from Algeria and Tunisia
than in the autumn and more from the central Mediterranean between
the Balearics and Italy. British Barn Swallows move north through
Europe along the eastern coast of Spain and the western coast of
France . . .

My route, based on the paragraph above, should therefore link South
Africa, Algeria and Wales, bearing north-north-west.

The swallow pages of The Migration Atlas of British birds include
a map showing Africa and Europe, and a curvaceous, red, many-tailed
arrow joining the Republic of South Africa to the United Kingdom of
Great Britain and Northern Ireland. This is a computer-plot, made
from joining the dots of ring recoveries. (Trapping swallows, ringing
them and recording where those rings are recovered, either on birds
trapped for a second time, or found dead, is still the only way in which
ornithologists are able to track their movements.) I stared at it,
imagining a vast wind-tunnel of swallows hurtling diagonally up the
globe.

Our two species, swallows and humans, have lived alongside each
other throughout recorded time. The earliest recorded instance of
swallows and men living together is a 15,000-year-old nest in a cave in

Derbyshire – a cave which was also inhabited by man. Amazingly, we
who live and work by information superhighways do not know very
much more about swallows than did Gilbert White in 1789, when he
recorded the then common speculation that they spent the winters
clinging together in the mud at the bottoms of European rivers and
ponds. They were supposed to join claw to claw, beak to beak, and
slide down the reeds in which they roosted. In his dictionary Dr
Johnson defined 'Conglobulate' as hanging together in clumps, as
swallows were supposed to do. The stories that gave rise to this belief
remain a puzzle. Two hundred years before White, Olaus Magnus
wrote:

when winter cometh [. . .] in the northern waters fishermen oftentimes
by chance draw up in their nets an abundance of Swallows, hanging
together like a conglomerated mass . . .

There are stories from Germany which go further, telling of birds
recovered in this manner which came out of 'hibernation' in the
warmth of a fisherman's house and flew around the room before
expiring.

How can this be explained? A kind of cryogenic lightning, like the
icy winter of 1682–3, which froze the Thames for two months?
Perhaps speculation is half the pleasure of the amateur birdwatcher; if
so, we must thank professional ornithology for the other half.

The swallow and martin family, Hirundindae, occur almost everywhere
on earth except for the polar caps. In the northern summer the
Barn Swallow might be found anywhere in Eurasia, from the furthest
west of Ireland to the Central Himalayas, and has a North American
cousin, very little different, which breeds from Hudson Bay to Baja
California and migrates to Mexico. They all follow the same seasonal
tides, coming and going, breeding in the north. There are a great
many kinds of swallow along the migration route of the Barn Swallow:
Mosque Swallows, Angolan Swallows, Greater Striped Swallows,
Red-Rumped Swallows, Pearl-Breasted Swallows, not to mention the
swifts and martins. Some of these creatures travel half the world twice

a year, others do not migrate, but merely shuffle around their
preferred parts of the globe.

Swallows do not yet submit to satellite tracking: they are too small
and fly too far for the technology of the time of writing. Ornithologists
do not yet have a transmitter which would last the time the migration
takes, and still allow the birds to fly – the batteries are too big. The
only way to follow them, therefore, is to go with them.

But they are fast, so fast: 4 metres per second in low gear, 14 metres
per second at top speed. Depending on wind, route and inclination
they can cover 300 kilometres in a day. They can do the entire trip in
twenty-seven days – perhaps less. My plan was to leave South Africa
with the vanguard of the migration, and to arrive with the main body,
or even with the tail-enders. In this way I hoped to travel with the
migration, rather than trying to keep pace with individual birds. My
timetable was built on a departure from South Africa at the beginning
of February and an arrival in Britain around the middle of April, when
most birds should be making their landfalls.

Their summering grounds in South Africa have flowed and ebbed,
perhaps with climates, perhaps with changing human land-use. From
strongholds in the tropical eastern Cape they spread westwards, and
may now be in retreat again. Ringing data suggested that the best place
to find a bird that came from near my home in South Wales, in the west
of western Europe, would be in the far south-west of the Cape.

While the route was vague, the birds' speed intimidating and the
reputations of some of the countries to be crossed either obscure or
outright ominous, one or two aspects of swallow behaviour gave me
hope. They fly at low level, feeding as they go: between a foot above
the ground and 60 feet up is typical. So if there were any around, I
ought to be able to spot them. And no less than the height of flight, the
habitats they favour are dictated by the whereabouts of their prey:
blow-flies, hover-flies, beetles, aphids, moths, caterpillars and water
bugs, among other insects. Watercourses, rivers and lakes would
always be good places to look for them. They favour reed beds for
roosting on migration, so swamps might prove fruitful. When
temperatures are high they tend to hunt and fly at lower levels and

further away from vegetation, nearer to it and higher up when the
weather is cooler.

Swallows prefer to fly into or across the wind, which allows them
enough lift to hunt as they go, feeding with no fear of stalling on
whatever crosses their path. When they have to make time, crossing
the Sahara, for instance, they may go high up and ride a tail wind.
When they find somewhere conducive to rest and feeding they may
pause for days at a time.

On 26 January 2008 I woke an hour before the light and lay still. For
weeks I had marvelled at nothing much: at the turning of a tap that
brought warm water, at the blissful plunge into a clean towel, at the
smell and softness of everything, at the opulence and ease of life: at
piles of food, at PIN numbers, at films on desire and all the rest.

Today was the end of all that. My belongings were in storage, my
savings were liquidised: I had bet everything on today and thrown
everything at it. In two bags I had everything I could possibly need.
Still I knew I was not ready, not prepared enough, not well-read
enough, not pared down enough, but now it was almost time.

I lay still and breathed through fears. Knifed in South Africa,
infected in Zambia, cursed in Congo, battered in Cameroon,
murdered in Nigeria, kidnapped in the Sahel, slaughtered like a sheep
in Algeria and probably posted on the internet. Money gone, passport
gone, phone gone, no way out . . .

Then the morning came, and lunch with my brother, and then
afternoon. Just before leaving the house I sat on my rucksack and
shoulder bag, in the hall. This is a Russian tradition: you sit quietly on
your bags before you begin a journey. You still yourself, despite your
haste, and when you are ready, you go. So I sat on my bags, half-thinking
that I would at least remember anything I had overlooked. I
had forgotten nothing. I was comprehensively, almost laughably, well
equipped.

In my back pocket was a UK passport, number 108949308, in the
name of David Horatio Clare, British Citizen, born 05 09 1973,

London. Inside the passport was one of travel's great paragraphs, the
very definition of British self-image, which starts so grandly and
becomes a hopeful sort of mutter:

Her Britannic Majesty's

Secretary of State

requests and requires in the

name of her Majesty

all those whom it may concern to allow

the bearer to pass freely without let or hindrance,

and to afford the bearer such assistance

and protection as may be necessary.

The passport contained a silicon chip, on a loop of what looked like
copper wire, which as I understand it is a transmitter and receiver,
holding unknown personal data. Between the chip and the request
from Her Majesty's Secretary of State were the visas.

South Africa's would be granted on entry; Zambia's cost £30 and
was valid for three months. There was a man asleep on his arms at the
desk behind the receptionist in the Embassy of Cameroon. Cameroon
cost a processing fee, a few days, many phone calls and a reservation
confirmation fax from the Hilton, Douala. Congo-Brazzaville
required endless phone calls (the lines are jammed during the day,
apparently oil companies are responsible for much of the traffic) and
cost US $150 sent via Western Union to the manager of the Hotel du
Centre, Brazzaville, for the necessary fax confirming reservation, and
a processing fee. Once it has established that you are not mistakenly
seeking a visa for the Democratic Republic of Congo a man's voice
gives painstaking directions to the consulate of the Republic of Congo,
a broom cupboard in the corner of the offices of a commercial visa
service in South London.

'Shall I bring my yellow fever certificate?'

'Well you can bring it but frankly I won't have time to look at it,'
said the French accent on the phone.

'How long does it take to issue the visa?'

'I will issue it in about sixteen minutes,' he said.


Congo-Brazzaville's diplomatic mission to the United Kingdom
consists of one man, Louis Muzzu, a thin, dark-haired Frenchman
who would not look out of place in a photograph of de Gaulle's
France, which, as a young man he served, staying on to work for post-independence
regimes.

'It's a beautiful country,' he said, not exactly sighing, having
stamped the passport with an attractive circular design incorporating
the head of a Congolese woman and the motto 'Unity, Work,
Progress'. It was valid for two weeks.

'Is it safe?'

'Oh yes, quite safe now.'

Obtaining a Niger visa meant faxes, calls and a processing fee, plus
a trip to Paris, where the consulate was technically shut but where a
kind woman issued the visa anyway, in return for my promise not to
go to the north of the country.

'Too dangerous,' she said. 'Truly, much too dangerous.'

The Nigerian Consulate near Trafalgar Square contained a
hundred people, with different colour tickets, some slumped, in
demeanour apathetic, others in unhappy, restless lines: occasionally
someone would make a despairing rush at the service windows, only
to be repelled. Fortunately the rules had recently changed, there was
no time to process my application and so I was spared trial by queuing
system. I would try again in Africa.

Algeria required a reservation confirmation from a hotel in Algiers,
which was wonderfully easy. But lying to, or rather being vague with,
the consular authorities was not possible. If you are an independent
tourist, you need an itinerary and a profession.

'Author.'

'Author?' said the visa man. 'Writer?'

It was a strangely warm and rainy January day in London. I was
cold-sweating.

'Yes! – a writer of books.'

'Writer of what books? About what? Osama bin Laden?' (He grinned.)

'NO! My first was the story of . . .'

'You must make a list,' he said, with a half-smile. The clock was

racing. Two minutes to get the form accepted, or the office would shut
and my passport would miss visa day. The Algerian Consulate in
London stamps visas on the 21st of the month. Miss visa day, miss
visa, miss country.

'Do you have a piece of paper?' I cried, desperately, scrabbling for
a pen.

In the end, with a grin, I was granted a visa valid for eight days.

'You can go anywhere!' cried the man. 'But you must not miss the
exit date.' (Algeria is the tenth largest country in the world.)

In my front left pocket was a wallet, containing a credit card for
'emergencies', an expired National Union of Journalists' press card, a
UK driving licence, UK National Insurance card and a debit card.

In the rucksack was a document folder containing vaccination
certificates for Hepatitis A, Hep. B, Hep. C, Yellow Fever, Typhoid,
Tetanus, Polio, Cholera, Meningitis, all 'boosted' as necessary, and
Rabies – recording a course of three injections. I also had a 'fake' (i.e.
unstamped) Yellow Fever certificate, picked up at the travel clinic for
use as a decoy.

'Are you going to be around dogs, buses, public transport, will you
be travelling away from cities, will you be eating . . . uncooked food?'
asked the nurse.

'Yes, yes – yes.'

'Right. Better have everything.'

There was a Comprehensive Travel Insurance certificate,
promising immediate evacuation from anywhere, regardless of
limitless cost, and my birth certificate, showing that it had taken my
mother some months to get around to registering my birth in
Hammersmith. Divided up and hidden in various places throughout
the rucksack, was cash: US $1,000 and €1000.

I had a mosquito net and three kinds of spray – the vicious chemical
stuff, some herbal stuff and something else. I had a treated net and
sufficient tablets to get me through the malarial zone, roughly calculated
to start somewhere in Namibia and finish somewhere in the
Sahel. I had my hat (Indiana Jones style, naturally, purchased in St
James's, London, as was his) and a new pair of binoculars. I had a

'Blackberry', allowing expensive and occasional access to email and
web, also calls, text messages and GPS, which did not often work but
could be thrilling, giving latitude and longitude and the degree of
accuracy to which it calculated its position: normally about 8 metres.

I had books: Angela Turner, The Barn Swallow; The Lonely Planet
Guide to Namibia and South Africa; and a collection of the prose of
Seamus Heaney: Finders Keepers.

In a sponge bag were rehydration sachets, Savlon, TCP and an
emergency dental kit (numbing clove oil, wadding, a mirror and a sort
of soft-tipped probe); elsewhere in the rucksack were a First Aid kit,
a compass, a beautiful head torch, enough maps of varying scale and
relevance to get me arrested as a spy virtually anywhere between
Windhoek and London, a journal with a reward offered in the front
for its return (US $50), pens, pencils, lightweight clothes, boots and a
rainproof jacket. I had visions of walking miles through tropical rain
in the forests of the Congo. I was not worried about the downpours,
but feared that the weight of the rucksack would have me floundering
in the mud.

After a few moments of sitting I stood up, and went, discovering
later that the sitting had popped open a tube of sunscreen in my wash-bag.
(The Russians also say that life is not a walk across an open field.)

I took a taxi to Paddington Station. As we climbed up onto the
Westway a cold sun was setting behind us in a sky streaked with
pewter and hard blue. The towers of London looked stark and hard
against a flinty dusk. As it sank the sun threw an orange flood of light
out of the west. There, over 100 miles behind us, was the journey's
end. It was 12,000 miles by the way I was going. From Heathrow I
called three friends to say goodbye. From one, Samrine, a blessing
came: Bismillah al rahman al rahem.

'Say it as you get on the plane,' she says. 'You'll be fine darlin', you
know you will.'

You can see why the Greeks made sacrifices before setting out on a
journey. The decision to travel any significant distance is a decision to

put yourself in harm's way, to place your fate in the hands of the gods
of winds, waves and the road. In Erice, near the port of Trapani in
Sicily, sailors used to visit the temple of Aphrodite (in Punic times the
temple of Astarte) and there make offerings to her, in the belief that
the goddess controlled storms. The tradition has survived in that the
Madonna of Trapani is recognised by the Vatican as the patron saint
of sailors. Because I am fond of the place and the story, I say a quick
prayer to her. I will go like a sailor; the roads will be my ships and the
countries will be seas. My religious convictions – suspicions would be
more accurate – are non-aligned. In need, distress or exultation I will
worship God in any language. The major faiths condense the multiple
spirits and deities the ancients perceived into single figures.

'Bismallah al rahman al rahem,' I mutter. In the name of Allah the
almighty the all merciful . . .

I fall into a doze as we cross into Algerian airspace. Just before I
drop off I see fires down there, rosy blooms of flame in the dark desert:
oil wells. Two hours later we are still over Algeria. My head swims
with muzzy forebodings: this is mad, it cannot be done, the swallows
are just too quick, it is just too far, the plan is a joke . . .

I think of my father, somewhere in Cape Town and looking forward
to tomorrow, to showing me around for a few days before he sees me
off. He is there for a couple of weeks, researching his book about
South African history, traced through its literature. Strange that the
swallows should take me straight to the part of the beginning of my
own story which is a mystery to me. South Africa, my father's story;
somehow our family's story, which I have heard about but never seen.

'As you see,' my father says, 'South Africa is white!' Black waiters zigzag
between packed tables, frowning at the effort of carrying and
distributing so much, much food. The tables are packed, and every
customer is white.

I laugh a little, 'Je-sus . . .'

'It is a pretty spot though, isn't it?'

Cape Town's waterfront is an orderly jumble of boats and quays, of

drilling rigs, restaurants, bars and day trips, chopped at by the South
Atlantic, with a wind, this lunchtime, coming from behind us, from the
other side of Table Mountain, the southeaster from the Indian Ocean.
The city has all the beauty of San Francisco; the luminosity of light,
which sharpens colours to the peak of their intensity; the fresh sea winds
which never abate; the different levels of streets and houses which seem
to applaud the prospect of the ocean; the deep blue shadows and, out of
the wind, the golden heat of the sun. The rich areas on the skirts of
Table Mountain have an American opulence about them. Near where
we are staying is a ranch with tall blue-gum trees and fine horses, ridden
and groomed to a gloss. In Camp's Bay a white woman who looks like a
model queues at a supermarket checkout wearing tiny scraps of
transparent white cotton. The black man who serves her does not know
which way to look. There are super-cars, Ferraris and Lamborghinis,
jockeying for position in the freeway traffic, which hurtles along with a
kind of recklessness. There is a recklessness in the wind and an
untameable ferocity in the cliffs and abysses of the mountain. There is
a tension in the air, as if all who live well live on borrowed time, and the
millions more who live hard are running out of patience. San Francisco
is a hundred times more at ease with the San Andreas fault than is Cape
Town with the human earthquake that has not yet come, which merely
rumbles, daily, in the crime round-ups of the newspapers. It is as
though Table Mountain is a volcano.

'As you see,' my father says, the next day, 'South Africa is black!'

Now we are driving through Khayelitsha, a suburb where over a
million people are living in tin shacks. We are the only whites on the
road. Cape Town is cut into quadrants; it is half chessboard, half
minefield. The residents speak in colour code: here live Blacks, here
Whites, here Coloureds. Wealth, poverty and danger are distributed
accordingly. All cities are segmented, but nowhere I have been are the
lines so sharp and hard, or the penalties for crossing them so dangerous.
I give up counting the 'Warning! Twenty-four-hour Armed
Response!' signs, and the private security vehicles and personnel.


'We used to go down there and bring up lobsters, boil them in
seawater and sell them on the side of the road,' my father smiles.

We are pausing on the way to Chapman's Peak; I am on the lookout
for sharks and whales, grinning and baffled by the sun and the wind
and the Cape's geography: while my father is entirely at home I cannot
even grasp which way is north.

'You're a South African, Dad!' I blurt.

He is momentarily amazed, then starts laughing. He was a
schoolboy and a student here before his flight in 1963, when his
friends and their friends were being shot, arrested, tortured, tried,
imprisoned or banned. He was banned for over twenty years (they
would not let him back even when his father was dying) but has
returned several times recently, like the other 'swallows', as some
Cape Town residents call those among their friends who reappear
between November and March, for the southern summer.

We went to a poetry reading where one of Dad's friends was
performing. It was held in a bar called 'A Touch of Madness' in the
Observatory district, which is supposed to be 'mixed'. There were
two black customers among all the whites. Dad's friend read a poem
about interrogations by the Security Police. The audience nodded,
ruefully. An open-mike session followed: a young man read a long,
chaotic, hip-hop/beatnik piece in the style of William Burroughs.
The audience shifted in its seats. Then an Irishman stood and sang,
plainsong, Patrick Kavanagh's 'On Raglan Road'. The audience
stilled and listened.

On Raglan road on an autumn day I saw her first and knew
That her dark hair would weave a snare that I might one day rue.
I saw the danger yet I walked along the enchanted way
And I said let grief be a fallen leaf at the dawning of the day.
On Grafton Street in November we tripped lightly along the ledge
Of a deep ravine where can be seen the worth of passion's pledge,
The Queen of Hearts still making tarts and I not making hay
O I loved too much and by such by such is happiness thrown away . . .


There were thirty people in the room, thinking different thoughts
of different lovers, but as the song ended there was a single note in
their faces, a melancholy for something lost, or something that never
was: whether it was enchantment, happiness or harmony you could
not tell. I thought of her, again. The dream of all romantics, the dream
you should perhaps have grown out of, by now; the one, the realised
mystery, your own equivalent of Kavanagh's dark-haired girl, waiting
for you, somewhere along the road of your life, with a spell of certainty
attending her: the promise that the moment you see her, you know.

We went looking for the birds in a place called Zeekoevlei, 'Sea Cow
Marsh', a little nature reserve between the Cape Flats and the sea.
There was sun and wind and tall reed beds, there were hides for
birdwatchers and high viewing platforms which we climbed because
they were there; the wind made you hold tight to rails and posts.
There were the tracks and droppings of hippos, there were ducks and
stilts and all sorts of other pretty things I did not care about. There
were no swallows.

'Seen any swallows recently?' had become Dad's catchphrase, but
he was not saying it now. Where were they? I had not seen one since
late last summer, in Britain. My appallingly expensive, near-unbeatable
binoculars, light in their skeletal frame, their lenses hand-ground
in eastern Germany, wobbled across crisp blue air.

'Try the sewage farm,' said one of the rangers. 'They come here
later.'

Of course, it was mid-morning: insects; hunting. Reeds and
roosting are for evening. We returned to the hire car and drove in
circles, nosing the unobtrusive little vehicle through a strange,
angular world of water, fenced-off settlements and tall trees until we
are possibly lost, definitely lost, and then probably on track.

CAPE FLATS WATER TREATMENT WORKS NO ENTRY


We play our joker again. We have done it before, using the car park
and lavatories of the Victoria Hotel in town, because we were white or
because our colour gave us confidence, though we did sneak out like
thieves, and now, penetrating one set of gates after another because we
are birdwatchers and birdwatchers can do this.

'There – swallow!' I shout.

'Is it?'

'Yes, look . . .'

'Oh so it is – phew.'

They were there for a second, skimming alongside us, between a
high bank and the car. We follow the road to another set of gates. We
sign in again. A sprinkler is at work, brightening flowers and greening
a lawn. Through the gates, behind the works, we come to the
treatment tanks. Rows of big, handsome Sandwich Terns sit in line
along their edges, barely bothering to eye the car. They have black
crests, like tufts of biros behind their ears. We carry on.

DANGER! SNAKES
BOOMSLANGS – COBRAS
PUFF ADDERS

'Crikey,' says Dad, mildly. I eye the edges of the track warily. How
bizarre to realise that swallows, 'our swallows', spend half their time
living happily alongside boomslangs and puff adders. If a boomslang
bites, you bleed from everywhere until you expire. A good dose of
puff adder venom will kill you in half an hour.

Now we are moving into the lagoons. Tracks run along dykes. Wild
flowers flatten in the wind, the sea wind, coming straight off the
Indian Ocean about 300 yards away.

Every time the path divides the choice is between a rough track and
a rougher one, and DANGER! SNAKES boards stand sentry. There are
flamingos in the ponds, and ducks, and then there they are, at last.

We barely recognise them: beautiful creatures with bright blue
backs, the ferocious sea light whitened their undersides, they are like
little arrowheads flinging themselves along ditches below the car,

whipping up to our level, battling the ocean wind, peeling back over
themselves, and even perching, just close enough to us, on a bush, for
Dad to take a photo.

We jump out of the car, looking out for snakes, and meet the birds
at the water's edge. They look different: smaller, paler and more
ragged than the swallows I know. I had never seen one in moult. They
begin to moult in South Africa, and many continue as they journey
north, arriving in Europe completely refeathered, looking their best,
ready to court and be courted. The extraordinary thing about the
moult is the precision it requires. The migrating swallow must moult
symmetrically: if a feather drops earlier or grows faster than its twin
on the other side of the bird, flight will be unbalanced, manoeuvrability
impaired and the chances of survival slashed. Every swallow is
a collection of feather-bent parallel curves, growing in unison.

So though the swallow which landed on a little bush beside us was
not a baby, could not have been, it did look like one. Perhaps it was a
first-year female. Perhaps it was a first-year female born in our barn or
above the front door on top of Mum's electricity meter, last May.

'Look at them – so close!'

'They are wonderful,' Dad says.

'Hello, swallow . . .'

'That's the one, is it?' Dad has a sidelong smile.

'Yes – Hello, sweetheart! Fancy a trip to Wales?'

We drove away, after a while, happy. It starts here, I kept thinking,
here. And there is Table Mountain, and there is the sea, and that was
my swallow. It has begun.

Two days later we went to the station, passed multiple checks to get
to the platform, found my compartment and made our farewells. We
made each other laugh. The train was very long and there were so few
travellers that we seemed to be alone. He stood on the platform; I
squeezed my head through the window. It is a strange thing to look at
your father and know you are both thinking I might not see you again
and this is just the way it is, this Friday the 1st of February.


'Bye Dad.'

'Go well.'

'I will. You too.'

We stared at each other for an instant, he gave me a nod and a look,
turned, and walked away up the platform. Perhaps he could feel me
watching his back: he went quietly, unhurriedly, and disappeared.

Right! I thought, with a jumpy queer feeling, this is it – let's have
some fun! I opened and closed my notebook. Three pages were filled
already, with Zeekoevlei. From now on I would write every day.

The train began to roll. I rattled around inside the compartment,
changed position, stood, sat, pulled out my notebook and a pen, laid
them aside and stared out of the window. Other trains went by as Cape
Town began to give way to the flats. Just over there were Khayelitsha
and Mitchell's Plain. At the edges of these suburbs the authorities
have erected very high lamps, like prison lighting, and a row of tin
toilets on waste ground, ready for more residents. People sat tiredly in
the commuter trains which had doors missing; young men smoked
and stared.

'High summer,' Dad had said, and it was. Too early for swallows to
leave, of course – except certain males, often young and perhaps
skittish, who cannot wait to set out, who drive themselves across
continents, turning the migration into a giant contest – part survival
competition, and part race: the first home will have the pick of the best
nest sites, and therefore the greatest chance of attracting the best
mates.

I watched South Africa all day. The train took a leisurely north-east
curve out of Cape Town, following the route of the voortrekkers as
they pushed north to escape the British. South Africa was first
colonised by Bantu-speaking people from the Niger delta two and a
half thousand years ago. They lived alongside native bushmen;
Khoikhoi pastoralists and San hunter-gatherers. Portuguese sailors
paused here on their way to the coast of Mozambique. In April 1652 a
party from the Dutch East India company under the command of Jan

Van Riebeck founded a settlement where is now Cape Town, the
purpose of which was to supply ships of the company on their runs to
and from the spice islands of the East. Dutch, Germans and
Scandinavians were joined by French Huguenots fleeing persecution
in the France of Louis XIV.

The colony began to import slaves from Madagascar and Indonesia.
Under apartheid their descendants, mixed with the descendants of
their European masters – and the rapidly displaced Khoi-San population
– would be known as 'Coloureds'.

In 1795 the British took the Cape, rather than risk its falling to
Napoleon's France, briefly returned it to the Dutch in 1803, then took
it over again in 1806. In 1820 five thousand British immigrants were
shipped to the colony. The ruling White world of the Cape divided:
the urban elite was now English-speaking, while the Dutch-speakers
were largely farmers – 'Boers'.

The early nineteenth century saw the rise of the Zulu nation under
Shaka, and increasing Boer dissatisfaction with British rule. In 1835
groups of Boers, accompanied by large numbers of servants, began to
trek into the interior. These were the voortrekkers.

The story of the two peoples, English and Dutch, is written in the
names of the stations; Cape Town, Bellville, Wellington, Worcester,
Matjiesfontein, which is pronounced Makkeesfontane, after a spring,
presumably 'discovered' by Matjie.

'If you get hot,' Dad had said, 'think about doing it with a team of
oxen, a wife and family and all your worldly goods.'

In the east, in Natal, the voortrekkers fought battles against the
Zulus, but victory brought only British annexation of the Natal
region. The British in turn fought the Zulus, and began to import
labour from India. Squeezed between native populations and the
British, many Boers continued to press north. Eventually two Boer
republics were formed: the Transvaal and the Orange Free State.

After the great trek this same route, which the train followed,
became the road between the Cape and the diamond mines at
Kimberley. Everything you thought you might need to make your
fortune had to be lugged this way, and perhaps this was the way you

walked back, after Cecil Rhodes had bought up your claim and defeat
had emptied your pockets. Diamonds were discovered in 1869; Britain
swiftly annexed the territory. In 1877 it also took over the Transvaal: a
rebellion there led to the first Anglo-Boer War, which began in 1880
and ended swiftly with a Boer victory. The Transvaal became the
South African Republic, or ZAR, led by President Paul Kruger. Six
years later, gold was discovered in the Witwatersrand, a region of the
ZAR. Now it flooded with prospectors and workers, black and white,
and the population rocketed. In 1899 the British demanded that 60,000
non-Boer whites on the Witwatersrand be given voting rights. Kruger
refused, countering that the British should withdraw their troops from
his borders. The second Boer War began.

It was hot. The main street of Matjiesfontein is still wide enough
for an ox cart with sixteen beasts in pairs to do a U-turn, Dad had
informed me. I peered at it, dutifully. There were small, fast-flying
hirundines near the station but I could not be sure of their species.
The wind sighed gratefully in tall poplar trees. We wound up through
passes and tunnels, along high, dry river beds, the train picking its
way through the Drakenstein Mountains. Every now and then we
passed massive stone blockhouses beside the track, built by the British
during the second Boer War. Pretoria, the last Boer-controlled town,
fell in 1900, but the Boers continued to fight for two more years. The
blockhouses are enormous, with peculiar out-thrusts on the top
corners, throwbacks to medieval castles, permitting defenders to fire
down at attackers hard up against the foot of the walls. You would not
fancy it. The Boers were notoriously good shots.

The British countered guerrilla warfare with a scorched-earth
policy. To deny the Boers 'on Kommando' any support or provisions,
their families, women and children were assembled in concentration
camps. Disease, particularly cholera and tuberculosis, killed tens of
thousands – estimates run to as many as 30,000. As I would find out,
in many quarters this is neither forgotten nor forgiven.

The only other whites on our tourist-class Shosholoza Meyl train
were thin, sun-bitten husbands and wider wives. They looked at an
over-friendly tourist the way Londoners sometimes look at their

visitors: with a blankness kneaded out of vague familiarity and vaguer
irritation.

I slept in the long afternoon and woke towards evening, aware that
we had been working our way up through tunnels. The pitch of the
wheels had changed, there was a longer, running rhythm from the
tracks. It was chilly, suddenly. I jumped up and gasped. I had read
about it and seen pictures of it: the Great Karoo. The blue-pink
colour of dusk, with red and blonde sand-streaks breaking it like
waves, the Karoo was an undulation of short hard vegetation; under a
bare sky its rolling contours looked as vast and cold as the sea. We had
topped the escarpment and now ran freely on.

A flight of swallows mocked the speed of the train. Where would
they sleep? Telephone wires? Surely they would not go down into the
scrub, among the snakes. Were they on their way too? The sun
purpled the Karoo and darkened its sandbanks; now the sea became a
heather moor. A road appeared, made visible by the lights of a vehicle.
For a while, whenever we kept pace with a truck or a car, the isolation
seemed only to grow around us as our machines kept company.

The dining car was the first mixed-race place I had eaten in; behind
me, a table of large men discussed business and put away pounds of
thin chicken, fat chips and Coke. We stopped at Beaufort West in the
early hours. Smokers drifted up and down the platform. A small boy
did a handstand and the station lights were thronged with insects.

Kimberley was cool, briefly, at seven a.m. A man in tattered clothes
who lived near the station and happened to be on the lookout for
opportunities got out of his car (telling his dogs to shut up and his wife
and a daughter that all was well) and drove me to the airport, where
he was in charge of security.

'I do this because I have kids,' he said. He said a little about what it
was like to be 'coloured' and talked about his brilliant daughter.
Amazing to me, he seemed to pine for the apartheid era – for the
certainty of its order, and the strength of its leadership.

'Things were better before,' he said, with an awkward laugh. So
many said the same in the same way. The ultimate heresy is spoken all
but freely, in a kind of chant.


'At least we knew where we stood.'

At the airport I sat in and out of the sun while it got hotter and
waited while the hire car was made ready. The car, a rendezvous in
Bloemfontein with a swallow expert and the visas were the only pieces
of organisation I had put into the otherwise vastly empty map of
Africa.

When it was ready I got into the car, a nondescript thing which
made me feel like a travelling salesman, pointed it toward
Bloemfontein, and drove. I set out across the vast emptiness of the
Free State, feeling myself a tiny speck, smaller than a swallow in the
gulfs of space which began at the roadside and lifted over flat land,
which rose and filled with nothing but weather light and clouds as far
as the furthest horizon. What a privilege and a pleasure it is to be alone
in so much space! Tiny and inconsequential in the car, I had nothing
to be concerned with, no obligations to fulfil. I felt a strange mixture
of freedom and pointlessness. The self-containment of the solitary
traveller gives you an other-worldly, off-to-one-side lightness of
being. You have not the slightest bearing on events. You cannot even
converse about the business of the day, supposing you have heard
about it on the radio. You do not matter. The irrelevance of the
traveller, your absence of responsibility, most of the time, for anything
but yourself is a strange condition. You might as well be a ghost.

The country stretched away without break or end, its vastness
echoed and dwarfed by the greatness of the skies. On the horizon low
outcropped hills surfaced above the gold-green plains. Here and there
was darker land: bare earth absorbs more solar heat, which causes
thermals of rising air, but otherwise I supposed it would be as
monotonous to fly over as to drive. To imagine a swallow flying across
it all: to think ahead, to see the journey in its entirety would be to beat
your wings against forever. They must look at the next contour, and
surely anticipate the next change in the wind and the air currents, but
do they see further? To the next night, the next roost, the next river?
Or do they exist wholly in the present, propelled and pulled by urges
of instinct?

Crossing the veldt the world seemed distant, as vague and

contingent as the day after tomorrow, but I came to Bloemfontein in
the early afternoon. I became lost not long after reaching the town,
meandering from black areas, where a market filled the road with an
Africa I recognised – hundreds of people, colour, buses, exhaust, food
stalls, cooking smells and the noise of voices – to white areas, where
low houses hidden behind fences were laid out in a spacious,
apparently deserted grid. I was rescued by a solicitous couple in a big
white bakkie – as pick-up trucks are known here – who led me to a
hotel named The Hobbit.

J. R. R. Tolkien was born in Bloemfontein, a fact of which parts of
Bloemfontein are very proud. The creator of Bilbo Baggins and father
of a billion units – books, games, films, toys – left town when an infant
but still managed to create in his wake at least one hotel which
encapsulates all the love of comfort, distrust of the world beyond the
front door and the ineluctable yearning for adventure which you will
find in the first ten pages of The Hobbit, or There and Back Again. My
room was a bole of dark wood and white linen, with a green hue of
sunlight filtered through clematis.

The television being jammed with provincial rugby – the Six
Nations championship was about to start, England playing Wales later
in the most suspenseful eighty minutes of the year, usually, to a Welsh
fan like me – I hit the hotel's superlative collection of Wilbur Smith.

Wilbur Smith likes guns as much as the next man. He never misses
an opportunity to reel off a full specification, including precise
ammunition details. The impact of bullets on targets is recorded with
a kind of moral faithfulness. He seems to see his role as a popular
historian, with a mission to entertain. The struggles of black and
white, English, Afrikaner and Zulu, from the First World War to the
present form the backdrop to his blockbusters. He is anti-communist,
sceptical of imperialists, and the heroes in his stories are always those
who most love Africa. The continent itself is perhaps the true hero of
his tales, embodied, generally, by some proud and fierce white South
African with rippling muscles and a short temper. It is extremely rare
to find a Wilbur Smith heroine whose buttocks do not remind their
creator of ostrich eggs.


I woke to a call from reception, scrambled up and went down.
Standing outside the hotel was Rick Nuttall, confined to the street by
a locked gate which could only be opened from reception, Hobbit
guests and their cars being spectacularly well defended. I recognised
the large, handsome man by his friendly smile and his swallow T-shirt.

Rick is the director of the National Museum in Bloemfontein, and
one of Africa's foremost authorities on Barn Swallows, though he
would be too modest to make that claim: he talked reverently of
Anders Moller in Denmark, perhaps the world's greatest expert.

We drove around town for a while, getting me my bearings and
unravelling something of Rick's life and times. From a hill on the edge
of town Rick showed me where north, south, east and west were, and
we watched weather systems over the veldt. The light lay gold and
blue and green on the grasslands, and, to the south-east, rain-black
under a storm.

'I love bird-watching out there,' Rick said. 'Just going quietly, and
stopping and staring.'

Rick speaks in that lovely, easy, irresistible-to-imitate South African
accent beloved of British impressionists. You can hear his English
heritage in it, his South African soul and the way he thinks. In my
British ears African voices change English from water into wine.

The air was full of birds which Rick began to name: Pearl-Breasted
Swallows, which shine like crescent moons (their dark, dark blue
teaches you to see their fiery white); Greater Striped Swallows, which
have longer tails and rufous speckled chests; Little Swifts, and many
other flying creatures.

'It's like being born again,' I said. 'I know them all in Britain, pretty
well, but here . . .'

I fell in love with birds at the age of seven or so: crows, ravens and
buzzards were my first subjects. I began a list then, which all bird-watchers
have somewhere, of all the species I could identify. By the
age of fourteen the list was up in the hundreds, and I had seen my first
rarities, like the Water Rail, a wonderfully retiring marsh bird, and
Red Kites, which in those days could only be found in the very middle

of Wales. Bird-watching abroad, on holidays to France or Italy, was
always a disorientating business. Seeing most of the birds of Britain
was one thing – something finite, which you could work towards – but
on the continent you had to start again. And without knowing the
culture of these new bird worlds, you could not really tell how excited
you should be: Bee-Eaters and Rollers and Hoopoes seemed
amazingly exotic and seductive, when I saw them in the Midi, but
were they rare? Avocets were very special in Britain, but in the
Camargue they were as common as magpies.

We went to Rick's university, pausing between students playing
cricket and a reed bed to watch Red Bishops, fat little birds like shots
of pure crimson. We sat on a terrace, moving under cover as the storm
we had seen brushed the edge of Bloemfontein, and I filled the back of
my notebook with Rick's expertise.

'We can track where they have been feeding by trace elements in
their feathers, like iron, aluminium and calcium. The proportions
present in a given area are found in the plants, and then in the insects,
and then in the swallows. It's a wonderful thing because it is so
unintrusive: you just need a tiny section of one pin' ('pin' from pinion,
meaning feather).

The process is in its infancy because so little of the earth has been
chemically analysed in this way, but there was a thrilled expansion in
Rick's gestures as he described the possibility of actually mapping the
journeys of a single swallow, and therefore those of thousands of
swallows. Flipping open a laptop he displayed a hoard of data, an
immaculately tabulated treasure, three years of results from his
swallow-ringing project.

There were nationalities beyond nationality – Bloemfontein birds
had been found everywhere from Cork to Transylvania, and then they
had come back, and gone again, flying at speeds we can only estimate.

'Twenty-seven days!' Rick pointed at one line of a spread-sheet,
'Incredible isn't it? And that's assuming she was ringed the day she
left and caught here the day she arrived.'

We marvelled at ages – first-year, third-year, sixth-year – distances,
and death rates.


'Seventy per cent,' he said, soberly. 'In their first two years, 70 per
cent mortality.'

I tried to imagine the corpses. Hundreds and hundreds of
thousands of them.

'Oh yes, and it only takes three days of winter here to kill them.'

'Three days?'

'Yes, if they stay too long, by the second day of rain they have no
energy to hunt, by the third they're in the mud and they can't get up.
I get calls every year from farmers – they say "There are swallows
everywhere, on the ground, have they been poisoned? What can I
do?" The temperature only has to fall a few degrees, with rain, and
that's it.'

We drove down to Rick's house, and he showed me around. There
was a bit of wilderness, just beyond his garden fence, not too
dangerous, not too developed, where he would normally expect to see
swallows. No swallows. Here was where his wife and children would
be, normally, though today they were having a brei – a barbeque – at
his mother-in-law's.

'It's OK!' he reassured me, smiling quietly, as I worried I was
dragging him away.

'My wife understands how important this is for me . . . talking
about swallows, talking to other birdwatchers.'

We called in, briefly, on Rick's mother-in-law. I shook hands with
his wife and said hello to their little girl.

'You're very lucky,' he said, where we stopped next, at a petrol
station on a corner, opposite a house surrounded by trees, with
swallows painted on the garden wall. 'There used to be so many of
them roosting here that people would come in coaches to see them.
Then they abandoned it, and we didn't know where they were, but
just a couple of weeks ago I found them . . .'

'How many?'

'Impossible to say!' he laughed. 'About 1.8 million.'

'What!'

'Approximately . . .'

Later he said: 'I was taught by a great man. He said, if you want to

be a good birdwatcher, when you hear a bird, go and find the bird.
That way you will know its call.'

'And how did you get into them in the first place?'

'I was very young and I just remember looking across the
garden at a dark green hedge and there was this beautiful thing, so
amazing . . .'

He described a bird I have not seen, which sounded as though it was
made of red and gold and green and white, the name of which I tried
to remember, and on which he gently corrected me: a Double-Collared
Sunbird.

We drove to a place near a river, with tall, tall blue gum trees. It was
a brooding evening of towering clouds. The light faded as gently as
falling leaves.

'Lesser Kestrels!' he said.

They came home in flocks, from very high up and far away,
dropped down as though stooping on prey and settled themselves,
sweetly, in barred ranks, like sheaves of little darts.

'I really must do this more often,' Rick murmured, as if reminding
himself of something one cannot forget. I think he meant standing
alone, with no thought for anything but the present. After a while we
jumped quietly back into the bakkie and set off on our next adventure.
Rick checked his watch, glanced at the sky, and frowned. Birds had
begun to disappear and we had yet to see a single Barn Swallow.

'We've left it late,' Rick murmured, half to himself, as the bakkie
accelerated. And so we were in a race now, as the light spiralled down
and Rick spun us with increasing urgency through the suburbs. One
moment too late and we would find nothing but a forest of dark reeds,
screaming with chatter. Two moments too late and all would be
silence. Three moments too late . . . Rick had another worry.

'It's used as a cut-through by all sorts of people – it's not exactly
secure – so when we came ringing here a couple of weeks ago I made
some calls and got some security. Just so that we could get on with it
without worrying too much. We were very quiet but . . .' He did not
look ashamed, just saddened by the truth of this. We were heading
down towards a wasteland, the kind you find in any town anywhere,

except here anyone could theoretically kill anyone and the world
would have to say you had asked for it.

'. . . they may have . . . they may have gone down to the other side
of the . . .'

Not the security: the swallows. The suburbs were thinning now
and I knew we must be close.

'You just see them,' Rick said. 'There are a few people, students
and colleagues, who would call me at dusk to say "I saw them going
this way at this time", and then I got this sort of hunch and I looked
at the map and I saw this place . . . I thought "I wonder . . ." '

We both kept bobbing our heads down to look up. I could not tell
if he really thought we were too late.

'There!' he said.

'Oh yes! And there!'

As my excitement and disbelief mounted, his began to relax. The
conjuror had done it.

'Another one – and there!'

'You'll start seeing quite a few,' he said, as I bounced in the
passenger seat like a dog in a forest of flying squirrels.

They were coming in from all points of the compass now. It was
not possible, it will never be, to know how many 'nationalities' there
were. How quickly the air filled.

What is it like to stand under all those nations, all those
experiences, under all those guesses, those eyes? You begin to try to
see them all but you cannot see, you can only feel. Then, since
guessing is impossible, you begin to know.

You know they have not finished eating. You feel the air devoid of
midges. You hear the snap of their bills as they slide sideways, just
missing your head, you feel the wind as one goes over your shoulder
– snap! A bill shuts like a snicking trap-door. You half-hear, half-feel
the hiss of the hunter's wake.

'When we were ringing we barely got bitten,' Rick grinned.

We had pulled up and stopped and walked a little way, over
churned ground and debris. Ahead were the reed beds; water and
vegetation covering an area about the size of two twisted rugby

pitches. Behind us were trees, and, scattered round about, the fenced
edges of different settlements. The air all around us stormed with
silent wings. Sometimes we raised our binoculars. A man trudged by,
not seeming to take much notice of the swallows, glancing blankly at
us. Perhaps we looked like security.

And though no one killed anyone, all around us there was a mighty
harvest of death. No swallow hit any other, of course, though they did
not fly like starlings, or geese, or jackdaws, or waders, or any other
species you can watch wheeling and whirring in thousands, in tune.
Instead they seemed to delight in chaos, charging zig-zag into space
which was at once empty and full, as though playing chicken with
physics. They filled all the air our eyes could afford them in every
conceivable direction. Our words deserted us again.

Chaucer, the poet at the fountainhead of English literature, puts the
swallow in a strange place in relation to men and birds. His 'Parlement
of Foules' is a poetic tour around the Garden of Love, with Chaucer
as a visitor and the Roman general Scipio Africanus as his guide, at
least as far as the gate. It is St Valentine's Day. Scipio pushes the
worried poet (protesting he knows nothing of love) into the garden,
where he finds all the birds of the world, summoned by Nature to
choose their mates. Chaucer's tour of the characters and appetites of
different birds is at once caustic, incisive and affectionate. In a broadly
feudal, pyramidal food-chain (noble eagles at the top, countless seedeaters
down below) there is a hot, gluttonous cormorant, a 'waker'
(watchful, wakeful) goose and a 'cukkow ever unkynde'. But among
all the 'foules of ravyne' (ravenous raptors) and the lesser thieves, foes
and destroyers of their preys, there is only one murderer.

The swalown, mordrer of the flyes smale
That maken hony of floures fresshe of hewe.

Chaucer places it between the nightingale, which he credits with
calling forth the new green growth of leaves, and the 'wedded' turtle

dove, 'with heart so trewe'. Between the bird we prize most for its art
and one we idealise for its faith, in a couplet which encapsulates a
cycle of life and death, is the swallow, living by the murder of littler
things which here are positively angelic, doing no harm more than
making honey from fresh flowers. It seems a dreadfully human
predicament.

Now the birds were black flecks against dark twilight, white sparks
against black-green reeds, dull red blood-spots shooting close by us,
as if they were eating the light.

'Far side!' Rick said. He kept helping me direct my binoculars. It
was dizzying looking over there, across the dulled water to the reeds
opposite. Biblical plagues of the birds, denser than locusts, thicker
than blood-spatter, making a sound we could barely hear but clearly
see: a hissing, darting, scything thing, a terror. And then they began
to come down. Entire dark whirlwinds, funnelling down into reeds.
Was it fear, or thrill, or blind hive-mindedness that made them
unscrew themselves from the sky like that, so hectically?

'There was an Eagle Owl that used to come,' Rick had said, at the
abandoned roost. 'It used to just charge in and out of the flocks until
it wasn't hungry.'

'They're going, over there!' he exclaimed, and then mused, eyes
stuck to his binoculars. 'Perhaps because last time . . .'

The ringing again. But even so close to us, where the nets had been,
the swallows returned. We saw it and felt it. The reeds must have been
3 metres high and they shook and rattled, amplifying the rustling of
wings. At a guess – there is a birdwatcher's method of estimating dots
(you close your eyes and see how many you can recall in a glimpsed
area, then multiply the area until it covers the space you imagine the
flock filled) – eight hundred or so came down just to our left.

The reeds snaked away, thick as shadow, into the gloom that
surrounded the water. They chattered and swayed and gradually
silenced. A little wind and some insects returned. I got a bite and
stumblingly lit a fag. Rick smiled, blinking at me from behind his

glasses. He hauled out a cool-box and swept the tops off two beers. I
toasted him in acknowledgement of this master-stroke. We had no
fear any more.

Rick dropped me off at the Hobbit hole and we shook hands. I had no
way of thanking him adequately but we had concocted a cunning plan
to save face: roughly £70 pounds was worth 1,000 rand, which would
buy a great many bird rings.

I had not dared mention, indeed I had forgotten, that while we were
out England were playing Wales at Twickenham. I remembered now,
and threw myself upstairs.

We had had a day, the swallows now had a night (and for some of
them, the future possibility of that little manacle, human interest) and
Wales, it turned out, had had England, superbly, freakishly, in the
second half. The Supersports channels were so delighted with the
defeat, rather than the victory, that they devoted a lot of the next
twelve hours to it.

The timbre of their commentary was 'How the heck did the English
have the nerve to face us in the final of the World Cup three months
ago when they can't even beat a bunch of whippersnappers like Wales?
Disgusting!'

My phone chirruped and buzzed with the celebrations of family
and various friends. One called me, knowing perfectly well I was in
Africa, and conversed as if I too was in a London pub and had just
seen the game.

'Talk to you next weekend,' he said, happily, ringing off. We would
be playing Scotland then.
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