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To my sister Gill.

 

Not least for telling me to get on with this book.


The way of this mystery, the wonder of its process, is not justified by its endpoint. It wanders ahead in time and in space by no terribly linear path. Yet each step matters. The mystery draws us onward. We are always trying to figure it out; to discern our way; to gather clues, hints, and signs . . . Along the way we solve one problem after the next. But the content that concerns us here may pose a real enigma: when we think we have finally got it, have we already lost it?

 

 from On the Mystery

 Catherine Keller

 

 

The universe is not only stranger than we imagine, it is stranger than we can imagine.

 

 Albert Einstein
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Introduction

In 1913 all the musk plants in the world stopped smelling. Here was a plant that was hugely popular, grown everywhere from country gardens to working-class windowsills, and entirely for the fragrance that was reflected in its name. And yet that fragrance had, suddenly and globally, gone. When I first heard the story, told me by an elderly man as we sat round his garden table in the Yorkshire Dales, I was understandably sceptical, even though he seemed to me old enough to have been there at the time. But he swore to the truth of his tale, though he could provide no explanation for it. In fact, it took only a little subsequent digging for me to substantiate the gist of what he had said. It was a plant that had once been the centre of a massive horticultural trade but it existed, in this country now, only as a sporadic wetland wild flower; and in all of my plant books the descriptions of its once vaunted fragrance were prefixed with the puzzling word ‘former’.

The juxtaposition of mystery and natural history was something I could not resist. Even as a child, brought up in a Christian fundamentalist household in south London, I had often escaped from the burden of didactic sermons and incomprehensible injunctions by wondering at the origin of the silky egg sacs that hung in a garden shed, the inexplicable comings and goings of green bottles on a park leaf, or the hunting habits of the wolf spiders that scuttered across our prefab path. As for the musk plant, I already knew it a little. I had encountered its prettily shaped butter-yellow flowers now and then, in a damp corner of a Suffolk campsite or alongside the River Kelvin in urban Glasgow, but this part of its story was new to me. It unlocked my inner Sherlock and I longed to don the metaphorical deerstalker and investigate. But then life intervened, as life often does, with work and children and even the washing up. I moved on to other things and it was only after many years, and prompted by another encounter with the plant in Glasgow, that I actually got round to some serious research. What I uncovered was a story involving some of the most significant scientific figures of the day. And a story, too, of bitter rifts in academic institutions, of eccentric theories and competing ideas, and of a cantankerous plant collector who had himself met a mysterious, and probably murderous, end.

But this is to race ahead and those intervening years had been serving a purpose of their own. Alerted by the mystery of the musk’s missing musk, I had begun to look out for other such enigmas, and what you are alert for almost always appears. I discounted stories such as the Loch Ness monster, the Beast of Bodmin and the Devonshire Black Dog, and any of those other hyper-curiosities that lurk in the imaginative shadows. What I was most interested in was the established accounts of everyday plants and animals that nonetheless contained an element of the unexpected and the so-far unexplained. And so I began to accumulate ‘natural mysteries’.

In 1972 the people of the Dorset town of Blandford Forum were afflicted in their hundreds by serious bites and lesions to their limbs, related to the sudden appearance of a mysterious black fly. When it happened again in 1988, stories appeared in the national press, questions were asked in parliament and rumours ran locally rife, among them the suggestion of nefarious activities in a nearby military camp. A locally brewed beer had even been named ‘The Black Fly’ in its honour. A much more long-running, and far more widespread story involved the appearances of an unexplained substance known as ‘star jelly’. Gelatinous globs, transparent, white or even purple, they could crop up anywhere, sometimes in a single lump, sometimes in quantity and over a wide area. Known about for hundreds of years, they had once been associated with meteorite showers. More recent explanations remained both divisive and doubtful and the substance had entered popular culture in a particularly sinister form. Also aspiring to the astral plane was the story of the tardigrade. This tiny but abundant creature, fondly and familiarly known as the ‘moss piglet’ or ‘water bear’, has the ability to survive the most extreme conditions, beyond any, in fact, to be found on our planet. It has fascinated writers of both science and science fiction and been championed by evolutionists and creationists alike. Could its strange qualities really be evidence, as some serious scientists had suggested, that its origin is extra-terrestrial?

Other stories lay much closer to my own front door. My local cemetery had a population of hedgehogs, probably the only surviving colony in the borough. I had read of the hedgehog’s strange habit of ‘self-anointing’, of regularly slavering itself and covering its spines with saliva. No satisfactory scientific explanation for this extraordinary behaviour has yet been supplied. Even closer to home were the stories I was hearing of a population of mosquitoes living an entirely subterranean life on the London Underground. Was it true, or was it an urban myth? And, if true, how on earth, or in this case beneath it, had they come to be there and by what evolutionary changes had they managed to survive?

The musk was not to be the only botanical entry in this growing portfolio. I learnt, for example, of something called the ‘great oak change’, a suggestion that sometime in the twentieth century this iconic tree had completely, and inexplicably, changed its approach to propagation. And then there was the yew, that dark and brooding tree whose very presence seemed to encapsulate mystery. What was the origin of its ancient association with the churchyard, where three quarters of all our oldest and largest specimens are to be found? The relationship has spawned speculation across centuries with competing theories including the biological, the historical and the downright mystical. At the other end of the scale was the tiny lichen, that seemingly simple life form that drapes itself in scaly bunches on woodland trees or spreads as dry crusts on city walls. One of the earliest forms of life on dry land, this apparently primitive ‘plant’ confused and divided generations of scientists who, in their differences over its identity, descended into vituperative debate and sometimes slander; perhaps not surprisingly so, for the question of whether a lichen is one organism or many turns out to have profound implications on the way we see the world as a whole.

Another group of stories seemed, in their substance, as much sociological as they were scientific. How, for example, had one of the most shameful episodes in British military history led to the arrival in this country of one of our commonest roadside plants? And what was the truth behind the reputed connection between Father Christmas and the fly agaric, that common and hallucinatory mushroom that populates both our woodlands and the pages of our children’s picture books? What, too, of the story of the bulrush? Sometime in the mid- nineteenth century the name had been stolen from one common waterside plant and applied, universally, and incorrectly, to another. It was an identity crisis apparently caused by its appearance in a popular Victorian painting, yet the true identity of the painting, and even of the painter, remains uncertain, varying according to the account you hear. It seemed another sort of riddle, and one worth unravelling. And on the question of identity, what of the problem of the Duke of Burgundy, or rather of the small brown butterfly that was inexplicably named after him? I have glimpsed it only occasionally, on the steep grassy slopes of Rodborough Common in Gloucestershire, or on the high downs behind Gilbert White’s house in Hampshire. Though originally bestowed with a variety of awkward appellations, such as ‘Mrs. Vernon’s Small Fritillary’, the consensus had gradually settled on the French Duke, yet not a single lepidopteran authority could find any reason, physical, historical or otherwise, for this connection with an obscure member of an overseas aristocracy. Here, surely, was another enigma demanding to be examined.

***

Such was my collection of ‘cases’, and what had started as a matter of mere curiosity was now beginning to stake a rather larger claim. On scruffy bits of paper and in dog-eared pocket notebooks, I was collecting ‘clues’, amassing notes and references and, as the process became increasingly unruly, trying to impose some order by organising them into files. To further aid my progress, I even ordered a crate of the specially brewed Black Fly ale, though half of it still sits unopened in my study. Perhaps the idea that all this might one day make up a book had always been at the back of my mind, though, in fact, a couple of others were to get in the way first. I thought of it as my ‘nature detective’s casebook’ though I kept that name to myself, nervous that it echoed too much of an earlier and more innocent era of ‘Walks in the Wildwood’, ‘Adventures with Nature’ or ‘301 Things a Bright Boy Can Do’. It was only after the publication of Ghost Trees that the time, and the opportunity, seemed finally to have arrived – much to the relief of those friends and family who had heard me interminably expound the idea.

It was not easy to reduce those collected files to a favoured and manageable few. I had already rejected, as beyond my remit, accounts of unexpected species said to survive in surprising spaces; the wallabies that had lived for so long on the Staffordshire Roaches, the freshwater jellyfish that flourished in a Sheffield canal, the stories of scorpions living and breeding in my own East End. They had each been set aside, even though I would have dearly liked the excuse to look for them all. Most of the more ‘sociological’ stories were the next to go. It was not that they were any the less interesting. My early training had been in sociology. It had changed the way I saw the world and even shaped my approach to natural history, and I owed it a great deal. But these stories seemed to belong to a slightly different genre and there was always the sneaking suspicion that one day they might make up a book of their own.

Personal experience played its part in determining my selection. It was one of my own children who had, as a schoolboy, first introduced me to tardigrades, whilst I had encountered the gelatinous star jelly on a family holiday. I had, too, long had a love affair with the colours of lichen, especially the orange, rust-brown, lemon-yellow and lime-green crusts encountered on gravestone, mountain or seaside rock. I had also an existing, if rather more ambivalent, relationship with the yew. I once made a radio programme on a subject we had called ‘susurrations’, the sounds made by the leaves of trees in the wind, and whether you could, as Thomas Hardy had suggested, use them to distinguish the different species. We had recorded the papery rustling of the oak tree, the more metallic murmuring of beech, the soft conversations of pine trees and the whispering sibilance of birch. We had ended by standing beneath, and virtually within, an ancient yew tree, and, here, instead of sound, we recorded silence; the deep, enwrapping silence of the yew, a tree that seems not so much to emit sound as to absorb it.

All these subjects, then, made it to the final cut. Beyond that I wanted to include, as far as possible, subjects that were accessible to all. Much of my previous work, whether walks or talks or writing, has been about the extraordinary in the everyday, about paying attention to the abundance that exists all about us and even in the most unpromising places; the pearlwort that grows in pavement cracks, the yellow heads of cat’s-ear in an uncut lawn or the spiders that spin their untidy webs across the dim lights of a pedestrian underpass. My choice, I hoped, would continue to respect that approach. The most startling ghost is the one that appears behind the kitchen door and it was not the exotic I was after; it was the mystery that is heightened precisely because it is embedded in the ordinary.

Set out in these chapters are my final six choices; the enigmas I set out to explore and the adventures they involved me in. I studied in the library of the London Natural History Museum under the continual, stony but, I hoped, benevolent gaze of the bust of Charles Darwin. I sat in the galleried halls of the Gladstone Library where all that great man’s own books are housed. I ranged rows of shelves at the Wellcome Collection, where the book I most needed always seemed to require the help of the tall library ladder or reduce me to my knees on the floor. The British Library became a second home, the extravagant height of its atrium somehow seeming to combine the atmosphere of a major railway terminus with that of a modern cathedral. I held handwritten pages from the journals of explorers in the chilled basement rooms of the Royal Horticultural Society and inspected sheets of dried specimens in the herbarium at Kew, where the high, metal-galleried halls seemed a fair copy of those in Pentonville Prison. It was the airy reading room of the adjacent Kew library that became one of my favourite resorts. I even bought myself a season ticket to the botanic gardens so that I could walk through them on my way to or from a day of study, or drop in for a lunch break to walk beneath the Indian horse chestnuts or hear a blackcap sing in the limes or watch a cherry blossom spring give way to a rose garden summer. Always refer to it in full as the ‘Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew’, the press office had insisted, and so here, I dutifully do.

Then Covid came, as it came to us all, and for months on end it put a stop to all this. The libraries and the galleries and the archives were closed and my reading and researches had to continue at home, entailing an extra expense in book purchases that my publisher’s advance has so far failed to take account of. It was nonetheless increasingly eclectic as I was led to both science and science fiction or ranged from medieval herbals to contemporary astrophysics, from metaphysical poetry to Elizabethan plays. Due to the new-found, and rather mixed, benefits of Zoom, I was able to continue conversations and interviews, including some with experts in fields that I hardly knew existed. It was nonetheless a wonderful release when I was able to resume the expeditions that had always been the happiest part of my researches; the stumbling about, often accompanied by friends or family, in woodland, hill and heath. In the Highlands of Scotland, at the head of its longest glen and in the shadow of the Schiehallion mountain, I visited Europe’s oldest tree. On the Hebridean island of Iona, I inspected lichen on the graves of kings, then travelled to the humbler island of Hayling, on England’s south coast, where I sought out the last remains of a one-time mosquito research institute. I walked the Hoo peninsula in Kent and the remote coastline of Dengie in Essex, scoured ancient woodland in search of rare lichen, visited the rock-hugging yews of Wakehurst and looked for star jelly sites near Neolithic monuments in Wiltshire. Exciting though these were, they were no more significant than the explorations made immediately beyond my own front door. On these ‘excursions for everyone’ I searched for surprising plants in my local park, walked surrounding streets surveying mosses, examined the lichen of pavements and walls, and scraped slime from the bark of city trees to take home and sieve for tardigrades.

Here then is my assembled ‘casebook’; the story of the missing fragrance of the musk and of the ancient and unsettling associations of the yew; of the unexplained appearances of star jelly and of the secret identity of lichen; of the uncertain origins of an underground mosquito and the possibly astral ones of the tardigrade. I had, I suspect, first set out on my investigations rather in the spirit of a character from an Agatha Christie book. Though my tastes in detective fiction run more to Michael Dibdin, Sara Paretsky and Tony Hillerman, for this work something more traditional had seemed appropriate. I saw myself adopting the manner of a Miss Marple or a Hercule Poirot, following up clues, visiting the scene of a crime and spotting what no one else had. I would amass information and interrogate facts. I would assemble competing theories like suspects in the drawing room, before swinging round to point the accusing finger. I would, in short, crack the case wide open. And then, as these pages will show, something different began to happen. I began to respect the mystery.
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Neil Ansell, author of The Last Wilderness
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