
It was with a degree of trepidation that I trav-
elled across East Anglia to attend the launch
of the J. A. Baker Archive at the University of
Essex, through the sunlit woods of Breck-
land. I was honoured to be invited, of course,
having in a sense earned a place at this altar
by virtue of having written a little bit about
Baker and his fabled book The Peregrine
(1967). Trepidation because what I’ve written
has addressed – I hope sensitively – the tricky
question of why it is that many birdwatchers
have been critical, if not outright dismissive,
of what Baker described. On the opposite
pole, Baker devotees have eulogised the man,
and taken his descriptions of the eponymous
bird as, effectively, gospel.

Looking at the agenda, I imagined that the
event might be populated with representa-
tives of the latter camp, gathered cult-like at
the altar of an author whose sacred text may
not be questioned. Least of all on this day. I
might have to sit rather quietly and respect-
fully at the back, like an atheist at church,
hoping no-one would ask me what I really
think. 

What I really think about The Peregrine is
nuanced. A third way, if you like. While I
appreciate the richness and visionary quality
of the author’s prose, I do in a number of
places through the text feel an eyebrow
rising. Not only are some of Baker’s facts
demonstrably wrong (a Peregrine’s eyeballs
aren’t bigger than yours or mine, for
example), his descriptions of the birds and
their behaviour are unlike anyone else’s,
before or since. What was he seeing? It’s an
intriguing question.

My attempts to add some further fuel to
the debate led me to conclude that Baker had
indeed seen his fair share of Falco peregrinus,
in the gentle landscape of 1950s/60s Essex.
There weren’t many around, at that time, for
well-rehearsed reasons, but there were some.
How he then translated these observations to
the page, how much poetic licence he
deployed, is up for grabs. 

A little bit like the birds themselves, for
whose future he so feared, Baker disappeared

from view between the time of his second,
and last, book, The Hill of Summer (1969),
and his death in 1987, aged 61. In another
parallel with the birds, he had been ill, and it
is said that his eventual passing was precipi-
tated by the medication he had to take to
relieve the discomfort of arthritis, with which
he had battled since school age. 

Film-maker David Cobham looked into
producing a film of The Peregrine, and inter-
viewed Baker’s widow Doreen. She passed to
him Baker’s notebooks and diaries not long
before her own death in 2006, and it is these
materials that made possible and now reside
in the newly opened archive. 

The archive was launched in early July. I
needn’t have worried about the cult thing.
Although not billed as such on the agenda,
the discussion was wide-ranging, and full and
frank about the ‘veracity’ issues surrounding
The Peregrine. I felt emotionally drained by
the end. Relieved. In the context of a country
coming to terms with its decisions based on
misinformation, trite assumptions, lack of
foresight and the ‘lullaby language of indif-
ferent politicians’ as Baker put it in a Birds
magazine essay in 1971 (I think it’s the last
thing he ever published), I would have strug-
gled if, here in the bosom of academia, an
honest assessment of truth were not on the
table.

Interest in Baker resurfaced with the new
nature-writing movement, and a New York
Review Books edition of The Peregrine (2005)
with an effu-
sive preface by
Robert Macfar-
lane. One way
or another I’ve
a cc u mu l a te d
several editions
of  the book,
including one
that I opened
again on the
eve of the Essex
event, to find a
receipt from
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the Oxfam bookshop in Cambridge, where I
purchased it for £1.25 within a month of
arriving there to live, in summer 1993. 

In spring 2016, I went to the Cambridge
Conservation Initiative’s new HQ to talk
about my book Looking for the Goshawk. On
my walk from the station, I paused at Our
Lady and the English Martyrs Church to look
upwards, squinting through chill rain at the
wheeling gulls. Suddenly – for it is always
sudden with Peregrines – a female swung
into view, a few storeys below the attentive
gulls. They looked elegant, floaty, capable,
and beside them she looked motorised,
charged. She disappeared into the architec-
ture of the spire. I felt that old visceral thrill
that I cannot fully explain. I tried neverthe-
less to explain it to a passer-by who asked me
directions I couldn’t help with, so I pointed
in the direction of the bird. He seemed gen-
uinely intrigued. I think by me.  

When I bought that book in Cambridge, I
had no idea that 20 years later Peregrines
might be nesting within a few hundred
metres of the Oxfam bookstore. I have made
it a mission in life to persuade others that
Goshawks Accipiter gentilis can one day do
the same, and that they haven’t already is an
anomaly.

Baker aspired to be a poet. He has been a
spirit guide in my search for the Goshawk, or
rather the reasons why the Goshawk has yet
to ‘do a Peregrine’ in these islands. I liked the
challenge of exploring why raptors have this
significance for us, even without close
Goshawk encounters (you have to go abroad
for that) or the birds themselves giving up
their secrets. 

I like birdwatchers’ concern for objective,
verifiable facts. Goodness knows the world
needs to base its decisions on more of that
stuff, and plans based thereon. A typical reac-
tion among ornithologists who doubt Baker
is that he seems in places to be describing the
appearance, if  not the behaviour, of  a
Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus. There’s a
lot of hovering going on, for example, so it’s
understandable. I proposed a different solu-
tion, that the ‘golden tiercel’ he describes in
such intimate detail towards the dream-like
conclusion of the book sounds most of all
like a Saker Falcon Falco cherrug, or some
hybrid variant thereof. Apart from anything,

this ‘lion-coloured’ bird chases Kestrels – so
there goes the Kestrel theory...

Baker saw unusual things, in unusual
ways. He describes Peregrines as ‘yellower’
than Kestrels. If that’s how he saw the world,
then that’s how he saw it. I believe that these
lines from The Peregrine contain the key to
his modus operandi: ‘Everything I describe
took place while I was watching it, but I do
not believe that honest observation is
enough. The emotions and behaviour of the
watcher are also facts, and they must be
truthfully recorded.’

There is surely more to find out about this
intriguing, mysterious, enigmatic author, his
reasons for withdrawing from the spotlight,
his humour, his pain. A biography is being
lined up for 2017. Daylight may now be cast
on magic. Baker inspired many. But whatever
else he did, he caught a moment, and helped
draw wider attention and concern to the
insidious threat of agrochemical misuse. He
led me to Rachel Carson, through the bird
corpses he found and itemised, and which I
think tell us more about the deadliness of
dieldrin and heptachlor than of raptors. 

Film-maker Werner Herzog is an avowed
Bakerphile. I studied him at University,
among theories of realism. I rediscovered
Herzog when I visited Amazonia, where he
made some of his most powerful films, and
where he drew inspiration from local belief
in the ‘reality of dreams’. He is another pro-
ponent of dramatic, even religious intensity.
Maybe Herzog can be persuaded to pick up
the idea of a screenplay of The Peregrine.  

In his essay The Death of the Author,
Roland Barthes argued: ‘The reader is the
space on which all the quotations that make
up a writing are inscribed without any of
them being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its
origin but in its destination.’ 

Reader responses are facts too. The world
needs some devotion to hard facts, but it also
needs imaginers. 

Conor Jameson

Postscript – we hope to install a Peregrine
nestbox at the University of Essex to mark
the 50th anniversary of The Peregrine, in
2017.
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