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			It’s the Little Things

			April

			Fowlsheugh, Kincardineshire, Scotland

			The Caledonian Sleeper had been in the news. It was about to get brand-new trains to shuttle passengers from London Euston to the Scottish Highlands. They were calling it a hotel on wheels, and it would have 347 toilets, en-suite cabins and a Jacuzzi. I made the Jacuzzi up; that would never work. There were artist’s impressions of trains passing through sweeping glens, chugging over majestic viaducts and stopping conveniently at golf courses and shooting estates. Every member of staff was wearing tartan and a welcoming smile, and passengers were served rare Scottish venison, Cullen skink and a variety of the finest whiskies. After dinner, travellers could either retire to plush suites with a fold-down service and pillows graced with deluxe Scottish chocolates, or stay up to watch the Northern Lights. Everyone would wake next morning to find a member of staff serving steaming-hot coffee and an Ayrshire bacon roll.

			The reality was nothing like that. I’d wanted to do this trip for years, so I was excited to board the 2350 from Crewe to Stonehaven. The station was deserted except for confused herring gulls wheeling between the car park lights, and furious freight trains rattling by. Vending machines glowed in the darkness and long-forgotten bicycles clanked in their racks as the wind blew through. I got on, and simultaneously stepped back into 1985. Nothing had changed. The corridors were narrow and rickety, painted British Rail grey and scuffed throughout. I found my luxury reclining seat. It was threadbare. The material had separated from the seat and hung in dirty fronds. It didn’t recline, a serious omission for a reclining seat, so I jammed my knees into the seat in front. I felt my kneecaps dislodge but figured the pain would probably stop somewhere near Carlisle and I could seek medical attention at Dundee. At least it discouraged me from visiting the toilets. These sent the occasional whiff into my carriage – one was full of faeces, the other had a sink overflowing with dirty water. I tried to ease my way up the train to first class – surely, they’d have better toilets – but I was led, or should I say escorted, back to my carriage of grunting fellow adults enduring seven hours of sleep deprivation by a gruff member of staff who I didn’t recall from the advertising. I was not even given any shortbread.

			The train uncoupled at Edinburgh, splitting in three for Inverness, Aberdeen and Fort William. It was 3am, and there was no sign of the turn-down service or any sleep. Once the uncoupling had finished – no allowances were made for those in the Land of Nod – we sat, for reasons unknown, at Edinburgh, watching dozy pigeons and the arrival of the early-morning papers. Sleep clearly wasn’t going to happen, so once we were out of the suburbs, I watched the sun rise over a frost-sprinkled Scotland. I saw a couple of red deer, which I was thrilled about, but there was no one to share this with. Spring hares bounded across empty fields. Brilliantly, staff had stopped waking passengers at stations, so as we hurtled further north there were exclamations of annoyance as people woke to find they were long past their stop. It was a great system. I was glad to alight at Stonehaven. I hope the new carriages and smiley, tartan-clad staff arrive soon on the Caledonian Sleeper and that it regains the glamour that has long since faded.

			Stonehaven seemed nice enough, and I found a place to serve me a full Scottish breakfast, which I devoured to ward off the tiredness. There is something extra Scottish about potato scones and square sausages that always puts me in a good humour, even if this doesn’t do much for my arteries. Plus, there was a beautiful puffin mosaic on the floor outside the Ship Inn, which I took as a good sign. The puffin was coming in to land, feet and wings outstretched and backlit by the sun. It was way too good to be trampled on and covered in regurgitated fish suppers, in my view. I took a sneaky photo of it to admire later on.

			The mosaic puffin was an Atlantic puffin, like the ones I’d come all the way up here to meet. But before we get to the Fowlsheugh RSPB reserve, I’d like to introduce you to some of its far-flung relatives, beginning with the horned puffin. Horned puffins live around the northern Pacific coasts of Alaska, Canada and Siberia. They are black and white like their Atlantic cousins, although with rounder, light lemon-yellow beaks, with a deep orange tip. They are also slightly larger in size. They have a prominent black dash – or horn – above each eye, which makes them look a bit startled, as if you’ve crept up on them unannounced. Unlike the Atlantic puffin, horned puffins are not currently under threat.

			The tufted or crested puffin shares the Pacific coasts with its smaller horned cousins. Nearly all black, the large tufted puffin has a distinctive yellow or golden tuft protruding from its head, a thick orange beak and a white facemask that makes it look a bit, well, sinister. I can’t help thinking of Feathers McGraw, the evil penguin in Wallace and Gromit, when I see one. Somewhat bizarrely, a tufted puffin was spotted on the Swale estuary in Kent in September 2009. This first known sighting in the UK caused a big ‘twitch’ and prompted much speculation as to why the tufted puffin was thousands of miles from home. With the exception of that Kent bird, tufted puffins are not in trouble.

			Although arguably not a puffin at all, the rhinoceros auklet is a distant relative. It doesn’t look at all like the other three puffins, being dark and drab, with the eponymous protrusion above its small orange beak. I’ve also heard it called a unicorn puffin, which sounds like some sort of mythical creature, but that is a stretch too far for such a sombre-looking bird. It has a range across the north Pacific, and is not threatened in any way. The rhinoceros auklet is, by some distance, my least favourite of the puffin family, in part for its sharp, evil-looking beak and beady, angry eyes. It appears to be frowning in disdain the whole time; maybe it’s angry that it’s not a cute puffin. A unicorn puffin it is certainly not.

			The Atlantic puffin is hands down my favourite, and I was keen to get on with my trip to RSPB Fowlsheugh. The reserve is a few miles south of Stonehaven, near a clutch of houses and a natural harbour called Crawton. I decided to catch the bus for this relatively short journey, and I was ridiculously excited that it was a double-decker. I went to the top, of course, and sat right at the front so I could pretend I was driving. Sometimes it’s the little things. I was dropped off at Uras Cottages, which sat either side of the road, ominously empty and in various states of disrepair. The plastic sheets patching up the smashed windows were being pulled at by the gusting wind, and a loose drainpipe moaned in reply.

			I made my way down the single-track lane towards Crawton. It still felt wintry here; the trees were not yet in bud and the thick moss covering the stone walls was fat with moisture. Wind whipped across barren fields that crows and an out-of-place oystercatcher were picking over for worms. The only signs of spring were the bright blooms of wild daffodils and a valley of yellow gorse. Both were welcome sights against the grey sky and my tired, slightly befuddled mind. A cock pheasant broke from the hedgerow in front of me, noisily faking his surprise, and I was instantly transported back to being a twelve-year-old lad in rural Shropshire. Before I was old enough to know better, I used to go beating for a local landowner, flushing out pheasants from woodland to be shot, in return for a crisp £10 note and an illicit can of beer. At lunchtimes, we’d sit around an open fire, clothes steaming dry, as tales were told and plans were made for the wood with the richest pickings. The gamekeepers held court as an old-timer who knew my grandad looked out for me, all the while eating thick cheese sandwiches and biting chunks out of an onion like an apple. Sometimes I’d see woodcock while we were out in the woods and I’d keep deliberately quiet. Those poor creatures were highly prized – pan-fried with their beaks pushed into their own bodies and placed on a piece of toast. I’d let them fly past me, away from the row of guns. 

			I carried on to Fowlsheugh down twisty lanes with hedgerows emerging from winter dormancy. Rabbits scut-tled away from me, surprised at my presence. The RSPB reserve runs for a mile or so along the coast with cliffs some eighty metres high. It was marked only by a couple of signs and a wooden stile; no fancy visitor centre here. A stream wound through a small valley on its way to the sea, blown from the clifftops by the fierce wind in a rough approximation of a waterfall. Lazy herring gulls paddled in the stream and chuckled at me as I passed. Common scurvy grass provided a luxurious carpet of early white flowers.

			I approached from the southern end and, as I made my way north, I passed plenty of herring gulls, fulmars and kittiwakes; guillemots and razorbills were present too, but not up to their full numbers. It was still early in the season and the sea below the cliffs was full of flocks of birds, undecided whether it was yet time to come on land. It was causing much chatter among the razorbills in particular. Around 130,000 seabirds choose to nest at Fowlsheugh, and I could see why. This corner of Scotland is completely undisturbed. From the cliffs where I stood looking out to sea and north to Dunnottar Castle, which appeared like a film set from a cancelled Netflix series, I couldn’t spy another human being. 

			The sea was blue and calm beneath me and the sun had started to show through. A couple of ships were heading south towards Dundee or Edinburgh. I reached Henry’s Scorth, a fierce chasm, or geo, cut into the rock, each face jagged and angry. It was a clear favourite with the birds though, with cliff ledges filling quickly and the best real estate already being claimed for the season. The cries of guillemots and razorbills echoed off the steep walls.

			Checking my map, I noticed that I was looking at Hope Cove and that the next dog-leg in the path was called Fail-You-Never. This had to be a sign that the puffins were not far away, surely? As if in agreement, I heard the unmistakable noise of eiders below me, creaking and groaning, and then I found an actual sign, a single post in the ground onto which someone had carved and painted a tiny puffin character. The wooden post had seen better days, with the sea air clearly having taken its toll and lichen claiming the top as its own.

			I’d been told that the puffins were to be found at the north end of the reserve, near the newly built hide, so I continued on, accompanied by rock pipits and wheatears who watched my every move. A yellowhammer hopped from post to post, singing from each new stage like a Britain’s Got Talent contestant.

			The new hide was a real beauty; made from blocks of local stone, with a big thick door to keep the draught out and an expansive wooden seat that looked out across the sea. A plaque stated that the hide had been built ‘in memory of George W Anderson and his wife Dr Moyra SM Anderson, whose generous bequest provided for the erection and maintenance of this shelter to ensure that others could enjoy, in comfort, the spectacular beauty of an area which gave them both so much pleasure’. I couldn’t agree more. This was an area of spectacular beauty, and it was the only place around that provided any shelter. This coast is one of the windiest in the UK, so I’m sure the hide will be put to good use and many a person will silently thank the Andersons for their gesture. It is also no coincidence that the hide was built overlooking Dovethirl Cove, which is where twenty or so puffins breed on the cliffs below. It’s a glorious spot.

			I wasn’t the only one on the path though. Not like I’d thought. Up ahead of me was a stoat. It wasn’t long before it spotted me, but I’d got a head start and managed a good look. The old saying, ‘How do you tell the difference between a weasel and a stoat? A weasel is weasel-y recognisable where a stoat is stoat-ly different,’ went through my mind. Actually, it’s not so difficult. The real difference is the stoat’s tail, which, just like the one in front of me, has an obvious black tip. The stoat took a good look at me to satisfy its own infinitely curious nature, before bouncing off into the undergrowth.

			Signboards dotted along the clifftops informed visitors of what was going on around them and on the cliffs and sea below. The one about fulmars was entitled ‘Stinky Spitters’ and I was amused to see that a bird had performed a dirty protest on it. I only hoped it was a fulmar. Other signboards communicated less good news – one stated that the last count of guillemots had revealed a decline in their numbers and made the link back to changes in food supply and the climate.

			A little further down the path and over a small bridge and I was in puffin territory.

			The puffins were in stark contrast to their surr-oundings. Spring had yet to reach this cove, and the slopes preferred by the puffins remained barren save for flowerless patches of thrift and brown tufts of grass that had failed to survive the cold winter. There was the odd splash of white from early-nesting kittiwakes, but you couldn’t miss the fireworks display produced by the distinctive colours of the puffins. Although perfect camouflage in the sea, the black and white stood out a mile here, especially the fulgent white of their chests and the freshly squeezed orange of their legs. The morning sun caught the reds and blues of their beaks, setting them on fire too.

			Only two or three puffins had come on to land, making a head start on finding their burrows. Though they were few, it made me genuinely happy to see these first puffins of spring in this remote corner of Scotland. They had chosen a spot with a shallow cave halfway down the cliff face and with a length of discarded rope nearby that seemed to act as a handy plaything. 

			A few razorbills shared the same place but looked under-stated alongside the puffins, wearing dinner jackets rather than extravagant ball gowns. A couple of them began brazenly copulating in front of the puffins and me. None of us were interested in this vulgar display. It was over in seconds anyway. Puffins rarely copulate on land, it should be noted, but save such antics for the sea prior to arriving back in the colony.

			Bridled guillemots poked their heads over the top of the cliff to observe me like bespectacled teachers. It looked for all the world as if someone had drawn on their spectacles, using the finest brushes and white gloss.

			There were a couple of puffins further around, sharing a precarious ledge of rock. A freshly reunited pair, they did some gentle billing (rubbing of beaks) and head jerking, and then set about preening themselves, a welcome chance to sort out feathers battered and bedraggled after a winter at sea. Like other seabirds, puffins have a gland at the base of their tail, which secretes an oil to keep their feathers waterproof. They need to preen frequently to maintain their feathers in good condition.

			My eye was drawn to the sea, where three little dots bobbed not far from where I’d seen a couple of eiders earlier. Could they be little auks? I’d only previously seen little auks in Iceland, in the Westman Islands, where they lined the cliffs like miniature penguins. I delved into my bag to retrieve my binoculars and then tried to find the auks again on the gently surging sea. Yes, got them. They were little auks, and I was thrilled.

			This little nature reserve was certainly full of hidden treasure. Little auks, or dovekies as they are sometimes known, are just as it says on the tin. They are small – the size of a blackbird but chubbier – and a member of the auk family. They have similar, but smaller, rear halves to their puffin and guillemot cousins – black and white with a slightly tufted tail – with soot-black heads and shiny button eyes. They are fairly frequent visitors to Scotland; although whether they want to be or not is another thing entirely, as they are often blown off course by strong winds and storms. These three looked happy enough though, rocking back and forth on the gentle swell. They’d probably seen much worse weather during their travels.

			I returned to Fowlsheugh the following day, hoping to catch up with the puffins and do some sea-watching from the shelter. It’s a good spot for bottlenose and common dolphins and, if you’re lucky, minke whales and harbour porpoises. It was overcast and much colder than the previous day and, as soon as I got onto the clifftops, I noticed the difference. The birds were quieter and there were fewer of them on the cliff face, save for the kittiwakes, which were huddling together. A herring gull announced my presence with a raucous shout-out. I made my way to Dovethirl. Today, I was not alone. There was a chap standing near the shelter, just off the path. As I approached, he turned to me and waved with one hand, clutching a camera with the other. He was an older man, smartly dressed, and with a red face. ‘There’s a puffin!’ he said excitedly. ‘I’ve never seen one before, after all these years!’

			There was a solitary puffin sitting on a tuft of grass some thirty metres from us. The man was Scottish but had lived in England for most of his life. In his later years, he’d decided that he needed to come back to Scotland. One of the things he’d always wanted to do was see a wee Scottish puffin. I chose not to mention that the previous day there’d been about twenty of them in this very place, or that there were still places in the UK where you could get so close to puffins that they would play with your shoelaces. Instead, we sat and shared the moment. The joy on that old man’s face at having seen a puffin was something to behold. A smile had spread across his cheeks and refused to leave. Puffins bring people joy. I’d go one step further and say that puffins are good for people’s mental health – mine as well as that of my newfound companion.

			Fearing that the Caledonian Sleeper would not have improved any in the few days since my trip north, and still having nightmares over the toilet situation, I took a ScotRail train back south. A nice lady pushed the trolley and supplied me with super-sweet Orkney fudge and scalding hot tea. When she checked my ticket, she handed it back with a tiny penguin figure punched through it. I noticed, and thanked her. ‘Aye,’ she said, ‘It’s the little things that make people smile.’ She was right, of course; little things like a penguin or a puffin.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			An Improbability of Puffins

			Puffins are often affectionately called the penguins of the north, clowns of the sea or sea parrots. A group of puffins can be a burrow, an improbability or even a circus. With their rainbow-coloured beaks, bright orange feet, stout black-and-white bodies and mournful faces, puffins are the perfect rock stars.

			There’s bad news though. This enigmatic little seabird is on the 2020 International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) list of species ‘vulnerable to extinction’. Although there are around 580,000 puffins in the United Kingdom, they are on the red list globally due to their continued decline. Some figures from the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) estimate further declines in the UK puffin population of between 50 and 70 per cent by 2065. The outlook is not good.

			The IUCN details a number of reasons why the puffin is struggling. Rising sea temperatures attributed to climate change have altered the distribution and availability of key puffin food sources, such as the sand eel. Puffins are having to travel further and further to find food, and sometimes don’t find it at all. Sand eels themselves are subject to overfishing, with teams of trawlers removing vast quantities from our seas. An increase in extreme weather events linked to climate change has proven deadly for puffins out at sea over the winter months. Rats and other predators, often inadvertently introduced to remote islands by humans, have invaded puffin colonies, predating precious chicks and eggs. Human activity has also threatened the puffin in other ways. Oil spills and plastic pollution are having a detrimental impact on our seabird populations, and puffins are still being hunted for food in countries such as Iceland and the Faroe Islands. It is a bleak picture for the little puffin.

			Weighing little more than a tin of baked beans, the Atlantic puffin is the typical puffin, the one that adorns books, cartoons and, somewhat bizarrely, a breakfast cereal in the United States. It’s the one we have in the British Isles, and it also breeds on the coasts of Iceland, Norway, Greenland, Canada, Russia and the Faroe Islands. It’s the one that we’re concerned with throughout this book.

			This story starts in Iceland, specifically in Heimaey on the Westman Islands. There I met a local celebrity, a rescued puffin called Tóti, who was showing off his colourful bill and orange feet as he padded around the Sæheimar Aquarium. I much prefer seeing puffins in their natural environment, but I was there to learn about puffin rescue and Tóti was a perfect example of that. Named after a local footballer, he was one of many puffins rescued by Heimaey’s children every season. When the pufflings – juvenile puffins, and the cutest term in the world – emerge from their burrows for the first time, they get confused by the town’s lights and head towards them rather than out to sea. So, local children form puffin patrols and gather up the stragglers each night, placing them in cardboard boxes before releasing them safely into the sea. Tóti was one of these rescued pufflings, but he was weak and it was so late in the season that he couldn’t be released. Instead, he was being looked after in the Heimaey aquarium. He led a carefree life, able to wander – and poop – where he liked, giving much pleasure to the centre’s staff and visitors.

			Outside, I managed to catch up with a puffin patrol – two Icelandic girls of about twelve who were pulling a couple of cardboard boxes on a cart on wheels. It was not that late, but the girls were taking their duties seriously during the long summer holidays. Heimaey is rightly proud of its puffins; even the street signs and benches have puffin faces, the shops are full of puffin souvenirs and the Chinese restaurant has a mural of a puffin with chopsticks. I asked the girls if I could look inside the boxes at the pufflings. ‘Jæja,’ came the bemused reply, as if they couldn’t quite understand why a strange English chap wanted to look at pufflings.

			The first box was opened to reveal a worried-looking puffling of around two weeks old. Thinner than I’d expected, it had a white breast, grey plumage, a sharp, black beak and intelligent eyes. The box contained luminous yellow excrement that caused the girls to wrinkle their noses. They told me they’d found the puffling a couple of streets away, behind a car tyre. The second box contained a much younger bird, probably only a few days old. This was not much more than a sphere of downy grey fluff with two eyes and a short beak. As cute as it was, I was worried about its chances of survival and I was glad the girls had found it, especially when they told me they’d seen it being eyed up by a local cat. ‘We scared it off though,’ they said proudly in that Icelandic/American accent learnt partly from Nickelodeon. I politely declined to hold the pufflings, but we agreed that I’d accompany the girls to the aquarium to weigh and record the size of the birds.

			Iceland and, particularly, the Westman Islands are seen as a global stronghold for the puffin, and yet, since 2003, the islands have seen a massive decline in the number of birds. Some Westman Island cliffs, once covered in puffins, have remained sadly empty. Even at Stórhöfði, a large colony in the south of Heimaey where you can closely watch puffins from the shelter of a green wooden hut, I had seen a noticeable difference in the number of puffins. The Westman Islands have a long tradition of puffin hunting, with hunters using a large nets on poles to literally ‘fish’ the puffins from the sky. Puffins were a staple food on the islands. Nowadays, hunting is limited to two or three days a year to protect the puffins, and even then, the hunters are less than successful. Hunters themselves recognise the trouble that the puffin is in. It would be hard not to see, from the barren and desolate cliff tops to the pufflings found dead in their burrows from starvation. Climate change is having a devastating impact on the Icelandic puffin population.

			Later that day, I returned to the aquarium to release the birds. Or bird, in fact. The youngest puffling was as fragile as I’d feared and needed to spend some time recuperating and being cared for before it was fit for release. Out on the black sand of the volcanic beach, the box was opened again. The girls let me reach in and take hold of the petrified bird with both hands. I felt its heart racing, and mine, so I didn’t linger. Removing the puffling from the box, I gently tossed it towards the sea. It responded well and was clearly pleased to be free of me. There was a brief fluttering of new wings and then a soft landing on the sea. The puffling gathered itself before ducking underwater. It was gone. The girls were already halfway up the beach on the search for more lost pufflings. Me, I was smiling away, proud to be the newest member of the puffin patrol.

			Atlantic puffins are in trouble, but I can’t save them one bird at a time, as I did in Iceland. That’s what got me thinking. What if I was to highlight the plight of puffins in the UK? Ask your friends and neighbours: I bet very few have seen a puffin at all, let alone in the UK. Puffins breed in the UK, but colonies are under pressure and some have disappeared altogether. What if I was to try and visit each colony in the UK?

			And so, a loose plan was born – I would visit puffin colonies across the UK, seeing as many puffins as I could. Fortunately, they happen to live in some really spectacular locations. I would try to learn more about this bird before it was too late and, at the same time, I’d learn about the flora and fauna with which they share the clifftops on their brief trips to land.

			Here, then, are the stories of what I found, including the part where I took a dunking in the cold Atlantic and an account of how I tried not to lose my stomach, or teeth, on the roughest of seas. The book opens in early April, when puffins make their annual landfall in the UK, and concludes in late July, when they start to leave our shores. In between, as I meander around the UK between their various colonies over the course of several years, I discover what puffins get up to, why they do what they do, the struggles they are facing and, in the words of a very famous children’s book, why, exactly, there is nothing like a puffin.

		

	
		
			Every Last Puffin
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			Cappuffinccino

			April

			Bempton, Yorkshire, England

			Bempton Cliffs were a breath of fresh air, delivered with a fierce wind that blew directly into your nostrils and mouth whether you wanted it or not. It was good, healthy stuff, fetched straight from the cold sea, the sort recommended by grandparents after Christmas lunch or by eye-dabbing ladies at funerals.

			The same wind was being harnessed by several large turbines that I saw dotted across the East Riding skyline, courtesy of a series of bank holiday road closures that had me weaving around Beverley and Driffield like a pollen-drunk bee. Close up, the wind turbines were fearsome things, much bigger than I’d anticipated and resembling the front nose of an aircraft. Their aerospace design and sleek lines appeared at odds with the ancient landscape on which they sat. Even the daffodils at their feet, still in full bloom in April, seemed to be shaking their heads at the intrusion.

			The wind buffeted the car, causing me to drive in what must have looked a somewhat peculiar manner. Well, that’s my excuse anyway. It was early though, so there was no one else around. I didn’t see another soul for miles, and it felt as if I had this corner of Yorkshire all to myself; maybe it was the wind, or the unseasonable cold that had enveloped the whole country in a last kiss of winter. In Iceland, they say that if winter and summer are frozen together, the summer will be especially good. If this was the case, we were due a scorcher.

			The RSPB centre had not yet open for the day, but there was access through a side gate that led to a footpath and then on to the cliffs. The footpaths were well maintained by the RSPB – I’ve seen motorways and A-roads with less impressive tarmac. I ambled along the path to the cliffs, the wind whipping at my clothes as I passed flat grassland with lush green hedges and the odd flash of yellow gorse. The sky was bright and painted with lines of grey and pink on a white canvas. I could hear meadow pipits and linnets in the nearby fields, their spring racket audible over the wind, and a pied wagtail danced up the path in front of me, clearly thinking he was a stand-in Bempton guide.

			Bempton Cliffs just kind of happen; there is no rise or incline, it’s all mainly flat and then the towering cliffs simply drop viciously into the cold sea. It’s quite a surprise. At Grandstand, a steep grass slope quickly gave way to the sheer drop of the cliffs, the white, grey and cream faces of which were streaked with the odd line of orange and black. The sea was surprisingly calm, with little to no wave activity, and I could clearly see the wind rippling the surface like fluffy potato on the top of a cottage pie.

			It was my first time at Bempton and, although I was there to see the puffins, I was taken aback by the vast number of birds. Guillemots and gannets wheeled and arced through the air, while beneath me the sea was speckled black with floating birds trying to catch their breakfast. I had earlier had a McDonald’s breakfast with a team of match fishermen heading out to a contest, and I couldn’t help but make a comparison. At least the fishermen didn’t leap off the tables to get their breakfast, although I couldn’t say whether they or the birds were the loudest.

			There were a few other photographers present – the serious variety who meant business. Green Gortex and camouflaged long lenses were in abundance, making me feel a little insecure about my tiny notepad and point-and-shoot camera. I found one such gentleman on Mosey Downgate, a viewpoint recently erected by the RSPB in fashionable yet ecologically sound timber. Hunched over his scope, which was securely fastened to the fencing, and with another long lens slung over his chest with webbing, he was deep in concentration, trying to get his best photos before the tourists and casuals – like me – turned up and ruined his peace, or worse, his shot. He probably didn’t fully appreciate, then, my strangled declaration of ‘Yes!’ when I spotted two puffins huddled together on a jutting ledge about ten metres from the viewpoint. He might have scowled at me and started to unscrew his scope, but I didn’t care. It was only April, but there were puffins here, and I was so pleased to see them. I managed to prevent myself from doing the fist-pump favoured by goal-scoring footballers. Puffins. Were. Here.

			The two had their perfectly black backs to me and were side by side. I could just see their white bellies tucked up beneath them and, in synchronicity, they angled their heads to the left, out of the wind. I could clearly see their colourful beaks, their cute eyes and the last remaining smudges of winter plumage on their cheeks. Puffins lose the brightly coloured platelets, or scutes, from their beaks in the winter, leaving smaller, black ones to prevent them becoming targets on the sea. For the same reason, they also become grey around the eyes, instead of Dulux white. Puffins also moult during their long winters out at sea, leaving them unable to fly until their feathers fully return.

			Patrolling the skies and dotted around the cliffs were fulmars. Fulmars are noisy, unforgiving birds with a loud cackle of a call. They are often found alone and are not sociable creatures. They spit a bright orange stomach oil at anything that is brave enough to get close. It stinks. It’s the most putrid, fishiest thing you can think of. I know this from having received a dose while trying to observe an Arctic fox in the Westfjords of Iceland. The fulmar’s spitting antics are designed to mat the feathers of other attacking birds but, seeing as I don’t have any feathers, I was OK, apart from a ruined shirt and being made to take an emergency bath in a mountain stream before being allowed back into the car. The stomach oil also provides the bird with its name, from the Old Norse fu’ll, which means foul, and ma’r, which means gull. That’s right – foul gull.

			Just above the foul gull was a ledge and a small outcrop of tumbling grass, holding on to the chalk with its fingertips. I was just thinking how tempting it might look to a puffin, when one flew in and landed directly next to the grass. The puffin stood proud and tall, showing off his washing-powder-white chest to the world. He then began pulling at the grass with his beak, presumably starting the chore of nest building. He seemed to concentrate hard on this task before flying gracefully from the ledge in a beautiful arc, then twisting and twirling to the sea below. I followed him as far as I could, before I lost sight of him as he joined the mass of birds on the water.

			My hands were freezing, and other people had started to arrive, so I decided to head back to the centre and, more importantly, a hot coffee. In the centre, puffins were clearly in fashion. There were puffin information boards, a fibreglass puffin statue, welcoming visitors to Bempton, and puffin masks for children to colour in. There was also the chance to observe a live puffin, via CCTV, on several widescreen TVs, like a gentler version of Crimewatch. The shop was a sight to behold, full of stuffed puffin toys in a variety of designs, puffin bags and tea towels (I am so tempted to include my ‘teat owl’ joke here), mugs, coasters, key rings, zip pulls, T-shirts, caps, badges and pens, all with puffins on. There wasn’t a single fulmar product in the whole place. I considered raising this with the duty manager but decided instead to warm my hands around a very passable cup of boiling coffee and chow down on a sickly-sweet muffin.

			Coffee and Bempton go hand-in-hand. In the winter of 2013, puffins off the coast of Yorkshire had a particularly bad time, with a series of storms preventing the birds at sea from getting to their food and ultimately leading to starvation. Hundreds of deceased puffins were found on local beaches in the space of a few days. This sad occurrence is called a puffin wreck. The RSPB estimated that 10 per cent of the Bempton puffin population may have died and immediately set about raising the alarm. This is where the coffee comes in. To promote the puffins of Bempton and entice people to come and see them, and donate handsomely to the RSPB, a local coffee shop owner – Richard Burton from Buckton – came up with the idea of sprinkling chocolate onto cappuccinos through puffin-shaped stencils. He called it a cappuffinccino. Richard, we salute you.

			The RSPB has pioneered other means of helping puffins, including the award-winning Project Puffin. Since 2017, the RSPB has asked members of the public to send in photographs of puffins, particularly puffins carrying fish, so that it can monitor which fish are being fed to pufflings and to better understand where issues may exist. The public has taken this to heart, with thousands of photos submitted by ‘the puffarazzi’ since the project started.

			Disappointed to see that the cappuffinccino was not on the menu, I finished my cup of regular coffee and wandered back down to the cliffs.

			It was now mid-morning and, although the sun still hadn’t broken through, it illuminated the cloud from behind like a startling white cinema screen. I walked northwards to Jubilee Corner, where I noticed a fresh landslide in the red topsoil, right next to the safety fences. It was clear that the soil was precariously perched on top of the chalk cliffs here, although I noted that four brazen guillemots had already moved in to make this freshly exposed ledge their home. They sat in a row, side by side, chatting away to each other. I was reminded of the famous photo of the construction of New York’s Rockefeller Center, workmen sitting eating lunch on a steel girder, high up in the sky.

			Back at Mosey Downgate, the guillemots, kittiwakes and razorbills were making a real racket. I met Kevin, an RSPB volunteer at the site. He wore his RSPB jacket and binoculars with pride and had a warm hat pulled close over his head. He pointed out the pair of puffins that I’d seen earlier. They hadn’t moved but had caused quite a crowd of spectators to gather. He told me that the puffins had first been spotted on the sea at Bempton in late March and had started to gather in numbers before suddenly disappearing again. They only regrouped to come ashore at the start of April. They won’t come ashore until conditions are perfect, and then do so en masse. ‘Puffins usually nest in burrows in the soil,’ he said, ‘but the ground here is too unstable – they’d soon end up in the sea. So, at Bempton, puffins tend to find holes and crevices in the cliffs to use as nests. That’s quite unusual.’ He smiled. ‘I love puffins,’ he said. ‘They’re so clean. They have separate toilet areas, so they don’t soil their nests. It’s so civilised.’

			I asked him whether there was any chance of further sightings of puffins, and where I could improve my chances. ‘Puffins aren’t stupid,’ he said. ‘Most will be down there’ – he pointed towards the lower reaches of the cliffs – ‘nearer the sea and sand eels.’ I must have looked disappointed. ‘But if you go and see Angela on the Grandstand, she’s just spotted one.’

			By the time the words had left his mouth and I had muttered a quick thank you – sorry, Kevin – I had turned on my heel and was doing my best speedy dad walk back to the Grandstand.

			Like Kevin, Angela was also retired and chose to spend her free time being thrashed by cold winds on top of a cliff. She had white hair and the healthy glow of someone who spends a lot of time outside, together with glasses sensibly on a string around her neck. Thank goodness for RSPB volunteers, who do a sterling job. She ushered me to a nearby scope. ‘There’s a puffin in there,’ she said. ‘Just look down towards the left.’

			I looked into the scope. There was wide crack in the chalk, on a slight angle. The chalk had greened slightly and at the base of the crack was a flat, sandy area perfectly protected from the elements. There was a puffin, I think, but it was asleep, with its back to me. Nothing but a black smudge that could have been a rook, or a small cat, for that matter. I told Angela. ‘Yes,’ she said patiently. ‘He’s asleep. We will just have to wait.’

			I asked Angela about the current number of puffins at Bempton, especially after 2013 and the cappuffinccinos. ‘Puffins have stabilised here, at around a thousand breeding pairs. That’s really good. Bempton seems to be doing a lot better than other areas in England. I think it’s all to do with the sand eels moving because of the warmer seas; puffins go where the sand eels go.’

			We checked the scope. The puffin had gone. Angela laughed. ‘Maybe it’s you, not the sand eels, that is the problem.’

			I wandered off to the educational visitor centre to do a bit of research on climming, or egg-scooting, which was once all the rage at Bempton. In the 1800s, climmers descended the cliffs on ropes to collect seabirds’ eggs, for use in everything from cooking to the shine on patent leather shoes. Apparently quite the spectacle, crowds would come to watch the men carry out their dangerous work. Climmers are said to have left every third egg to allow for the survival of puffins, guillemots and razorbills, or more likely to ensure that there were going to be eggs the following season. According to the RSPB, tens of thousands of seabird eggs were taken by the climmers at Bempton each year. Thankfully, the practice was stopped by the introduction of local by-laws and the Protection of Birds Act 1954, which outlawed the persecution of wild seabirds, including puffins.  It struck me that it wasn’t so long ago that the United Kingdom had a similar attitude as countries such as Iceland and the Faroe Islands, where seabirds and their eggs are still harvested.

			After an hour, I was back with Angela. She saw me, smiled, and ushered me back to the scope, actually moving others to one side to make way for me. ‘Have a look, but don’t curse this one – it’s my best,’ she said, with a twinkle in her eye.

			I pressed my eye against the cold metal of the scope. I looked into the crack. He was there. He was standing stock still, on his bright orange feet. There was no winter plumage on this one, no mud from fetching grass for nest building. This puffin was pristine. White-chested. Beautifully coloured beak. Smiling eyes. Pristine puffin.

			I grinned and thanked Angela for this opportunity. She looked into the scope. ‘He’s gone! You’ve done it again!’ she exclaimed, half-smiling. I made my apologies and left.

		

