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Congeries, provides a collection of item
s and ideas accum

ulated on our travels. Th
ese 

are presented sim
ply as an item

ised collection of things of interest to us. Th
e final 

book, Speculations, provides the reader with our individual and collective thoughts 
on what is offered in Congeries, with m

yself and m
y learned colleagues reflecting 

(through text and im
ages) on the significance and m

eaning of what we saw and 
heard. It is here that I offer m

y thoughts on the various theories offered concerning 
the disappearance of Sturnus Vulgaris.
 

I began m
y journey at a largely forgotten rural church, an im

pressive stone 
structure with a N

orm
an doorway situated on the edge of ploughed fields, adjacent 

to a naturally wooded area clustered around a cool stream
. Th

e ancient church, with 
its dim

inishing flock of parishioners, seem
ed an appropriate site to begin this journey 

of inquiry and loss. It is m
y hope that m

y m
any avian cousins (crows, rooks, ravens, 

m
agpies) who still populated that area are a sign that there is still hope for Sturnus 

Vulgaris but, sadly, I fear I left E
ngland thinking of those rare sightings of single 

starlings and the opening line of that old E
nglish rhym

e echoing in m
y m

ind.

O
ne for Sorrow

...         
 

            
                                  

Professor W
illiam Starling
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Professor Starling began his explorations in the N
orfolk countryside, looking for signs of 

fellow
 starlings. 
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4

At the old W
arreners’ Lodge, Professor Starling saw

 no sign of rabbit nor starling.

5
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M

uch has been spoken of the Town and G
own in O

xford, of the bad blood 
that inked the pages of its early academ

ic history. Students in the m
iddle ages were 

clad in vestm
ents unsuitable for physical labour, clearly setting them

 apart from
 town 

folk, and were under the legal protection of the clergy from
 civil law. Subsequent 

abuses com
m

itted led to long tensions which no doubt fostered the violence of the 
Battle of St. Scholastica, which erupted on February 10, 1355, leaving approxim

ately 
93 dead. O

n that day every year until 1825, the town m
ayor and his councillors were 

required to proceed bareheaded through the town and pay a fine for every scholar 
killed. Th

is hum
iliation m

ust have withered the locals’ pride in their town, or even 
encouraged their displacem

ent.
 

W
e suspect the opposing forces we will find in O

xford today are not the 
academ

ic and the townie, but the different exuding effects of privatised and public 
spaces, and of constructed and organically evolving narratives, on all of its citizens.
 

Th
rough Professor Starling, an avian am

bassador who is able to m
anoeuvre 

between the currents of accepted beliefs and com
m

on sensibilities, we hope to hear 
unfiltered thoughts – testim

onies that break free from
 the vast m

urm
uration.

– H
azem

 Tagiuri and G
iles Lane of Proboscis.
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In Th
etford, near the river, the Professor thought he m

ight have heard the song of an 
unseen starling. 
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properties – sulphur filled pendants to protect against evil spirits, m
agical words 

etched in gem
s. W

hat historians have been able to deduce from
 this find is m

atched 
by the m

ystery that still surrounds it. Th
ough this treasure has been deem

ed 
im

portant enough to now reside in the British M
useum

, the discovery is shrouded by 
secrecy and inaccuracy, and it is widely suggested the hoard is incom

plete.
 

W
e are intrigued by what the m

issing objects m
ight be, stranded far from

 
a collective array and interpretation. Perhaps we will find the m

odern treasures of 
Th

etford; value transgressing from
 hard base m

etals to the transitory knowledge of 
skilled trades, or the fables uttered by elderly oracles of wisdom

. O
r is there m

ore call 
for new stories, to populate the voids of the past?

– London –
 

London is our hom
e. A

 hub of second-nature paths, furrowed by 
accum

ulated years of travelling through its streets. W
e want to revisit everyday sites 

accom
panied by Professor Starling, walking in the wake of an outside observer, 

noticing new facets of the city through his curiosities and hearing stories from
 the 

m
argins, evoked by his esteem

ed presence. Like London, the Starling is a sym
bol 

of rapid grow
th and change, and can be used as a m

otif to trigger tales of influx and 

32

as
 a 

sta
ge

 to
 p

er
fo

rm
, o

ur
 cr

ea
tiv

e e
nd

ea
vo

ur
s t

ha
t a

ris
e f

ro
m

 b
ot

h 
jo

y 
an

d 
str

ife
 al

ik
e 

– 
sp

ur
re

d 
by

 co
pi

ng
 w

ith
 b

ar
re

n 
lan

ds
, o

r t
he

 re
ve

rie
s i

n 
gr

ee
n 

gr
as

s o
n 

th
e o

th
er

 si
de

.

– Th
et

fo
rd

 –
 

Th
et

fo
rd

’s 
de

ep
 h

ist
or

y 
is 

a n
ar

ra
tiv

e r
id

dl
ed

 w
ith

 u
nc

er
ta

in
tie

s, 
on

e k
ni

tte
d 

wi
th

 al
lu

rin
g 

th
re

ad
s o

f a
rc

an
e l

or
e. 

W
e h

op
e t

o 
te

as
e t

he
se

 o
ut

, i
nv

es
tig

at
in

g 
sig

ni
fic

an
t s

ite
s a

nd
 o

bj
ec

ts 
th

at
 st

ill
 re

so
na

te
 w

ith
 th

e p
as

t, 
gu

id
ed

 b
y 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

th
at

 ci
rc

ul
at

es
 in

 th
e p

re
se

nt
, a

nd
 b

y 
lis

te
ni

ng
 to

 p
eo

pl
es

’ a
cc

ou
nt

s o
f d

isa
pp

ea
rin

g 
sig

ht
s, 

as
 to

ld
 to

 P
ro

fe
ss

or
 S

ta
rli

ng
.

 
 

Th
e P

rio
ry

 d
re

w 
pi

lg
rim

s i
n 

th
e 1

3t
h 

ce
nt

ur
y, 

af
te

r a
 su

pp
os

ed
 

ap
pe

ar
an

ce
 o

f t
he

 V
irg

in
 M

ar
y, 

an
d 

th
e d

isc
ov

er
y 

of
 a 

nu
m

be
r o

f s
ai

nt
s’ 

re
lic

s i
n 

a 
sta

tu
e o

f h
er

 li
ke

ne
ss

. A
 m

as
s o

f c
ru

m
bl

ed
 fl

in
t w

all
s a

nd
 d

iss
ip

at
ed

 ar
ch

es
 ar

e a
ll 

th
at

 re
m

ai
n.

 C
an

 it
s f

or
m

er
 aw

e b
e g

lim
ps

ed
 to

da
y, 

its
 m

in
ut

e t
ra

ce
s l

ift
ed

 fr
om

 th
e 

ru
bb

le?
 

 
K

no
wl

ed
ge

 o
f t

hi
s t

ow
n,

 g
ai

ne
d 

fro
m

 ar
ch

ae
ol

og
ica

l e
vi

de
nc

e, 
is 

of
te

n 
fo

llo
we

d 
by

 ru
m

ou
rs

. Th
e Th

et
fo

rd
 H

oa
rd

, a
 co

lle
ct

io
n 

of
 R

om
an

o-
Br

iti
sh

 je
we

lle
ry

 
an

d 
ta

bl
ew

ar
e u

ne
ar

th
ed

 in
 1

97
9, 

be
ar

s i
ns

cr
ip

tio
ns

 an
d 

im
ag

er
y 

th
at

 al
lu

de
 to

 
pa

ga
ni

sm
, a

nd
 it

’s 
th

ou
gh

t m
an

y 
of

 th
e i

te
m

s w
er

e c
ra

fte
d 

fo
r t

he
ir 

ta
lis

m
an

ic 

8

K
ings H

ouse G
arden used to be hom

e to m
any starlings but on this day the Professor 

saw
 none. 
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Som
e thoughts on our travels w

ith Professor W
illiam

 Starling by Proboscis.

– Introduction –
 

W
e’re interested in the intangible – discovering, docum

enting and sharing 
awareness of the flow of crucial knowledge, skills, and stories that support and weave 
am

idst the visible structures of societies. W
here there are m

issing parts we cannot 
see, where there are lacunae, we seek to travel to the cavities, navigating the seem

ingly 
em

pty spaces and unheard tales of towns and cities that course through the rigid 
m

atrix of bone.
 

Learning of Professor Starling’s research expedition we were inspired by 
the concept of m

igration, not just how anim
als or hum

ans travel to m
ore favourable 

pastures, but how ideas, perceptions and tales shift across lands and through layers of 
history, often losing fragm

ents along the way. Traces of past settlem
ents, pages from

 
aged tom

es, residues left behind from
 noted acts; these can help us to glean narratives 

from
 the niches. To inspire and create new ones.

 
C

om
paring life then with life now. Life there with life here. So that we m

ay 
study the phenom

enon of the hum
an anim

al living with one another, under shelter, 
under rule, throughout the ages. Exam

ining how the spaces we inhabit inform
, and act 
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Th
e city had huge flocks of people but no flocks of the sm

all birds the Professor w
as 

looking for.
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C
aptain H

ook (of Peter Pan fam
e) with twinkling eyes and a handsom

e m
ustache.  

Th
e other, H

azem
 Tagiuri, is significantly younger and resem

bles a tall, slender, ruddy 
cheeked first m

ate.  I surm
ise that Proboscis is actually a tall sailing ship. 

Larling, N
orfolk, E

ngland; Saturday, February 18, 2012:
 

Yesterday, H
irm

er, M
ills, Lane, Tagiuri, and I spend the day in the com

pany 
of Professor Starling.  I notice that H

unter vanishes when the professor appears to us 
just northwest of the Priory ruins.  I suspect he is afraid of the professor, although I 
cannot think why.
 

Th
e professor is not at all shy and feels com

fortable com
m

uning with the 
townsfolk.  I witness an interaction on K

ing Street, not far from
 the Bell Inn, where 

he speaks at length with a rather rough looking gentlem
an.  I cannot convey the 

subject m
atter of their conversation, but the m

an seem
s quite anim

ated, and the 
professor quite a good listener.  
 

M
ills and I then wander into an A

ncient H
ouse on W

hitehart Street where 
we m

eet a group of wom
en who knit fantastical creatures.  A

m
azingly, they have 

knowledge of the dodos and show us a woollen G
reat Bustard in a neighbouring 
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In St. Jam
es’s Park, Professor Starling saw

 m
any birds but none of them

 w
ere starlings. 
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Larling, N
orfolk, E

ngland; W
ednesday, February 15, 2012:

 
Th

e dodos arrive early for what we believe will be the first appearance 
of Professor Starling, a bird who has m

ade his way from
 D

undas, O
ntario to the 

ancestral lands of his people.  W
e leave the cottage to m

ake our way to St. E
thelbert’s 

hoping for an encounter and are not disappointed.  Th
ere he is, patting the horses in 

the adjacent paddock.  
 

I m
ust pause here to describe the professor’s physical appearance so you, 

dear reader, will understand our delight and am
azem

ent at spying him
 for the 

first tim
e.  H

e is a striking figure, standing 6 feet high, m
uch taller than any other 

starling I have known.  H
is head is round, in the typical fashion, with glistening 

black and blue-ish feathers, and a strong, shapely beak.  H
owever, he is a bit of a 

dandy, donning a grey felt top hat and attractive grey frock coat with handsom
e vest 

beneath.  O
nce we introduce ourselves, he accom

panies us to the church where we 
were able to study its N

orm
an architectural features and striking flint stone façade.

 
Strangely, H

unter refuses to leave the cottage to m
eet the professor but 

rejoins us after the professor has departed.  H
e then drives us to the ruins of the 

W
arren Lodge.  
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H
e explored the city, keeping an eye out for birds.
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to its size and inability to adapt, although m
any believe hunting by hum

ans was also 
a m

ajor factor.

E
dinburgh, Scotland; Saturday, February 11, 2012:

 
E

ventually we m
ake our way eastward to E

dinburgh where we discover 
scores of m

agnificently m
angy, threadbare taxiderm

ied birds and m
am

m
als from

 the 
18th and 19th century, housed in Scotland’s N

ational Institute for the Preservation 
of O

bjects and Ideas.  Th
ey seem

 to enjoy hanging sea creatures from
 the ceiling 

here, having the space above one’s head stand in for the ocean.  I am
 worried I 

m
ight drown.  M

ills and I discover a case containing a D
odo bird.  A

fter careful 
exam

ination of the specim
en, I can find no signs of life.  I confirm

 it is extinct.  
 

I am
 both captivated and disturbed by the stuffed Th

ylacine, the largest 
known carnivorous m

arsupial to have survived into the 20th century.  I can’t help but 
to run film

 footage of the last captured thylacine over and over in m
y head.  Th

ere it 
is, in 1933, pacing in its H

obart Z
oo pen in Tasm

ania.  It yawns.  
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At the M
useum

 of N
atural H

istory the Professor ended the day thinking about 
another bird, the extinct dodo.
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Please find below
 excerpts from

 the journal of one Leila Arm
strong, Canadian 

artist and general ne’er-do-w
ell on the Professor Starling Expedition.

Lethbridge, A
lberta, C

anada; W
ednesday, D

ecem
ber 14, 2011:

 
It is to be m

y first foray off the island of N
orth A

m
erica.  In preparation, 

I turn to the m
ost prestigious and com

prehensive library on the island.  W
hile the 

building isn’t m
uch to look at, the tom

es contained within the Interwebleian are 
extensive.  I search the card catalogue for reference books under the headings “bizarre 
Britain,” “haunted Th

etford,” “unusual O
xford,” and “weird L

ondon.” 

Lethbridge, A
lberta, C

anada; Friday, January 13, 2012:  
 

Th
e knowledge I gain during m

y frequent visits to the Interwebleian are 
proving invaluable, as m

y understanding of the expedition is sketchy at best.  A
ll 

the inform
ation com

es to m
e via a single source, the intrepid curator and director 

D
r. Josephine M

ills.  I know we are to work with two dodos – birds I believe to be 
sphere-shaped, obtuse, and extinct – and Proboscis, a large nose prosthetic. 
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97
]

18

K
ingdom

 has been in steady decline. O
ver recent decades, Sturnus Vulgaris has 

suffered a m
ysterious and as yet unexplained decline in num

bers in the range of 
seventy percent! A

s a learned itinerant scholar of all things avian, with a particular 
focus on extinction and adaptation to change, I felt it necessary to inquire for 
m

yself and to travel am
ongst the good people of E

ngland to find out if anyone had 
noticed these disappearances and, furtherm

ore, what explanations they m
ay offer for 

such a tragic occurrence.  I undertook this journey of inquiry not only for m
y own 

edification and the good of m
y species, but to contem

plate the wider significance of 
such changes. A

s is so often the case, dram
atic changes in the patterns of nature have 

m
uch broader significance and wider im

plications. Th
e decline of a once com

m
on 

and num
erous species suggests disturbances and disruptions that will very likely have 

serious im
pacts on other species, including, dear reader, your own.

 
M

y journey to the U
nited K

ingdom
 took m

e to three locations which were 
determ

ined by the historical presence of significant num
bers of E

uropean Starlings. 
First, the town of Th

etford and the rural countryside of E
ast A

nglia where there 
is extensive agriculture and a num

ber of sm
all historic m

arket towns. Second, the 
great city of London, particularly at its heart where large flocks of starlings had once 
chosen to gather. Th

ird, the city of O
xford, with its ancient colleges and institutions 
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