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Further Th
oughts on M

y R
ecent Travels in the U

nited K
ingdom

D
ear Friends, 

 
It has taken m

e som
e tim

e to reflect on all that was revealed to m
e during 

m
y recent travels in the U

nited K
ingdom

 and I now find m
yself in the m

idst of a 
discreet visit to the city of N

ew York, to further m
y investigations of m

y species’ 
history in A

m
erica and to hopefully unearth som

e new specifics concerning the life 
of one E

ugene Schieffelin, the peculiar gentlem
en who introduced m

y species to 
N

orth A
m

erica. I w
rite to you from

 the D
eborah, Jonathan F. P., Sam

uel Priest, and 
A

dam
 R

. R
ose M

ain R
eading R

oom
 in the Stephen A

. Schwartzm
an Building of 

the N
ew York Public Library (at 5th A

venue and 42nd Streets) where I have been 
perusing old volum

es, city directories, m
aps, plans and photographs, to attem

pt to 
situate M

r. Schieffelin, to identify his places of residence and business in M
anhattan 

at the tim
e of m

y species’ introduction to this city in the early 1890s. I have also been 
investigating and noting the extensive presence of m

y kind throughout this great 
m

etropolis, even spotting one extrem
ely fortunate Sturnus Vulgaris barely escaping 

the clutches of a R
ed Tailed H

awk over the sylvan paths of G
reenwood C

em
etery, 

Brooklyn, the location of the rem
ains of E

ugene Schieffelin and his spouse C
atherine 
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a sim
ple place to visit as one can easily stroll along the river and into the town 

centre, engaging at leisure with the locals along a high street closed to autom
obile 

traffi
c. I was particularly struck by the openness of Th

etfordians, their willingness to 
share with a curious stranger not only their thoughts on m

y kind but to even draw 
parallels within their population, offering stories of continuing m

igration (of people 
and enterprise), as well as habitat decline and struggles to adapt to change. It was of 
great interest to m

e that often within their stories of change in Th
etford, there was 

a tendency to identify a culprit, a single protagonist on whose shoulders one could 
lay blam

e (those who cam
e with the London O

verspill/N
ew Town schem

e in the 
1960s or the far m

ore distant events surrounding the loss of the cathedral to N
orwich 

and occasionally the m
ediaeval plague). It seem

ed fitting, therefore, that one tale of 
explanation that seem

ed to resonate with m
y colleagues and I was a bold suggestion 

that it was cats, both dom
estic and feral, that could be ultim

ately responsible for 
the decline of m

y kind in the Th
etford area. N

ow, please believe m
e, I do not count 

felines am
ongst m

y close acquaintances and confidants and while I would certainly 
take som

e satisfaction in painting these creatures as being a leading perpetrator of 
avian destruction (which I am

 confident to do in the case of dodos and other, now 
extinct, defenceless island species), it seem

s highly unfair to do so in this case. To 
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Boy:  It w
as w

icked! W
e w

ent to the Botanical G
ardens and I talked to a starling.

D
ad:  You know

 starlings can’t speak, right?

Boy: Th
is one could.  H

e w
as as big as you and w

ore a nice suit.

Parental exchange of glances.

D
ad (carefully): You know

 w
hat w

e have discussed about the difference betw
een reality  

 
and im

agination, right?

Boy: N
o really, he had a w

aistcoat and a beautiful grey top hat. And he knew
 all about  

 
starlings and the environm

ent.
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photograph m
e and should I take this as a sign to engage, they would m

ost often 
scurry away or duck into an open passageway. W

hat did they fear I wonder? Perhaps 
they assum

ed I had som
e other purpose, to sell them

 som
ething or prom

ote som
e 

cause is m
y guess. I found that in order to initiate a dialogue I would do what any 

visitor to the city m
ight be inclined to, sim

ply ask for directions (not really necessary 
in m

y case as I had very m
uch fam

iliarized m
yself with the m

etropolis but it was, in 
the end, an effective ruse). A

s you m
ay be aware, we starlings are great m

im
ics and 

so to perform
 the role of a visitor in need of guidance was not a diffi

cult task – I 
m

ust say it proved rewarding as the E
nglish are so polite when put on the spot and 

greatly pleased when asked to assum
e a position of authority and knowledge. I am

 
very grateful to those who were obviously em

ployed in m
aintaining the city or were 

attired for com
m

erce and civil service for their generosity in sharing knowledge. 
M

any, sadly, were unaware of the history of starlings in the centre of the city and 
m

ost often becam
e distracted by a current avian situation involving the vast num

bers 
of pigeons, a bird even I will adm

it is not discreet in its presence or m
odest in its 

population, but then we are all doing our best to get by and to prosper. 
 

It was not until I reached the confines of St. Jam
es Park that the nature of 

m
y interactions with the public becam

e m
ore relaxed and casual and where I did not 
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O
ld M

an: O
h no, no coincidence at all, the professor is a starling. W

onderful fellow
, very  

 
learned.  Beautiful plum

age.  K
een students.

Shopkeeper: (silent)

O
ld M

an:  H
e’s Canadian.

Scene 2
Interior dialogue, wom

an cycling through St. Jam
es’s Park

I’m
 walking.  I’m

 riding.  I’m
 peddling.  I’m

 biking.
Sun is lower.  Sun is warm

 and there is a green fuzziness starting to em
erge.  I’m

 on 
the path now, in the park.  O

ff the roads with their shiny black m
etal glass reflecting 

people on sidewalks and in the road.  
Buds on trees.  Soft delicate hairs of yellowy grass poking up.
Th

ere’s a m
an ahead.  A

 m
an, but he’s different.  H

e’s not a m
an.  H

e’s a bird. 
A

 large shiny blue-black speckled sharp beaked bird.  H
e’s a starling!
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our presence in the city centre was for the purpose of gathering to roost, not feed. 
A

s in m
any urban areas, where we gather to sleep is distinct from

 where we seek out 
sustenance. Like your kind, we are adaptable to a com

m
uter lifestyle.

O
xford

 
You will not be surprised to hear that, as a professor, I found O

xford a 
very delightful, com

fortable and satisfying place to visit and navigate. H
ow helpful 

the students of this great university town were, how willing to pause and give 
directions to a hum

ble visitor and to welcom
e one of equal education and academ

ic 
com

m
itm

ent into their m
idst am

ongst such lofty institutions of learning. M
y path 

of inquiry was very specific on this day and I had chosen, in consultation with 
m

y research com
panions, to visit several distinct sites in addition to the general 

surrounds of the university and town. Th
ese included the Botanic G

ardens, the 
O

xford M
useum

 of N
atural H

istory and the G
loucester G

reen Public M
arket, 

locations where I believed m
y inquiries m

ight be m
et by individuals m

ore “inform
ed” 

due to profession or field of study and, in the case of the first two, where the historic 
logic of the place reflected your species’ conviction that you could fully understand 
and control the natural world. (I also took advantage of m

y situation and visited the 
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recent cold snap. In m
y m

ind, this explanation seem
ed a little thin, though in fairness 

there had been an unseasonal cold spell in previous weeks and starlings have clearly 
gone elsewhere and thrived (I am

 a fine exam
ple of such). W

andering back to catch 
the evening train to London with m

y colleagues, I was left haunted by that phrase, 
“gone elsewhere” and was overcom

e with a profound sadness I have been unable to 
fully overcom

e. H
ow could the disappearance of a species that once flocked in such 

great num
bers be explained with such vagueness and not be noted with m

ore alarm
? 

Your species often engages in such deferral, convenient deflections of the obvious. I 
am

 rem
inded of the Passenger Pigeon whose m

assive flocks would take hours to pass 
overhead. W

hen E
uropeans first arrived in N

orth A
m

erica, the total population of 
passenger pigeons equalled one quarter of all indigenous bird species. It has been said 
that the reason no one noticed that this once abundant creature was being pushed to 
extinction was the assum

ption the they m
ust sim

ply have “gone eslewhere.” W
hat if 

the passing of you, your fam
ily, your com

m
unity, your species, went unnoticed?

 W
here Are W

e R
eally?

 
I m

ust adm
it that while I returned from

 the U
nited K

ingdom
 enlightened, 

I rem
ain naive as to the true cause of the dark fate of m

y hom
e country cousins, a 
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Let’s progress in another direction. H

alt the procession of tim
e and retrace 

back to another era. 1970 heralded the worst year for air pollution in the U
nited 

K
ingdom

. Sulphurous gases billowed from
 coal stations into the atm

osphere, 
spawning clouds ripe with chem

ical vapours. A
cid rain. In som

e cases, when 
exam

ined, raindrops had the sam
e pH

 level as vinegar. But it was harm
less looking 

fog that acted as a catalyst for the earliest incidence of Pulpware com
m

uniqués, when 
thick acidic m

ist enveloped O
xford in January of that year.

 
Susan W

eld, a Senior R
esearch Fellow in Physics at O

xford U
niversity, 

had just com
e from

 a study group in her unusual and alm
ost unprobed research 

field of Transient Psychodynam
ics. She was particularly keen on the notion of using 

telepathy – if it could be harnessed – to im
plant knowledge and ideas in students’ 

m
inds, drastically reducing teaching tim

e and ensuring that the grand weight of the 
university’s legacy and its ideals were handed down successfully. H

er theory proposed 
that the thoughts of the m

ost genius, esteem
ed m

em
bers of the institution would 

be able to em
anate from

 the brain and be directed at will. N
aturally, she considered 

herself to be the perfect candidate to test this, alongside several first-year volunteers, 
narrating sim

ple, stock sentences in her m
ind and seeing if the other subjects received 

them
. U

nfortunately the results were, as yet, inconclusive.
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and shoulder the burden of a certain am
ount of accountability for negative im

pacts 
caused by m

y species’ introduction to N
orth A

m
erica and equally fear for the possible 

passing of m
y ancestral populations from

 that G
reen and Pleasant Land.  

 
I will now return to m

y newly secured lodgings in H
am

ilton, O
ntario, 

C
anada, where I am

 pleased to say I am
 surrounded by an abundance of m

y fellow 
starlings. I will continue to venture forth on peram

bulations of inquiry, to engage 
your species in a dialogue of m

utual benefit and to com
e to a deeper understanding 

of our respective fates. I will continue to visit your m
useum

s and record the scattered 
rem

ains of m
y fellow species who have becom

e extinct, and I encourage you to do 
the sam

e, to im
agine your kind in such a display. I thank you for your interest and 

encourage your correspondence. 

 
 

 
 

 
Sincerely,

Professor W
illiam Starling
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W

hen m
essages appeared in London in February 2011, nearly 25 years later, 

Batan Farley was the opposite of an oracle. H
e had som

ehow acquired a Pulpware 
jug at a debauched party in Shoreditch the previous night, and was now looking 
with slight am

usem
ent as it stood fram

ed by the window. H
e guessed that a friend 

had donated the jug for irony value, to contrast with an array of strategically placed 
design-ware in his converted warehouse flat, but he couldn’t be certain – he felt 
frazzled. By dawn, he had been half-awake all night as the after-effects of the party 
subsided, drifting in and out of awareness as the radio stuttered a news report of a 
m

assive solar flare a few days before. A
s m

orning rays bathed the jug in light, their 
oblique angles casting long, languorous shadows, a text unfolded across its upper rim

 
like freshly typew

ritten ink. 

 
‘Th

e bird sings with its fingers’. 

 
W

ithin m
inutes it had vanished. In his m

uddled state Batan didn’t find this 
unusual. A

s a veteran N
ew M

edia advertising consultant of alm
ost three years, his 

first thought was that this m
ust be som

e sort of elaborate PR
 stunt; teasing brand 

announcem
ents seeded in hilariously worthless junk. But wirelessly activated with 
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a f
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the Th
etford m

ills this would seem
 as unlikely as turning gold back into lead. But the 

concept of a radioactive cloud, an ozone layer ravaged by solar flares, or acidic fog; all 
would have sounded just as fantastical.
 

So, in late A
pril 1986, when irradiated plum

es from
 the fallout of C

hernobyl 
were swept towards the E

ast A
nglian coast, tainting the soil with exotic particles, 

residents of Th
etford had no idea that this was why their taps had begun to yield 

water with a slightly odd taste. W
hen m

asked with heady infusions of E
arl G

rey, 
only a m

aster tea taster could tell som
ething was am

iss.
 

O
ne tearoom

, down a quiet side street in the town centre, had exclusively 
been using cups and saucers m

ade in the nearby pulp plant. Patrons of the 
establishm

ent, especially the daily congregations of elderly wom
en, relished these 

artefacts for their inherent value of thrift which, alongside a m
istrust of ‘la-di-da’ fine 

china, brought forth m
em

ories of proudly coping during the tough tim
es of the war. 

Peering into their cups on a M
onday afternoon, one such group saw strange m

arks 
am

ongst the m
ilk-m

arbled dregs. Th
ey weren’t stains or sunken crum

bs as was first 
thought, but strings of distorted words, stretched and sm

eared around the base ring.
Th

e abstract inscriptions faded before they could be deciphered by m
ost, but Vera 

M
ulden, 86, claim

ed she could interpret, squinting through cat-eye glasses as if 
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Th
e Pulpw

are H
oard  

 
 

by G
iles Lane and H

azem
 Tagiuri of Proboscis

  
N

o one could say quite exactly why the m
essages appeared, or what they 

m
eant. In m

uch the sam
e way as we attem

pt to decipher dream
s in the polarity of 

our waking life, clutching at tangled bundles of surreal im
agery to unravel their 

significance, true clarity is ultim
ately elusive. H

owever, what is undeniable is the 
range of opposing theories spouted by those individuals who discovered them

. N
ot 

that we should suppose this surprising if we consider the unique personalities and 
circum

stances of each case. N
or if we consider the well-known phenom

enon of 
contradictory eye-witness testim

onies. N
evertheless it seem

s that hum
ans prefer their 

own singular truths. It is a rare soul indeed who is content with utter m
ystery. For in 

the absence of certainty, do we not devise our own creation m
yths?

 
Th

e conduits for these m
essages were everyday objects of Th

etford Pulpware, 
a recycled m

aterial form
ed from

 pulped wood, bagging, rags and fibres; boiled, 
shredded and com

pacted, withered to a dense husk of m
atter. A

fter being slathered 
in oil to provide water resistance, then decorated, the final products were thus 
inconceivably detached from

 their hum
ble beginnings – as if subjected to a kind of 

industrial alchem
y.
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