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Eva Meijer writes an eye-opening story about a woman who loves birds. This ‘bird-friend’ 

is portrayed naturally, without eccentricity or activism.  

 

Charles Darwin stated that the difference between humans and other animals is simply a matter 

of nuances. For many it is difficult to believe that the difference isn’t any bigger. Afterall, it 

remains challenging for humans to put themselves in the shoes of non-humans. Sometimes 

writers – with their attention to animals – can help in overcoming this prevalent preconception. 

Dick Hillenius and G. Brands could, Tijs Goldschmidt, too. Jan Hanlo made tape recordings of 

blackbirds singing and kept a diary on how a wasp in his little gatekeeper’s hut in Valkenburg 

appeared to remove stains.  

 

Due to Hanlo’s collection of short stories In an ordinary vehicle (1966), I knew the name Len 

Howard (1894-1973), who observed and studied birds – their interaction, songs, their games and 

rituals – in her cottage in Ditchling, Sussex over the span of 35 years. She published two popular 

books in the 50s, Birds as Individuals and Living with Birds. The life of this particular bird-friend, 

who used to walk through the fields with birds on her arms and head, is the topic of The Bird 

Cottage, the novel Eva Meijer (1980) has written.  

She chose for Len’s perspective, the girl from Wales that just like her father loved birds and that 

gave up a career as a violinist in a London orchestra, to move to a primitive log cabin near 

Brighton, which she would rarely leave. 

The appeal of the novel lies in the serenity and ease with which Meijer writes. No activism or 

eccentricity. The turning point somewhere in the middle of Howard’s life transforms, for the 

reader of The Bird Cottage, from a retreat into a homecoming. 

Young Len (derived from Gwendolen) experiences attachment difficulties, and feels lost in busy 

London (after waiting in vain for a few days for the her lover, the painter Thomas, she exclaims: 

‘My body has never felt this untouched’), but amongst the great tits, crows and chiffchaffs in 

Ditchling, she quickly makes friends. And she also teaches them certain behaviours; when great 

tit Star wants a nut, she first has to tap the window frame with her beak, exactly as many times as 

Howard demonstrated. 

In the meantime war is being fought (twice), friends are getting children or divorces, but for Len 



life only seems to assume colour, when she shuts the door to her cottage and devotes herself to 

studying the behaviour of everything that flutters in and out of the bird cottage, from great tits to 

swallows, who ‘understand the world flying’. 

Visitors, even if it is the postman with fan mail for the beloved writer, are disturbing, since the 

birds do not like them. Meijer succeeds in letting her character speak and think so naturally that 

the reader gradually begins to regard everyone who dares to ring the bell as an intruder. 

 

Meanwhile Meijer is working on her dissertation “on the political voice of animals”. What she 

means by that and by the communication of animals and how it can be perceived, she explains in 

her essay collection Animal Languages, which contains a great number of interesting facts: 

common marmosets don’t interrupt each other, a city is seen as populated only when people live 

there, but animals after all live there, too, and in Moscow a great number of intelligent street dogs 

regularly take the metro to the centre, because that is where they find more food. 

It is, if you dare to broaden your horizon, only a matter of nuances. 


