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Book Summary: 

When Helen Macdonald's father died suddenly on a London street, she was devastated. An 

experienced falconer—Helen had been captivated by hawks since childhood—she'd never before 

been tempted to train one of the most vicious predators, the goshawk. But in her grief, she saw that 

the goshawk's fierce and feral temperament mirrored her own. Resolving to purchase and raise the 

deadly creature as a means to cope with her loss, she adopted Mabel, and turned to the guidance of 

The Once and Future King author T.H. White's chronicle The Goshawk to begin her challenging 

endeavor. Projecting herself "in the hawk's wild mind to tame her" tested the limits of Macdonald's 

humanity and changed her life. 

 

Heart-wrenching and humorous, this book is an unflinching account of bereavement and a unique 

look at the magnetism of an extraordinary beast, with a parallel examination of a legendary writer's 

eccentric falconry. Obsession, madness, memory, myth, and history combine to achieve a distinctive 

blend of nature writing and memoir from an outstanding literary innovator. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1. In the book’s opening pages, Macdonald writes, “The wild can be human work” (p. 8). She wrote this 

sentence to explain how British goshawks were literally brought back from extinction by falconers who 

imported birds from the continent that were lost or released and subsequently bred. What other 

meanings could this line have? What does this tell us about the kind of narrator Helen will be? 

 

2. Helen writes about a time when she was nine and impatient to see hawks. Her father explained, 

“[W]hen you wanted to see something very badly, sometimes you had to stay still, stay in the same 

place, remember how much you wanted to see it, and be patient” (p. 10). How well is Helen served by 

this advice throughout the book? 

 

3. Macdonald was eight years old when she first reads T. H. White’s The Goshawk, a book that proves a 

formative experience. She initially dislikes the book (p. 30): “Why would a grown-up write about not 



being able to do something?” How does Macdonald’s views on White’s book evolve over time?  

 

4. “The book you are reading is my story,” Macdonald writes. “It is not a biography of Terence Hanbury 

White. But White is a part of my story all the same. I have to write about him because he was there” (p. 

38). What does Macdonald mean? How does understanding White’s life inform her own journey? How 

does our understanding of White’s book help us understand her own? 

 

5. When Macdonald arranges to buy her hawk, she’s initially shown the wrong bird. When the correct 

bird appears, she notes, “I looked into her eyes and saw something blank and crazy in her stare. . . . This 

isn’t my hawk” (p. 55). Why does Macdonald change her mind? 

 

6. Macdonald writes, “What we see in the lives of animals are lessons we’ve learned from the world” (p. 

60). Through closely observing her hawk’s life, what lessons does Helen ultimately learn from the world? 

 

7. When Macdonald first trains her hawk to become accustomed to her presence, she explains that 

“making yourself disappear is the greatest skill in the world” (p. 68). Later, Macdonald says about being 

thrilled that her hawk has forgotten she’s there because it’s a sign of acceptance: “But there was a 

deeper, darker thrill. It was that I had been forgotten” (p. 73). Why does this excite Macdonald? 

 

8. After living several days with her hawk in her flat, Macdonald observes, “I was turning into a hawk” (p. 

85). What does Macdonald mean? How does she explain her “transformation”? 

 

9. Macdonald goes through various emotional stages training her hawk. On one particular day, within a 

couple hours she goes from feeling like a “beneficent figure” to “the worst falconer in the history of the 

world.” Ultimately, she realizes, “I have lost the ability to disappear” (p. 93). How critical was this loss at 

this stage of her training? How important of a turning point is this for Macdonald? 

 

10. A big step in Macdonald’s hawk training is “walking” Mabel in public. Macdonald fears what Mabel’s 

encounter with people will be like: “They are things to shun, to fear, to turn from, shielding my hawk” 

(p. 100). Is Macdonald also shielding herself? Why or why not? 

 

11. Macdonald writes that each picture her father took was “a record, a testament, a bulwark against 

forgetting, against nothingness, against death” (p. 71). Later, she looks just once at the last photo her 

father took before he died. “[A]n empty London street . . . a wall tipped sideways from the vertical and 

running into the distance; a vanishing point of sallow, stormy sky.” It is a photo that she can “never stop 

seeing” (p. 106). Does Macdonald’s memory of this photo serve as a bulwark against forgetting her 

father? Or against her father’s death? 

 

12. Macdonald cuts between her attempts to train Mabel with T. H. White’s attempts to train his 

goshawk. How much kinship does she see in their respective journeys? What are the similarities in their 

training routines? What are their differences?  

 

13. Macdonald writes about herself, “We carry the lives we’ve imagined as we carry the lives we have, 

and sometimes a reckoning comes of all the lives we have lost” (p. 129). Later, she writes about White, 



“Sometimes a reckoning comes of all the lives we have lost, and sometimes we take it upon ourselves to 

burn them to ashes” (p. 130). What is Macdonald’s reckoning? White’s? How do their respective hawks 

help or hinder their respective reckonings?  

 

14. As Macdonald continues with Mabel’s training, she explains, “I felt incomplete unless the hawk was 

sitting on my hand: we were parts of each other. Grief and the hawk had conspired to this strangeness” 

(p. 135). How great a role does grief play in making Macdonald feel complete with Mabel? 

 

15. At key points in the narrative, Macdonald is able to rely on various friends to help her through a 

specific emotional challenge or with Mabel’s training. How important is human friendship to Macdonald 

as she travels through her grief? Is it more of a challenge for her to recognize human contributions to 

her healing than Mabel’s? Why or why not? 

 

16. Macdonald quotes White from his dream diary, “Need to excel in order to be loved.” Then she adds, 

“But there is an unspoken coda to that sentence. What happens if you excel at something and discover 

you are still unloved?” (p. 146) How much does this sentence pertain to White? Macdonald? Are White 

and Macdonald unloved, or are they incapable of acknowledging love?  

 

17. Macdonald writes that falconry is not, as she quotes Professor Tom Cade, “high-intensity 

birdwatching” bur rather “more like gambling.” She says, “You feel safe because you are entirely at the 

world’s mercy” (p. 177). What does Macdonald mean? Does Macdonald ever reach a place of true 

emotional safety in the book? 

 

18. On one of Mabel’s hunting trips, she catches a pheasant. “I’m amazed,” Macdonald writes, and then 

is overcome with a strong maternal sense while she helps pluck feathers from Mabel’s catch. “She 

becomes a child. . . . A baby hawk that’s just worked out who she is” (p. 184). How much is Macdonald 

responsible for Mabel working out who she is? How responsible is Mabel for Macdonald working out 

who she is?  

 

19. Macdonald writes, “Hunting with the hawk took me to the very edge of being a human” (p. 195). 

What does Macdonald mean? How far to the edge does Macdonald go? 

 

20. Macdonald writes about reading White’s The Sword and The Stone, “When I was small I thought 

turning into a hawk would be a magical thing. . . . But now the lesson was killing me. It was not at all the 

same” (p. 212). What truths does Macdonald realize about turning into a hawk? What is the most 

painful and damaging part of turning into a hawk for Macdonald?  

 

21. After her father’s memorial service, Macdonald thinks about her decision to “flee to the wild. It was 

what people did. The nature books I’d read told me so.” Macdonald realizes that this was “a beguiling 

but dangerous lie” that inevitably harmed Mabel. “I’d fled to become a hawk, but in my misery all I had 

done was turn the hawk into a mirror of me” (p. 218). How much responsibility does Macdonald bear for 

religiously following her nature books’ advice? Is Macdonald expressing enough empathy for her 

decisions? 

 



22. Macdonald realizes after having trained Mabel that “I love Mabel, but what passes between us is not 

human” (p. 223). What has passed between Macdonald and Mabel? If it’s not human, what is it?  

 

23. When molting season arrives, Macdonald arranges for a spare aviary to accommodate Mabel at a 

friend’s house some distance away. There’s an earthquake the night before she drops her off. A 

panicked Macdonald checks on Mabel, thinking Mabel will be as terrified as she is. Instead, she finds 

Mabel calm and asleep. “I had thought the world was ending, but my hawk had saved me again, and all 

the terror was gone” (p. 278). Has Mabel truly saved Macdonald in this moment? At this stage in their 

relationship, how much credit does Macdonald deserve for saving herself?  

 

24. When Macdonald says goodbye to Mabel, she tells her she’ll miss her. “No answer can come, and 

there is nothing to explain” (p. 279). Is Macdonald being truthful when she says there is nothing to 

explain in this moment? How will Macdonald adjust to life without Mabel in her daily care? 

 

25. Macdonald reveals at the end of her acknowledgments page that Mabel succumbed to a sudden, 

untreatable infection after the main events in her book. Is Helen ready for a life without Mabel? Why or 

why not? 


