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When the Present has latched its postern behind my tremulous stay,


And the May month flaps its glad green leaves like wings,


Delicate-filmed as new-spun silk, will the neighbours say,


‘He was a man who used to notice such things’?


‘Afterwards’, Thomas Hardy




How to use this eBook


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.




INTRODUCTION


This book is a celebration of the extraordinary diversity and richness of life that I share my garden with, much of which can be observed and enjoyed from any garden or even in the sky from the window of a garden-less flat.


I have written millions of words about my garden over the past 30 odd years but the subject matter has nearly always been plants and gardens and how to grow, control and nurture them for maximum beauty or productivity. However, from a very early age I loved the countryside as much as any garden and was fascinated by the life that I saw all around me, whether that was trees, wild flowers, birds, insects or mammals. 


My sky is never empty. At dawn there may be just a lone crow beating a steady path north or at dusk, the curiously undulating, huge wings of a heron heading to roost in a willow above the ditch. Ducks in pairs race headlong and straight, and thin skeins of geese breast the morning air. Until about ten years ago, spring was rich with the sad warbling call of the curlew but here, as in so many places, it is now just a haunting memory. Then in late spring and summer, our sky is positively chaotic with martins and swallows by the hundred, cutting wheeling curves like sky skaters. 


One of the reasons for so much bird activity is that we do everything we can to encourage insects in the garden and they too have their own fascinating stories. We all inevitably romanticise ‘wildlife’ to some extent, but every creature that we can share our gardens with, including slugs, rats, mice, ants, worms, caterpillars and aphids – all the so-called ‘pests’ that gardeners have spent far too much time and trouble trying to eliminate – is part of the rich, interlocking web of life.
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I am not a trained naturalist but when I become fascinated by something I want to know every tiny detail, to accumulate every fact that has any possible relevance to the subject. I know that it is no substitute for observation and the slow accretion of wisdom, but having the kind of mind where facts lodge and are easily retrieved, I am inevitably drawn down this road.


However, you can know every fact about a creature – or a plant – and yet never understand it at all. But watching even the most common sparrow at a bird table in your back garden teaches so much. Familiarity breeds not so much contempt as a shift in perception. This is also true of the more dramatic elements of nature that occasionally visit – the birds of prey or the polecats or badgers. Instead of being purely theatrical, there is almost an insouciance to them. A peregrine swoops on a pigeon in the Cottage Garden with murderous and terrifying intensity – and the robin still sings and the roses still flower. You realise that this is not a single dramatic event put on to entertain and thrill you, but a daily part of life. 


Spend a little time observing the natural world in your garden and you quickly learn that, unlike the sanitised version of nature put out there via films, television and stories, there are no good guys and no bad guys. Nature knows no moral hierarchy. The spider traps and eats the honey bee, the wren catches a spider to feed its young, the hedgehog finds and munches the nest of baby wrens, and the badger delights in nothing more than eviscerating a hedgehog for dinner. But from this brutally raw reality also come the song of a blackbird at dusk, the rainbow glint from a dragonfly’s wings and the mystery of a hare crossing the road in the snow. They are all part of the same story.
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There is another element to this book that goes beyond my garden boundary. Some years ago we bought a small, derelict farm 30 miles west of here across the border in the Black Mountains of Wales, intending to move on from this garden to tackle a completely new project. But life – and not least Gardeners’ World – intervened and the move has been delayed. However, I spend as much time there as I can.


The two places could not be more different. The flat, lowland garden is a sharp contrast to the very steep, wooded slopes of the farm. One has heavy but very fertile soil, whereas on the farm, the soil is light, acidic and poor. One is tame and the other wild. The actual garden at the farm is just a small yard but the meadows, streams and woods are as beautiful as any garden could ever aspire to be. This means that the range of wildlife that I share my life with has been greatly enlarged. There are different plants, different birds, different mammals and different weather – all within 30 miles of each other, and throughout this book, I move easily from one to the other because both are an integral part of my own personal experience.


The one thing that they have in common is that both are very wet. And when the weather is very wet, the two places, under the same rain – after all, they are only an hour apart – react completely differently. The garden is set on the edge of a flood plain that has had seasonal and regular floods since the last Ice Age. The flooding comes from a river that passes within 50 yards of our boundary. This means that the flood meadows are often under water for weeks on end and we are privileged to live in that liminal space where earth becomes water and returns back to dry land again. The fields around the garden slowly fill, the water rising as a brown sheet until it laps against the borders and paths of the garden.


On the farm, all water moves constantly. It rushes and tumbles in the dingles and bubbles up from the open fields on its journey down to the river that runs along the valley bottom to join the Wye and on out to the sea. Whereas around the garden water sits and becomes the landscape for weeks at a time, around the farm it is constantly shaping and moulding it, wearing the hills down to their ancient bones.
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In a sense, this book has been over 60 years in gestation. I have kept notebooks and journals ever since I could write and I have drawn upon these as well as on the events of the past year. But in March 2020, the world changed. Covid-19 swept across the globe and put us all into confinement in our own homes. I must confess that there were far worse places to be locked down in than in this garden. However, spring was blessed with exceptionally good weather so those of us with gardens spent more time in them than perhaps we had ever done before. 


The result of this enforced horticultural confinement has resulted in a much closer awareness not just of plants but of all the other living elements of our gardens. The natural world is all around us, wherever we are. Wildlife is not something that we watch happening in remote and exotic parts of the world on our screens, but is right here in our own back yards, and the more that we encourage it and learn to live with it, the more rewarding it becomes. Gardens have become the front line of animal conservation and climate change. In the last few years, awareness of the importance of the natural world on human health and wellbeing has grown enormously, and the small but significant changes that gardeners can make – like having a small pond, allowing grass to grow long and growing plants for pollinators – have become mainstream. 
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This book is personal, selective and based on my own particular interests rather than trying to be a reference book of any kind. I have used the calendar months because these fit in with the rhythm of my gardening year – I always begin each January with a sense of hope and optimism because the garden is starting to wake up after the slow descent down to the end of the year. Some creatures are present in this book on a number of occasions, whilst others fail to appear at all, although they might be the stars of somebody else’s garden. 


But that is the point. All our gardens, streets and patches of sky are part of our own perception of the world. We are all individually enlarged by our connection to them. If, in our own modest back yards, we can help preserve and treasure our natural world, then we will make this planet a better place – not just for ourselves but for every living creature. 




JANUARY




Robin Orangebreast


On Twelfth Night, 6 January, I gather up the holly decorating the house and take it outside, leaving it in a pile on the path in the dark to take to the bonfire in the morning. Next morning a robin is hopping about the prickly pile, feeding on the berries. Against the bright red of these fruit, I realise that it is not so much a robin redbreast as a robin orangebreast.


Oranges were not introduced to Britain until the Middle Ages and the word ‘orange’ was not coined until the 1570s. By then the ‘redbreast’ was firmly ensconced in the language and in our gardens. Language is fixed by familiarity as much as by accuracy.


Well into the nineteenth century, the most common name for a robin was ruddock, which comes from the Saxon for ruddy or red. Redbreast was a kind of modernisation of that and ‘robin’, which came much later, was a nickname that shows a particular level of affection and familiarity with birds that we have especially close daily contact to – Robin Redbreast, Tom Tit, Jenny wren, Mag (short for Margaret) Pie, or Jack Daw. In fact, the robin was not habitually known as just robin until the twentieth century.
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Goshawk


Walking the dogs at 4.30 p.m. – getting dark but noticeably lighter than even two weeks ago – I noticed a large bird flying towards the house from across the fields. It looked black so I thought at first that it was a crow – but all the birds looked black in that light, silhouetted against the sky and I quickly realised it was too big for a crow. Probably a buzzard then, but there was something about it that was not buzzard-like in its shape and the way that it was flying. The tail was longer and its head stuck out a little more. I realised with a flush of excitement and triumph that it was a goshawk.


Although they have become much more common over the last 20 years, I still think of goshawks as our rarest raptor and something that I would be lucky to see just once in my life. So, although I now see them once or twice a year and sometimes more, every time is like that first time, that moment fulfilling my dreams. Ever since I read TH White’s The Goshawk when I was seventeen, I have been obsessed with birds of prey of all kinds and goshawks became totemic, representing all that was untameable, pure and exquisitely beautiful, yet honed to kill.


This gos flew quite slowly and casually but in a dead straight line, perhaps 100ft up. Its wings had an almost deliberate flap that rose as high above its back as below, quite unlike a buzzard. It passed directly over the house, and then was swallowed up by the dark sky. But my day was made.
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Great Spotted Woodpecker 


The great spotted woodpecker is one of the most dramatic and spectacular of garden birds, with its black-and-white wings, long beak with yellow pad at its base and, most flamboyantly of all, its startling crimson bottom and, in the male, crimson head. Just to see one at all is a thrill. It is much more often heard than seen as it drums for insects on a tree trunk. Yet its numbers have been steadily increasing since the 1970s. 


I see ‘our’ woodpeckers most often when they are right outside the kitchen window, feeding off the caged peanuts or slabs of fat. They will approach with extreme wariness, starting in the big ash tree in the Spring Garden and moving slowly onto the fig, moving by degrees, checking all around them until they reach the bird food and busily hammer away at it.


But if they sense any movement, even from within the kitchen, they are gone, retreating back to the safety of the big ash tree. The female – recognisable through her lack of red cap – seems to be less wary than the male, who can almost sense a shadow moving within the building. It is apparently unusual to see more than one woodpecker at any one bird feeding station but our male and female visit equally regularly.


The young have a red-flecked head which, given their slightly smaller size, makes it possible for them to be confused with lesser spotted woodpeckers but the latter are much smaller – sparrow-sized – and much, much rarer. I watch birds all the time and have yet to see one. 


Great spotted woodpeckers are woodland birds and need trees of a certain size, so are most likely to be seen in gardens and parks with large trees. They drum on rotten wood to extract invertebrates and this is their main source of food. However, when they have young, they will take chicks and eggs, especially from tits, drilling into the nest or nest box to get at the young. Then in autumn and winter, when protein is more scarce, like many carnivorous birds, they eat a lot of tree seeds. 


The drumming is not only to extract insects and beetles from the wood but also to mark territory. It has been established that the frequency of their blows – five to 20 strikes per half-second – is exactly the best number for maximum resonance, with the timber becoming a sounding board that spreads the sound through even dense woodland. 


The birds have a pad of tissue between their beak and skull that absorbs the percussive effect of the drumming and means that they can hammer into hard as well as softer, rotten wood. It is not just their skulls and beaks that have evolved to drill into wood, but their feet are zygodactylous, with two toes pointing forwards and the other two facing back. This, along with the tail feathers being able to press stiffly against the trunk – and acting like a vice on a wire tube of peanuts – makes an exceptionally firm and secure base from which to hammer. They have an exceptionally long, barbed tongue that can reach into the tunnels that insects make under bark and prise them out.


Their nests are dug into tree trunks, and often involve both sexes taking turns nest-digging for a fortnight or more. Whilst the entrance hole is small, the real work takes place inside as the nesting space will be large – in fact, roomy enough for birds as large as ducks to use. However, this mammoth effort is an investment because great spotted woodpeckers will keep the same nest for years.


I have never seen nor heard (and as well as their drumming, their repeated, alarmed single note call is very recognisable) a great spotted on the farm although I found the body of a fully-fledged dead young bird – so they must be there. However, we are right on the margin of their comfortable breeding zone and our patches of woodland are perhaps not big enough for them. 
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House Mice


‘The thing about your mouse’, Ron said, ‘is that he does his business everywhere. Pees on the run. Rats are bad but mice are worse ‘cos your rat at least has some control, not like your mouse what does it everywhere.’


Ron had a point. Mice are, compared to rats at least, quite sweet and seemingly unthreatening but house mice, as well as defecating around 50 times a day, constantly mark their territory with urine – and this includes kitchen surfaces, bathrooms, cupboards and almost anywhere they go. Therefore they should be taken seriously as a pest. Yet few houses do not have them at some time and if you live in an old house, like we do, then you can share it with a lot of Mus musculus domesticus.


They have superb night sight and hearing so are active mostly at night. I remember when we moved into our last house the nights were marked by endless, thunderous scamperings. I quickly worked out that the 1950s heating pipes, fuelled by an enormous solid-fuel boiler in the cellar, were the mouse highway because they were boxed in. I removed all the boxing around every pipe and although I don’t think it did anything to lessen the mouse population, at least it was quieter.


Old houses are perfect for house mice. They live in the walls, under the floorboards and in the roof space. If you have a lot of mice in the house you will know by the smell – they leave a very distinctive, rank musty odour – although this is not nearly as bad as the smell of a decomposing mouse under the floorboards.


They are noisy at night because they scurry about a lot. They will visit up to 30 different feeding locations or, if they have found a really good food supply, go back and forwards hundreds of times in the course of a single night. They eat almost anything including meat, soap, plastic, cardboard, wiring insulation and plaster, but they like grain best of all. Although cheese is the archetypal bait of a mousetrap, they find chocolate or peanut butter much more enticing.


House mice in fact are extraordinarily resilient creatures. They can climb, jump and swim, and there are many house mice that live in hedgerows, gardens and fields. They can also reproduce with truly astonishing fecundity, with one female having up to ten litters of about six young a year. In theory, that will result in tens, if not hundreds of thousands of mice by the end of the year although the mortality rate is high and they have many predators such as owls, stoats and weasels. 


Mice infestations and population explosions occur when there is a limitless supply of food – such as a grain store – and mice predators are reduced, such as a house without cats. In fact they can live in a very limited range, keeping to part of a house or just one room or even, in some extreme cases, spending their entire life inside one sack of grain.


But house mice have lived with people for at least the past 15,000 years – before the advent of farming – and should there be people, buildings and food in 15,000 years’ time, there will also surely be mice.
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Butterflies 


My workroom is full of red admiral and peacock butterflies. They flutter weakly against the windows and high up on the sloping roof of the hop kiln, sometimes reaching the oculus at the top, 30ft above me, where they vainly circle and flap, unable to reach the sky that is the other side of the dome. They have obviously come indoors to hibernate and there are dozens of them around the house. 


Modern, insulated and centrally heated houses are mostly too warm for them but our ramshackle, timber-framed Tudor house, with its stone floors and endless dark nooks and crannies, suits them well. Sometimes I manage to catch them and throw them up and out into the air through the open window, but I am not sure that I am doing them any favours. The warmth of the house might be a safer bet than the cold garden full of hungry birds.
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Goldfinches


I get letters asking why we lay fake birdsong over filming in the garden because – I assume – viewers cannot believe that it could ever be that present or loud. 


Yet there are lots of birds that are a hidden, constant presence that I largely take for granted. But putting out feed in the winter months changes all this. I get to see close up and for extended periods birds that disappear into the fabric of the garden from mid-spring. 


My favourite of all these are the goldfinches. They are not remotely rare or unusual but as striking as any bird in the field. They specialise in eating the seeds of thistles and can pluck the seeds from the downy seedheads and from the otherwise prickly teasels – which have self-seeded all over the garden. Like all finches, they have thick, powerful beaks that seem unnecessarily overgeared for eating these small, quite delicate seeds but the beaks are designed to break open hard seed cases and get at the intensely nutritious interior. Their beak is not just a large, wedge-shaped crushing machine but has evolved so that on each side of the upper mandible is a groove where the bird can wedge the seed before using the lower mandible to do the actual crushing. The seed is then held in place by the groove whilst the bird peels the husk with its tongue and spits it out before consuming the seed itself.


Goldfinches get their name from the yellow undersides to their wings that show as a golden band, edged and accentuated by black feathers in flight. But their greatest distinction is the clown-like make-up of their bright crimson faces banded by a white aureola topped with a Mohican of coal-black feathers on their scalp. They arrive at the feeding table in clusters, jerky and bold. A group or flock of goldfinches is, delightfully, known as a ‘charm’, which derives not from their attractiveness or good manners but from their song, which is sibilant and sweetly tuneful.


Their regular appearance in gardens only began on a large scale very recently, in the early 1990s. This has been put down to the huge increase in bird food – and in particular sunflower and niger seeds – that people now regularly put out in their gardens. 


Not all British goldfinches remain over winter and many will migrate to France, Spain and Portugal, returning to breed in April. They can have two clutches a year, with the white eggs, speckled with brown dots, laid in a lovely, neat, deeply cupped nest. These are usually found on the outer reaches of branches rather than near the trunk or tucked within a climber or other hiding place. The nests are made entirely by the female (the male apparently watches) from moss lined with thistledown and cobwebs. Although goldfinches are essentially seed-eaters, the chicks are fed mostly a diet of caterpillars and aphids, so are useful as part of a balanced control of garden pests. 
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Mist


Another very misty day – the garden deep in the clouds. Trees smudge the horizon like lichen on bark. A crow is a dark shadow, flapping indistinctly, then vanishing into thick air.
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Robin


There is a robin waiting for me each morning when I come out to the larder to get the bird food. The larder is in an old hop kiln that looks over the herb garden and the only access is via a short garden path. This excursion is fine for most of the time but a little less enticing when it is really rainy or we have thick snow. However, the occasional slip is worth it because the brick walls, brick floor and three external walls make it cool and dark, and perfect for storing onions, garlic, pumpkins, all tinned and dry food – and the bird food that I mix and store in two dustbins just by the door.


Perhaps he – for it is a bright red-breasted he – sits there for hours waiting for me but I suspect he has worked out when I come and that I am sure both to spill some from the scoop as I walk and that I always leave the door open so he can nip inside and have quick feed from the uncovered dustbin. Some days he sits patiently on the shelf with the jars of jam and pickle just inches from me, whilst I fill the scoop.


I often wonder how robins’ confidence with mankind evolved. They must be subject to predation from sparrowhawks in the same way that similar-sized garden birds such as sparrows, finches and tits are, so standing alone and exposed with an air of swaggering confidence seems a trifle risky. Perhaps it is exactly that terrier-like confidence – after all, few birds are as aggressive or territorial as robins – that protects it. My sweet robin, gracing me with his attendance every morning, is probably less the sweet creature bonding with me but more like a pumped-up terrier bullying for scraps.
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Polypody 


Down at the bottom of the dingle on the farm, the water has rolled, split and smoothed large boulders and striated others into layers of fissured seams. Since we have been there, two huge stones, each the size of a small car, have been turned on their sides by the power of the water that hurls down the slopes after heavy rain. But the biggest rock of all is now slightly up above the water and stands about 7ft tall, a rectangle, sheer on three of its sides but on the fourth, the flattened trunk and roots of an ash tree all but cover it. 


From any viewpoint other than that third, stream side, it looks as though the substantial tree is growing directly out of stone. It is a circus trick, a piece of performance art and, rather like watching someone balancing on a pole inside the Big Top, there is a frisson of anxiety every time I visit it that it will have overbalanced and been blown over by the winds. But so far, nearly 20 years in, it has stood strong.


Around its base, spilling out of the inevitable layer of moss, like a green display with the stone as its vase, is a mass of common polypody (Polypodium vulgare). Although this fingered fern looks feathery and soft, it has surprisingly leathery, ladder-like fronds held on stiff stems. The new fronds appear in June and stay green and fresh right through winter. Its natural home is on acid rocks and banks and – given sufficient rainfall – epiphytically on the level surfaces of branches. Rain-sodden, rocky, acidic and yet with nowhere for the water to sit and pool, this particular clump has found its ideal home and completes the strange picture of the tree growing out of a rock.
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Rooks


I walk Nigel and Nell on a greying afternoon to what we call the Long Field. This is because it is very long. The oldest maps show the Long Field with an unchanged outline, although on one side are two medieval open fields that were subdivided in the early nineteenth century, and on the other, another field that is also long and slim. The hedge between them is the parish boundary. I have never been able to work out whether the hedge marks the boundary or the boundary was chosen because of the hedge, but in any event, hedge and boundary are at least 500 years old and quite possibly twice that. 


Before it reaches the hedge, the boundary diverts through a little wood, used as cover for pheasants. Like half the Long Field, the wood often floods and the pheasants’ pens get washed away. But up in the tops of the trees, safe and dry, is a rookery with scores of great twiggy nests, and one of the pleasures of walking through the Long Field is not just musing about the history of parish boundaries, but seeing the rooks gathering ready to return for the night. If they are on the ground still feeding with their stiff-legged walk, the presence of the dogs will set them up in the hundreds from the field in a cawing, heavy flurry. 


The flock swirls and streams back to roost in a noisy gaggle but with outliers, and invariably quite a sizeable division breaking off and swinging away, making a deal of noise as they do so. It all seems a slightly chaotic, disorderly progress. That communal cawing increases as the light falls, leeching into the darkness, settling slowly as the flock fidgets and grumbles itself down for the night. Then it starts up again before the first light, and in the pre-dawn of a January morning their calls echo around the garden and fields and into the open bedroom window, black birds against a charcoal sky smudged with a line of light on the horizon.


For the first few months of the year I see them ferrying to and fro across the garden with beakfuls of twigs, making and mending their untidy nests with material they have gathered and stolen. The flooding makes this easy work because as the water drains away it leaves tidemarks of twiggy debris for them to gather.


But although rooks are often part of our garden sky, they rarely visit us, preferring the surrounding fields. They are most present in the garden through sound alone, in the last darkness before a winter dawn, as the rookery wakes and gathers itself for the day ahead, chattering, squabbling, calling, marshalling the troops.


The choice of that patch of trees for the rookery is connected, I suspect, to the flooding, which limits what the Long Field can be used for. Although the really lucrative crops around here are potatoes and wheat, and the soil is suitable for both, it has not been ploughed in the past 25 years and, I suspect, hardly ever. It is even too wet to be reliably used for hay and certainly not for silage, so it remains exclusively a pasture, used only for grazing cattle and sheep. This is ideal for the rooks that are essentially birds of steppe and prairie, and need short grassland on relatively soft, moist soil so they can feed on worms and whatever invertebrates they can find, although they will also take almost anything they can find, including young birds, carrion and small rodents. 


Rooks have a good press with their sociability, waddling walk and great grey pickaxe beaks emerging from a bare face, giving them a slightly comical, clownish appearance, unlike the feathered sinisterness of crows or the massive heads of ravens. But in the air, rooks and crows look pretty similar save for quantity. What is the old saying – ‘If you see a rook then ’tis a crow and if you see crows then tis rooks’? Something like that. The point being that you almost never see a rook on its own and equally, crows hardly ever go about in more than twos and then in a semi-detached, not-really-talking-to-each-other, sort of manner. Rooks on the other hand are always social and descend upon a field like a busload of holidaymakers heading for the beach.
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Not Fox


Sometimes the wildlife in and around the garden is not so much wild as just badly behaved.


I was in the orchard pruning apples when I saw a particularly large fox three fields away, almost on the horizon. It seemed to be working the hedgerow, dipping down into the ditch that separated it from the field, absolutely intent on its business. Although foxes are now common in cities, it is rare to see them here in the middle of the day, especially in winter.


So I watched, at first enthralled and then, with mounting suspicion that grew into certainty that my ‘fox’ was in fact Nellie. I called from the top of the tree, she heard, looked up and charged back across the fields, barely breaking stride to slide snake-like under the gate and arrive back happy and entirely guilt-free. 


We are surrounded by fields and although in two directions these fields run for miles until you reach a road, in the third, the main road is just half a mile away as the crow flies – and Nell runs as fast as any crow. Even in rural Herefordshire the traffic is desperately dangerous for a very unstreetwise dog. Nigel is hefted to the garden and although he will stand at the gate looking at the fields with longing, he has never taken himself off for a walk. Not Nell. She can wriggle and squeeze through the tightest fence and the smallest gap, and when bored thinks it completely reasonable to go off on a long cross-country ramble. And sooner or later that rambling will take her right up to the main road. 


I wondered how often she had made these jaunts when I assumed she was merely pottering around the garden. I habitually open the door and push the dogs out into the garden and assume that they spend most of the time pottering around or lying in the sun. And 99 times out of a 100 they are out there or come quickly when I call them. But perhaps Nell has a secret life, slipping off for a quick roam on a regular basis.
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Wren


A wren in the larder all day. Scarcely bigger than a butterfly, flitting about and dodging behind pots and boxes. Sharp, curved beak and beady eye, and white stripe above the eyes. A feathery thimble of a bird.
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Long-tailed Tit


The bird table brings me birds I hardly ever otherwise see and yet I know they are here in the garden the year round. One of my favourites are the long-tailed tits. They are always in the plural, with as many as a dozen or more suddenly appearing in a flurry of pink and grey feathers and tails twice as long as their tiny bodies, all clinging to the same fat ball or wire tube of peanuts. Then when they go, they all shoot off as one.


These are family groups – parents with a large gaggle of offspring and aunts and uncles of the young in one extended family – that stick together from fledging, with the solitary aunts and uncles helping to raise the young in late spring until the following March, when the young mostly disperse. But from November to February we see them almost daily, descending all at once, taking over the fat and peanuts. 


They have round heads with tiny bills and bright little eyes almost lost in feather, and are the prettiest of birds, as though spun from candied sugar. Their nests are the stuff of fairy tales – long and almost gourd-shaped and made from moss and lichen lined with thousands of tiny feathers all bound together by cobwebs. The clutch can be as many as a dozen or more eggs, and as the young grow the nest expands and stretches – but held together by its cobweb ties.
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Foxes 


There are no reliable figures for British foxes although in 2016 it was estimated that the urban population was 150,000, with another 300,000 spread across the rest of the British Isles. The life expectancy of most foxes is one to three years but their mortality rate is high. About 400,000 cubs are born each year but as many foxes, young and old, die with up to 100,000 killed on roads. But the evidence seems to be that numbers have declined overall by about one-third since the hunting ban, and a much greater proportion of the total population is now urban. 


I was brought up in a world that viewed foxes as sport or vermin. The sport was fox hunting, which was as much part of rural life as the local cricket or football teams. But fox hunting has always been about horses and hounds much more than foxes. What mattered was the chase and without that, the kill was meaningless.


I have been hunting three times in my life and found each occasion to be a mixture of excitement, uncertainty and intense, crippling boredom. The excitement came from the few moments when we all galloped along, with the odd jump thrown in, the uncertainty was based on my ignorance of what exactly was going on at any given time, and the boredom quickly kicked in as most of the day was spent sitting on my horse in the rain waiting to be told what was happening, where the hounds were and what I was supposed to be doing. All in all, it seemed to me to be a poor way to spend a day and after the third outing, I stopped and was never remotely tempted to do it again – although I loved the hounds.


But I cannot pretend I ever had particular pity for the fox. I also know that fox hunting preserved the lives of many more foxes than it ended. The hounds tended to catch the old, ill or injured and, despite the graphic sensationalism of the foxes being ‘torn apart’, death was quick and no worse than the death of a rabbit hunted by a fox or a mouse caught by a cat.


It preserved foxes because wherever you had a hunt, you had to have foxes, so farmers and gamekeepers refrained from shooting or gassing them. The minute the hunting ban was enacted, foxes started to be killed by the thousand since most farmers and gamekeepers regard them simply as vermin to be eradicated. I remember one neighbouring farmer proudly telling me he had shot fourteen foxes the night before, ‘now that the bloody hunt was out the way’.


A fox’s earth is a tunnel about 15ft to 40ft long and 3ft to 10ft deep, dug down at 45 degrees to the surface – although foxes like to use a slope, so the tunnel is often more horizontal than this. It ends in a chamber where the foxes can sleep and raise a litter, and there is usually at least one emergency entrance and often more. The thing is very subterranean. It is a very long, very deep lair. But where possible, foxes will occupy holes that have already been dug – often by badgers and often with the badger still occupying part of the sett. 


I have a skull on my desk in front of me, taken from a badger’s sett, which I was given over 30 years ago. For years I assumed it belonged to a Jack Russell terrier and built a story around it in which brutal badger baiters sent the poor dog down after the badger – which was at least three times its size – and instead of flushing Brock out to be battered by the slavering farmhands, the terrier was killed instead, and no doubt devoured. 


It was a good, bloodthirsty tale but completely inaccurate. In time I discovered that the skull once belonged not to a Jack Russell but to a fox. It is surprisingly small and probably came from a half-grown cub – but then all foxes, beyond the bushy tail and fur, are surprisingly slight. With a little imagination, it was not hard to see the long, vulpine face fleshing out the skull. Either the badger objected to the fox’s presence in its sett or the fox died down there of unknown causes.


Unlike a badger’s sett, a fox’s earth is not used all the time. They are primarily for rearing cubs and once these have grown and moved out – which takes about four months – they are used only sporadically, mainly in bad winter weather or to hide. The rest of the time, foxes will lie above ground, often in a dense patch of weeds such as nettles or brambles.


They do not use any bedding material so, unlike badgers that will clean out their leaves and dried grass bedding periodically and leave it accumulating outside the entrance, the only likely sign of an occupied fox’s earth is a pile of black poo or ‘scat’. 


Unless chickens are kept in a fox-proof pen and locked up at night, they will certainly be caught and eaten in weeks, and foxes have eaten half of all the chickens we have kept in this garden over the past 30 years. This is especially bad in late spring and early summer, when the parents are feeding growing cubs, and then when the cubs leave the earth and have to learn to fend for themselves – and a fat chicken is easy prey and good eating.


But whilst anyone living in central London is almost certain to see a fox in broad daylight and sometimes nosing around their back garden, here in the middle of the most rural county in England, we see foxes very rarely. The most likely sightings are from our bedroom window at dawn as one heads home across the field, always completely ignored by the grazing cattle. Occasionally, it will stop to snuffle after an earthworm, or even, if lucky, a vole. Although they will eat anything they can find, voles and rabbits are their best prey and fox numbers in the countryside are determined by the prevalence of both. 


It has been pointed out that because foxes are so territorial, frequency of sightings is no indication of the local population. In other words, if you repeatedly see foxes in a certain place, you are almost certainly seeing the same ones each time. 


But much more often than seeing them, I smell our foxes. Scent for foxes, as for all dogs, is much the most important sense. They spray urine to mark territory and the scent of this – particularly in the February and March mating season – is still very strong hours later and immediately recognisable for its musty odour. There are times when the aroma of fox is right outside the back door as well as at points all round the garden.
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Snowdrops


When we first came to live here there was no garden at all. The part that had once been the vegetable plot – which is now the Walled Garden – was filled with building rubble. Everything other than the little brick yard outside the back door was scrubby grass that had not been cut or grazed for three or four years. Nowadays we would call this rewilding but back then it was just derelict, abandoned land. Unloved and neglected. Good for voles but not a lot else. 


Gradually I began to clear and make the garden, starting with the area nearest to the back door. I began planting it in spring, based around a large batch of hellebores I bought very cheaply, and then added bulbs the following autumn and so, by default, it became the Spring Garden. The very first flowers to go in were a bundle of snowdrops wrapped up in newspaper brought to us by a friend who had dug them up from her garden that bordered onto a church. These snowdrops had seeded themselves from the churchyard and were gradually spreading out across her garden. 


Snowdrops do that, reappearing and slowly spreading by seed year after year when they have the right, slightly damp, slightly shady, conditions so, in time, a small clump can become a large swathe of white flowers. 


One of the most endearing characteristics of snowdrops is their longevity. They will reappear year after year for generations – even centuries. In some cases, this is long after the garden that they were planted in has been taken over by scrub and woodland. I once visited a wild hillside in mid-Wales. There, up in a clearing in a little blasted wood, was the outline of a small house, long since disappeared but marked out in snowdrops that had been planted outside the front door and had slowly spread right around the building, liking the dampness caused by the dripping of rain from the long-vanished, gutterless stone roof. It was as if a whole world of domesticity was measured out for a few winter weeks in ghostly white flowers. 


Our snowdrops are hardly a swathe yet but from that one little clump we now have snowdrops all over the garden and they certainly number by the thousand. I am frankly bored by the hundred minute variations that delight galanthophiles. I am completely happy to have just these single, unnamed Galanthus nivalis that could be spawned from a very rare type only found in that one Herefordshire churchyard or could be as common as – well, ordinary, everyday snowdrops. It does not alter or lessen their beauty one bit.


The essence of snowdrops in the garden is that they combine a domesticated, comforting familiarity with the untrammelled freedom of a wild flower. But no one seems to know whether snowdrops are a native or not. They certainly grow freely in the wild, but equally certainly, nearly all ‘wild’ snowdrops are garden escapees. There is apparently no reference to snowdrops growing wild before 1770, and the first garden reference is in Gerard’s The Herball, or Generall Historie of Plantes of 1597. It is strange to think that a flower we think of as native as a bluebell or primrose could have been an exotic introduction from the continent in the sixteenth century – like a floral muntjac or a grey squirrel.


But we want to believe that snowdrops have always grown here, always been a better part of our better selves. The fragile beauty of their nodding white bells is imbued with a sense that all is fundamentally well with the world and all we really have to do is to aspire to be as good as a snowdrop. Perhaps that is as challenging a motto as anything more grandiose.
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Sparrows 


Sparrows are so ubiquitous, so small and brown, so chirpily buoyant that they have become a kind of collective avian wallpaper. They are there but not noticeable. They are noisy, too, rushing around this garden, squealing and cheeping and squabbling in a high-pitched cacophony, dashing through the hedges and along the paths in gangs, like children bowling along the streets.


However, although sparrows are still present in large numbers their decline has been little short of catastrophic, with numbers falling by over 70 per cent since 1977. Whilst rural sparrow populations have been affected, that reduction has been fastest and most recent in cities. No one quite knows why although there have been many suggestions, including lack of insect prey for chicks, air pollution, parasites, fewer suitable nesting sites in new buildings as well as lack of gardens and the reduction in autumn stubble. 


However, one constant has come through the study of this decline and that is that house sparrows thrive most where there are gardens. Allotments, suburban gardens and inner-city streets with gardens are all stocked with higher densities of sparrows than anywhere else. 


There are two types of sparrow here in this garden although one of them, the tree sparrow (Passer montanus), is increasingly rare. The house sparrow (P. domesticus) has long been associated with people and buildings – indeed with any kind of man-made structure from machinery to ships – where it will nest. It will always be present at any bird-feeding table and is the first to appear here whenever I put out food. It also seems to frequent every street cafe and bar, hopping around tables eating crumbs or, more boldly, from your plate. Although wary and quick to flee, they seem fearless. But people have long slaughtered them by the hundreds of thousands, partly to protect grain from being eaten and partly to eat the birds themselves – although each one must produce a pitifully tiny slither of meat. 


The tree sparrow was only differentiated from the house sparrow as recently as 1720, not least because it coexists with its house sparrow cousin and will be part of the same flock. The house sparrow is bigger and the male has a grey cap that looks like a toupee that has slipped, whereas the tree sparrow is smaller and has a rich chestnut-coloured head with white cheeks with a black spot in the middle, and a white collar. It often cocks its tail and is more flighty and mouse-like. Whereas the male and female tree sparrows look very similar, the female house sparrow differs from her mate in having a brown head with a distinct ochre stripe running from the eye round the back of her head, and her wing and back feathers are noticeably striped and streaked, whereas the male gives the overall impression of a much richer, chestnut-brown colour.


The tree sparrow is even more catastrophically in decline, with the population falling by over 95 per cent since 1970. This is in line with, albeit an extreme example of, the general decline of farmland birds as a result of agricultural intensification, with the use of pesticides and herbicides, thousands of miles of hedgerows ripped out and the obsession with cutting those that remain into neat, low blocks rather than allowing them to grow taller and to include mature trees. 


The shift to sowing crops in early autumn rather than spring also means that there is much less stubble in the fields over the winter months and this has had a profound effect on the availability of food for many birds. It has been shown that tree sparrows rarely feed further than half a mile from their nests and prefer to stay within a few hundred yards. Making field sizes larger by removing hedges is thus destroying their available nesting sites and feeding range. 


The tree sparrow is a rare bird in upland areas and we never see them on the farm. Here in the garden, just 30 miles to the east, we are right on the edge of its territory and it is almost absent from the whole of the south-west of the country and most of Scotland. That we see them at all is because the garden provides them with cover, nesting sites and food, and it is situated next to reasonably unintensive farming country. The conjunction of these two things is becoming increasingly rare so the future of the charming little tree sparrow does not look good. That is the gloomy picture. But the better news is that where they do live, they will nest and produce up to three broods a year between April and August, with each clutch having five to six eggs, so their ability to increase is good. Pairs mate for life but this love match is pathetically short, extending, if they are lucky, to a life expectancy of two or at most three years. 
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Cocker Spaniels


Cocker spaniels were so named because they were bred to flush out woodcock. My father had one before I was born, called Barney. I remember the pictures of him and his great judge’s-wig ears. A friend has three and they are the busiest, most energetic dogs imaginable. Utterly charming – unless I suppose, you happen to be a woodcock.
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Dunnocks 


Dunnocks tend to get lumped in with sparrows – indeed, they used to be known as hedge sparrows – but although they are often seen together and mingle freely, they are quite different in many ways. For a start, dunnocks are the only British representative of the Accentor family that is spread across Siberia, the Himalayas and the damp hillsides of Japan. So for all their little brown anonymity, they come from exotic stock. 


Their numbers, like those of sparrows, suffered a dramatic decline in the 1970s and 1980s but, unlike sparrows, have seen a recovery so are now modestly – cautiously – successful. They have a very different beak to the sparrow’s, which is surprisingly thick and powerful, whereas a dunnock’s is thin and pointed and better adapted for eating flies and beetles than cracking open large seeds. They also stand more horizontally, leaning over their chest, than the more upright tree sparrow.


They tend to creep around under the cover of hedges and shrubs, and are predominantly ground-feeders. This makes a garden with plenty of woody shrubs an ideal nesting site for them, although because they tend to make their nests low down and spend so much time on the ground, they are particularly prone to being predated by domestic cats.


In agricultural countryside, woodland edges and occasionally the lucky garden, dunnocks are a very common host for cuckoo eggs. There is an irony in this because dunnocks have an interesting, not to say racy, sex life, involving fairly drastic changes to the physiology of the male, whose testicles will swell until they account for nearly eight per cent of its body weight – the equivalent of over 15lb for a 200lb man. Meanwhile the female, who initiates mating, may copulate 30 times a day and with every male dunnock around and the males aim to do likewise with every local female. It is quite a set-up. What this means is that in every nest – which is then cared for by a steady pair – there is likely to be a number of different fathers. After all this frantic action it seems deeply ironic that the cuckoo, once hatched, will ditch the eggs and hatchlings of the dunnocks over the side of the nest – often with the parent dunnock present and seemingly unconcerned. 


One of the fascinating aspects of the cuckoo’s choice of foster parents for its eggs is that it seems the choice is never arbitrary. Certain cuckoos choose only certain species. One that selects a dunnock’s nest would never choose a meadow pipit and vice versa. A reason for the choice of dunnock seems to be that they are one of the few birds that fail to recognise the difference between their own small, beautiful, turquoise blue eggs and the much bigger, greyish-white cuckoo eggs with their russet brown spots. 


In other nests the cuckoo makes a much more effective effort to produce an egg that is like the host. For example, there are cuckoos in Finland that lay their eggs in redstarts’ nests, which have blue eggs very similar to a dunnock’s, so the cuckoo also lays a blue egg – but because of the dunnock’s total lack of discrimination, it has not needed to develop that masking technique, just as it seems the dunnock – which is only used parasitically by cuckoos in about two per cent of nests – has not had time or need as a species to evolve a rejection response. So the single cuckoo chick grows to be a monster weighing five or six times as much as its tiny foster parents, who at no stage seem to resent or even recognise this disparity.
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Moss


One of the most frequent horticultural questions sent to me is how to eradicate moss from a lawn. I could not care less if there is moss in my own lawn – not that we have a lawn as such but we do have areas of grass that we mow, and almost every square foot of this has as much moss as grass. But there is – or at least used to be – a generation of gardeners who regarded anything less than the ‘perfect’ lawn (one that definitely did not contain any moss) to be a failure of horticultural duty and skill. As it happens, moss in grass is a symptom, indicating that the ground is either too wet, too shaded or too compacted – and probably a combination of all three – for grass to grow well, whereas all three conditions are ideal for moss. So moss wins out.


Our hillside farm is a completely mossy place and away from recalcitrant lawns, on stumps, rocks, walls and stones, moss is simply beautiful. Great swathes of the fields are moss, the trunks and branches of trees wear a fur coat of velvety moss and every rock and stone not constantly washed by the streams that tumble down the hillside are mossy. The dry-stone walls neither rock nor roll and gather moss accordingly. The great oak near the house is a giant green woodland deity, limbs shining, emerald-green in the deep starkness of winter. And what may look to the untutored eye – mine, for example – to be a single mossy species is very likely to be a subtle tapestry of mosses, each precisely adapted to the slightly different conditions they prefer. So mosses on the north side of a tree trunk are unlikely to be the same as those on the south, and mosses growing near the base of a wall or tree will not be the same as those that have adapted to the drier, more exposed positions higher up – and the difference may only be a few feet. 


Our farm was once part of a much larger estate and in the estate records for 1912, there is an entry reading ‘4 shillings for boy to collect mosses for roof’. There is a similar entry for the next year. I think it refers to moss that was gathered from the stones and used to wedge between the roof tiles to keep the wind and rain out. Moss was also collected in large quantities and dried and then used to pack around anything fragile, from eggs to porcelain. 


Mosses are bryophytes, which are small, green plants that do not produce flowers, seeds or fruit. Moisture is the key to healthy mosses and in this western side of the country, there is never a shortage of that. The life cycle of bryophytes consists of a generation of the familiar green plant which photosynthesises, alternating with a generation that does not photosynthesise but which produces spores. This produces a much smaller plant, often attached to the green one and living for a shorter time, yet it is the dominant part of a moss’s life cycle. 


Many bryophytes also reproduce vegetatively, often cloning themselves. The spores are absolutely minute and blow in the wind till they land on a tree or rock surface, where they will start to grow. Mosses do not have feeding roots but can absorb moisture and nutrients through any part of themselves, with the ‘roots’ acting as an anchor – which is why they can grow quite happily on a vertical surface.


But although mosses can spread very rapidly in the right conditions of damp shade, the ultimate size of each plant is severely limited by its inability to produce wood or vascular tissue, so rather than growing up and out, it spreads laterally. Some mosses are minute and can barely be seen by the naked eye but may grow by the million to form an unbroken carpet. Others are surprisingly big, with the largest British moss being hair moss, which can reach eighteen to 24in tall.


I often bemoan our wetness, especially in winter, when we can have weeks of rain, but the lovely mosses, spreading out over every hard, horizontal surface, from the slanting stems of old laid hedges to the stones edging the pond and the green lane running under the trees, prove that every rain cloud has a mossy lining.
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Magpies 


One for sorrow, two for joy, three for a girl, four for a boy. Actually there are five magpies – for silver – outside our bedroom window, noisily courting and cajoling and bickering. They hop and half-jump, half-fly from hawthorn to ash, taking a stance, throwing a shape whilst another mocks or petulantly admires. It is a busy, argumentative, rackety show – and all at six in the morning. 


Their feathers are unbelievably clean and clearly defined – white, blue, black and grey touched with iridescent green. If I did not know how ruthlessly cruel they were, it would be easy to think them simply ravishingly beautiful creatures. 


But magpies have a reputation as thieves and collectors of all things bright and sparkly, as well as being ruthless predators of other birds’ eggs and their chicks. They are always the boldest and first onto any carrion – usually roadkill – and their powerful corvid beaks are menacing. They are beautiful and striking but their chattering cries are harsh and aggressive, and their body language is cocky and dominant to the point of bullying. They are clever and funny and easy to admire, but perhaps harder to love.


Magpies always featured heavily on gamekeepers’ gibbets but since they became protected under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (save for a special licence which ceased to be available in April 2019), numbers have risen greatly and in the past 20 years have levelled out – arguably to a sustainable equilibrium. However, people have attributed the reduction in the number of songbirds such as skylarks almost entirely to the increase in magpies. 


However, the evidence for this is thin to the point of non-existent. They certainly do predate on songbird eggs and chicks but songbird numbers have dropped regardless of the local magpie populations, and in many cases, have increased where there were numerous magpies. In other words, the loss of habitat and insects for songbirds far outweighed any loss of their eggs or chicks. 


The truth is that magpies, like most members of the crow family, are very smart and will always take the lowest-hanging fruit, which mostly means invertebrates like beetles, although they will quickly find any carrion and they do a huge amount of tidying up of roadkill, but they will also take food from a bird table or a nest of unfledged chicks in exactly the same spirit that a thrush will take a worm or a snail. 


They are supremely successful survivors and their only natural predators other than humans are goshawks, peregrines and perhaps an exceptionally bold female sparrowhawk.


Each breeding pair needs about twelve acres, so up to half of all magpies in any area do not breed but instead form a non-breeding flock. Their nests – and we have two currently in the garden – are bulky, twiggy affairs, high up in a tree, often domed with an entrance on the side and lined with mud. The young stay with the parents within their breeding territory until autumn, when they will leave to join other young birds and form over-wintering flocks. Despite their adaptability and wide diet, many die in their first winter although some can live to be 20 years old.
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Roe Deer 


Many years ago I used to go deer-catching. It is a long story and an honourable and fascinating enterprise that was started in an attempt to reduce the fatalities incurred when darting deer to move them or take samples. For the tranquilliser to be strong enough to knock the animal out quickly, yet not so strong as to harm or kill it, you needed a pretty precise dose, which meant knowing the deer’s weight and state of health. That was almost impossible in a park herd and completely impossible for wild deer, and many died before they could be caught in time to give the antidote. But by catching them with nets, blindfolding them and securing them firmly but harmlessly, the injury and fatality rate dropped to almost zero.


So back in the 1970s, a team of between eight and 20 of us would catch red deer, sika, fallow, roe, muntjac and Chinese water deer. It involved going off all over the British Isles and Ireland and tackling large animals before bundling them into nets without doing them any harm – and trying not to do too much to ourselves. This still continues with great success but is not ideal for an old codger with crocked knees.


However, deer do not play much of a part in my life here. There is no evidence of them ever visiting the garden and we do not often see them in nearby fields. When we do, it is invariably roe deer.


Nor was there any sign of deer on the farm. But my son gave me a fixed camera for Christmas and we set it up in various places, recording foxes, badgers, buzzards and crows all visiting the corpse of a dead ewe. 


Then we moved the camera to a glade in a wood and the next day found that we had been visited by a roe deer and a fawn. It was nervous and barely crossed the lens for more than a few seconds, but was unmistakable. It was tremendously exciting, although mysterious that I had scoured every inch of our very small farm obsessively for sixteen years, yet never found any trace of deer before. It is no wonder that the Spanish call them el fantasma del bosque – the ghost of the forest. If they were out on the hillside, we would see them sooner or later because everything becomes silhouetted against the sky. It must mean that they stay in the valley bottom, near the river, keeping to the woods and well away from people. 


Roe and red deer are the only British natives and whereas red deer roam in large herds on upland moors and large tracts of semi-wooded land like the New Forest, roe are woodland animals. The males are solitary and the females live in small family groups. 


Although they are so secretive and thus not seen a great deal, there are reckoned to be as many as a million roe deer in the British Isles, making them by far the most common British deer. They rut in summer but the fertilised eggs do not start to develop into embryos until the new year and the doe does not give birth until the following June. Triplets are not unusual and twins are common.


Seeing deer on our land is wonderful and cause for celebration but we know if they make a habit of visiting, the trees we have planted and are planning to plant will be the first thing they will eat. Deer of all kinds, but especially roe, do great damage to forests and especially to young plants as they eat the new leading shoots. They also eat the understorey of established woods, which has a knock-on effect on bird nesting and feeding habitats. 


Another problem is not so much what deer naturally do, but that they have no predator, so where they breed, numbers quickly shoot up and the population exceeds its natural balance. The solution seems to be culling on a large scale – around 50 per cent annually. This is often impractical and bound to be extremely unpopular, so for the moment, numbers look set to increase. 
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FEBRUARY




Foxes’ Yowl


Woken at 4 a.m. by yowling foxes. It is mating season and the vixen’s curious rasping, strangled scream cuts eerily through the silence. Going to the window I can just make her out in the moonlight, trotting across the field, stopping every ten yards or so to call and advertise herself to the local dog foxes before she slips under the fence into the turnip field.


Next morning I walk across and see just a few strands of her orange coat caught on the barbed wire.
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Ducks 


Ducks are a permanent feature of the sky and fields above and around the garden and on four separate occasions we have kept ducks here, along with the chickens and, for a few years, guinea fowl. I have never known a wild duck land, let alone nest, in the garden and I don’t think I have even seen one in the sky above the farm. Our water there is too fast and rocky for them to feel at home. 


We normally see them in pairs, flying straight and fast, using the sky as an express route, sometimes doing laps three or four times around the same aerial circuit. There is none of the sense of using the three dimensions or of the playfulness that so many birds have in flight. Clearly our seemingly benign rural sky is a dangerous place for them.


In winter they burst out of the ditches and streams in a flurry when the dogs disturb them (and Nell chases them for hundreds of yards as they skim the ground) but in spring and early summer, they spend a lot of time out in the open, walking the fields to find a place to make a nest in the wet grassland. Unlike urban ducks, they seem to spend very little time paddling about in the water of either the river or the streams that lead into it. Their lives seem busy and fretful, and restricted to pairs sticking together, watching each other’s back.


Although I see ducks daily and am aware of variations from mallard to wigeon, teal, goldeneye and smew – sounding like a firm of country solicitors – I have not really taken the same sort of interest in them as I unthinkingly do about songbirds or raptors, or even the little brown jobs that so easily merge into anonymity. 


When we kept ducks I adored their charm as they waddled around the garden or came running to greet me, and was heartbroken every time they got eaten by fox, mink or polecat. That is the reason why we do not keep ducks any longer – not because we don’t want to but because they are too much like pets. I get too attached to them, so the subsequent and almost inevitable loss is unbearable. We could, of course, build a fortress pen with sunken wire netting, and a covering to stop them flying out or anything coming down in, but that destroys the point. Ducks waddling round the garden are a joy (whereas chickens are like a gang of bored vandalistic teenagers looking for trouble) and I would not want to coop them up. So I get my hit of ducks from the sky, racing across with none of the easy curiosity of their domestic counterparts.
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