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            Introduction

         

         This collection contains what I hope are the most compelling nature stories from two decades of writing for the Guardian. They are mostly what I love best: venturing into the world with eyes wide and mind open and writing honestly about other people and their relationships with other species. These are adventures and discoveries that became stories about wild and not-so-wild places, people and other species.

         We are often almost unknowingly drawn to a place that feels like home. In 1998, when the dotcom boom was firing up in warehouses between Westminster and the City of London, I took a shuddery old lift to the converted attic of a tatty commercial building in Clerkenwell for a job interview. Beneath high, whitewashed rafters was an airy space filled with pot plants and beige boxy Apple Macintosh computers that were tapped by self-assured, serious young people in casual clothing. This was the home of the Guardian’s new website, soon to be rebranded Guardian Unlimited.

         I belonged to an extremely lucky generation, graduating during the burgeoning optimism of the first years of the New Labour government, when old newspapers were looking for cheap young graduates to staff their clumsy 2 forays into the ‘new media’ of the World Wide Web. I’d wrangled a bit of work experience at ITN’s website and the Financial Times website but as soon as I answered a job ad (paid entry-level opportunities in the media! Ah, those were the days!) for a writer/researcher and stepped into the Guardian’s Ray Street office, I knew I wanted to work there. My mum had read the Manchester Guardian as a kid; I’d grown up in virtually the only Guardian-reading household in our rural village; the Guardian was home.

         After two years working on the website, I landed the job of the Guardian’s sole Australia correspondent and left the Ray Street office. This sounds glamorous, and it was, but in the realm of foreign correspondency it was the most junior role, in a part of the world that narrow-minded London editors deemed relatively unimportant. My job was to supply a bit of light relief: stories about the Olympics, which began just as I arrived, and other quirky, inconsequential reads. My first hit story was about a prehistoric stick insect dubbed ‘the walking sausage’, which had been discovered on Lord Howe Island.

         A few months after I arrived in Australia, I wrote about the northern hairy-nosed wombat, and how this endangered species was threatened with extinction by the destruction of its rainforest habitat. It was the first story I really cared about. I felt so sorry for the wombat, and deep empathy for the sorrows of its human champions. At a trivial level, the wombat was cute. At a portentous level, our relationship with the planet and its species simply 3 seemed like the most important subject. But writing about all this also felt like home.

         It was familiar to me because I had grown up in the countryside, the child of parents who cared deeply about the natural environment. My parents did the Good Life thing in the 1970s and we were raised on an acre-and-a-half of land with goats, rabbits and plentiful home-grown vegetables. Mum was a geographer, and passionate about natural landscapes. Dad nursed a profound emotional need to be close to wildlife and taught environmental science at the University of East Anglia in Norwich. With the keen ear of a child, I absorbed their discussions about the destruction of hedgerows, the hole in the ozone layer, and the need for people to live more sustainably.

         Siding with the planet is to side with the underdog, and this motivated much of my journalism. I didn’t write that much about wildlife or environmental issues at first, although after two years in Australia I felt I had covered every possible wryly amusing story about wacky animal happenings, from koalas invading the suburbs of Adelaide to killer jellyfish. The most significant issue I reported on during my time in Australia was the plight of refugees who were intercepted in boats seeking the safety of ‘the lucky country’ and dispatched to ‘offshore processing’ – which meant indefinite detention – on the dysfunctional tropical island of Nauru. My big dispatch from Nauru was published on the morning of 11 September 2001 as the twin towers in the United States 4 crumbled. The refugees did not get the attention they deserved.

         I don’t want to sound grand, because I wasn’t: I was a young person slowly learning how to be a competent journalist. Before I returned to London in 2002 I wrote a dispatch from the idyllic South Pacific island nation of Tuvalu, which was – and still is – threatened with inundation as sea levels rise because of human-made global heating. This is the earliest piece to appear in this collection and it remains deeply pertinent twenty years on. Over the next decade I became a general reporter and then a feature writer (writing longer stories), which meant I wrote about all kinds of subjects. I spent two years at The Times and was dispatched to report on the Iraq War. Even though I was based in probably the safest place for a war correspondent – a hospital ship – I discovered that I was too much of a coward to do war reporting. I’ve never had the toughness to be an investigative journalist either. In 2004 a reporter’s job was advertised at the Guardian and I was able to return to my journalistic home. Here, I reported on the plight of Gypsies and Travellers in this country but I also morphed into one of those embarrassing yoof correspondents, reporting from Glastonbury or writing amusing fluff about being a metrosexual or wearing onesies (my personal favourite).

         There is not much I haven’t written about over twenty Guardian years, from business stories to celebrity interviews to diaries to obituaries – more than 1.6 million 5 printed words and almost another million for the website. A lot of these were deeply inconsequential or not arranged in a particularly alluring order. But whenever I turned to report on an animal or an environmental issue I felt a deep sense of kinship with it. In 2009 I wrote a book about butterflies, The Butterfly Isles. Reconnecting with this childhood passion made me more determined to spend more of my time telling the many miraculous stories about other species and our relationships with them. When I half-heartedly tried to leave the Guardian in 2013 – they were offering voluntary redundancy and I was tempted to become a full-time book-writer – a particularly kind editor asked me what my dream role might be. My answer was to report on wildlife all the time. He gave me a preposterous job title, Natural History Writer, and, for the last eight years, working part-time at the Guardian while also writing books, this is what I’ve done.

         As well as writing an indecent amount about butterflies, I’ve discovered that the natural world supplies an inexhaustible fund of funny and fascinating revelations, even when many of these stories also bring out a sobering indictment of humankind’s myopia, chronic short-termism or greed. I’ve never been a polemical writer like my brilliant colleague George Monbiot; I’ve never had a column on the opinion pages where I formulate ferocious arguments about the undoubted stupidity of our species’ authoring of a planetary overheating and the sixth great epoch of extinction. Temperamentally, I just can’t do it. 6When I argue about things I get all ranty and feel ill.

         So you won’t find me banging on about the state of the world in this collection, although I think these stories together present a clear-eyed view of the challenges we have created for ourselves and other species on our planet. The tritest question David Attenborough gets asked (I’m sure I’ve asked it of him too) is whether he is hopeful that we can avert a planetary crisis. As the nature writer and Guardian country diarist Mark Cocker argues, hope is written into all our encounters with the natural world. Step outside, spend time with other species, including our own, and we are filled with a transcendent joy at being part of a world that is so much larger than ourselves. ‘You have only to have the sun on your back, the wind in your face and birdsong in your heart to know their river-bursting powers of liberation,’ Cocker writes in Our Place.

         My writing here is hopeful, and I hope it is open-minded too. Sometimes I know what I think about an issue before I begin to investigate it but mostly I don’t, and my mind always changes when I speak to people who have different or better-informed views. I always learn something new when I listen to other voices. Journalism is often a dirty word but good journalism is most of all about listening. I like to pay close attention to divergent views. Critics might say I load the dice when presenting a debate (about the persecution of hen harriers, for instance) but I hope I relay opposing arguments fairly. This may be fanciful but I believe my interest in understanding the multiple 7 sides of an issue derives from a childhood where I tried to keep diverging parents together. Like most parents who argue and eventually separate, my mum and dad had completely different versions of reality. As a teenager, I had to marry their two realities, and make sense of both points of view. Even when writing is superficially impersonal, it always rises from a deeply personal place. Occasionally I write in a more directly personal way: some of the longer stories in this collection are leavened with shorter, more personal, gently opinionated pieces, which come from the little ‘nature’ Notebook column I enjoyed writing for a few years.

         I’ve been so fortunate to find a home at the Guardian for twenty years. I hope my writing reminds us that we all have a home in nature. Being able to enjoy a life alongside other species is what makes us happy and keeps us well. Our planet is a wondrous home, our only home, and its diversity is our wealth. I hope we learn to take better care of it while we can.
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            The loneliest bat in England: is one greater mouse-eared bat the last of its kind?

         

         We cannot speak of its loneliness, but it must be Britain’s most solitary animal. For the last sixteen years, every winter, a male greater mouse-eared bat has taken up residence 300 metres inside a disused and exceedingly damp railway tunnel in West Sussex. The greater mouse-eared bat has been all but extinct in this country for decades. This is the only remaining one we know of. The future of the species in Britain appears to rest with one long-lived and very distinctive individual.

         The greater mouse-eared bat is so large that observers who first discovered it in Britain likened one to a young rabbit hanging from a wall. In flight, its wings can stretch to nearly half a metre – an astonishing spectacle in a land where bats are generally closer to the size of the rodent that inspired their old name: flittermouse.

         The bat has large, mouse-like ears and its feeding habits are as striking as its size. Rather than zig-zagging through darkening skies collecting flying insects, like most bats, Myotis myotis descends earthwards, flapping its wings very slowly as it covers the ground, picking up grasshoppers, crickets, dung beetles and other flightless insects as 12 it goes. Often, it will flop on to the ground, wings outstretched to fold over its prey.

         The solitary individual who spends the winters in West Sussex has never been observed in flight. Where it goes each spring is not known, and what it does is not known, nor which other animals, if any, it encounters. All that is known is that each winter the bat faithfully returns to its dark tunnel, where it hangs, almost motionless, for five months. This place of winter rest is a closely guarded secret, for the bat’s select band of self-appointed guardians are adamant: there can be no repeat of the scenes of 1957. That year, a live colony had been found inside an old mine on the Isle of Purbeck in Dorset. Although a reasonably familiar sight in southern Europe, where large colonies roost in caves, this was the first time a greater mouse-eared bat had been found in Britain. The Times published photographs, and a media frenzy ensued. Several animals were whisked out of hibernation and transported to TV and photographic studios and filmed for weeks before being returned to their hibernation hole. Disturbing bats mid-hibernation can kill them. Money was also offered for dead specimens and collectors spirited away individuals.

         This fascination was fatal: the greater mouse-eared bat was barely seen again in Dorset, apart from reports of ‘large, broad-winged bats’ in an appropriately Gothic setting: flying around Corfe Castle. Although another small colony of greater mouse-eared bats was found in West Sussex in the late 1960s, by 1992 the species was declared 13 extinct in Britain, the first mammal to disappear from our shores since the wolf 250 years ago.

         Bats fly beneath our radar. While butterfly sightings have been collected for 400 years and birds have been scientifically monitored for more than seventy years, bats only been systematically counted for less than two decades. Little is known about many of Britain’s eighteen bat species, some of which exist in perilously low numbers. Today they are threatened perhaps more than they’ve ever been by the loss of their insect prey, the conversion of old barns and derelict buildings in which they roost, and the bright lights of new suburbs, wind farms and speeding vehicles that bamboozle or kill them.

         The unexpected reappearance of the greater mouse-eared bat in its West Sussex tunnel, in 2002, was a symbol of hope. Against the odds, bats are surviving in our human-dominated land and, perhaps more than any other wild animal, they are constantly surprising us.

         Bats are great survivors. The oldest known fossil of a bat, found in a quarry in Wyoming in 2003, is about 52.5 million years old. Bats have been evolving for so long, and with so many specialised attributes, from echolocation to drastically extended forelimbs, that the order of Chiroptera – ‘winged hands’ in Latin – accounts for one in five species of mammal. They are supremely successful animals. As one expert puts it: when you have been evolving for so long, you’ve perfected the business of being a bat.

         That business is becoming trickier in a human-dominated 14 world. In older times, they were feared and despised. Modern people may be more tolerant, but even beneficent parts of society – from harvesters of renewable energy to vicars – are often hostile to bats. Energy-efficient homes seal up roof spaces where bats once roosted. New roads – and the planned route of HS2 – block traditional foraging routes. LED lighting is particularly disturbing for bats. Wind farms chop them up: according to a study published in 2016, researchers using sniffer dogs to find and retrieve bat carcasses calculated that twenty-nine onshore wind farms killed 194 bats per month – a kill rate that would dispatch 80,000 bats a year across Britain, without accounting for migrating bats taken out by the rapidly expanding rows of offshore turbines.

         Earlier this year members of the House of Lords spoke in favour of a bill that seeks to remove bats’ legal protection in churches unless there is a ‘significant’ adverse impact on rare bat populations. The Bishop of Norwich blamed barn conversions for driving bats into churches, with more than half of 12,000 listed churches housing roosts of bats. Worshippers had ‘come to the end of their tether’, warned the bishop, because of bat droppings despoiling fabrics and fittings. For much of the 1990s and early 2000s the Movement Against Bats in Churches – founded by a vicar’s wife – campaigned to eliminate the blight of bats. Is there another animal in Britain that has a dedicated protest movement against it?

         Bats that overcome these challenges can live a long time. 15 Only nineteen mammal species are longer-lived relative to their body size than humans, and all but one of these are bats. (The other is the naked mole rat.) And of these unusually durable mammals, the greater mouse-eared bat is one of the longest-lived of all: it can clock up more than thirty-five years. Scientists recently discovered that its longevity is probably due to the fact that, unlike most mammals, its telomeres – a string-like material at the end of its chromosomes – do not shorten with age. They hope further insights from the unique biology of Myotis myotis may one day help humans live longer.

         Time passes in a different way for such a long-lived animal, and so it seems with its guardians. I first contacted natural scientist and bat expert Tony Hutson in early 2017, and it was more than a year before he agreed to take me to see the bat. Hutson, a retired entomologist from the Natural History Museum, is wary of any interference in the creature’s peaceful existence. Each month of winter Hutson and other local recorders count the bats hibernating in several old railway tunnels, and each month I begged to be allowed to tag along. After the bat was inspected without me in December, January and February, finally Hutson agreed that I could accompany them on an extra trip they would undertake in March, with a big caveat: they didn’t normally inspect the bat so late in winter, and could not guarantee it would still be hanging there.

         Hutson is the second in a short lineage of champions of the greater mouse-eared bat. The first was a wildlife-loving 16 tea planter from Ceylon called Captain William Watt Addison Phillips. Phillips grew up in Staffordshire during the reign of Queen Victoria, and headed to Colombo to become a tea planter when he was nineteen. Living among the civets, leopards and sloth bears of Ceylon, he catalogued the bat’s natural history and published papers including ‘On the Habits of the Ceylon Gerbil’.

         After retiring, Phillips conducted a survey of the flora and fauna of the Maldives for the Natural History Museum before settling in Bognor Regis in 1959, just after the first greater mouse-eared bat frenzy. Phillips remained active and insatiably curious in retirement, taking an interest in every kind of animal and plant around him. He was also lucky: one day he found a grey long-eared bat – Britain’s second-rarest species – sprawled on his dustbin. It was dead. Some years later, Phillips explored some derelict railway tunnels in Sussex with his grandson. In one, they were delighted to discover a small colony of greater mouse-eared bats. Bearing in mind the old shooting aficionado’s adage, ‘What hits is history, what’s missed is mystery,’ Phillips shouldered his gun, brought down a couple and donated the specimens to the eager curators of the Natural History Museum, who added them to their collections.

         At the time Tony Hutson was working as a scientific researcher in the museum and, by chance, had already met Bill Phillips a few years earlier, during an expedition to the Maldives. Hutson had first become fascinated by bats 17 as a boy, when he saw them above an old priory. He was particularly gripped when he first witnessed the mystery of their motionless hibernation. ‘That got me – that they will sit there without moving for three or four months,’ he says. Growing up in south London, he joined a natural history youth group that met at the Natural History Museum and, as a young man, applied for a job there. He had a cup of tea with a secretary and asked if he could help its scientists who were studying bats. ‘They said: “No, but we can give you a job in entomology.”’ So Hutson cunningly pursued his passion by studying the ectoparasites – such as fleas – that live on bats.

         As one of the museum’s bat experts, Hutson spent much of his time coaxing irate homeowners not to destroy colonies of rare bats roosting in their roofs. But there were moments of adventure, too. He undertook an expedition to a cave in Ecuador with Erich von Däniken, the Swiss author of Chariots of the Gods, who believed that aliens visited earth and influenced early human culture. The explorers were winched into the cave by helicopter and the astronaut Neil Armstrong came along. ‘The theory was that if we did meet any aliens, he would be the best person for them to talk to,’ said Hutson. He found no aliens, but did come across a few interesting bat species.

         After taking note of Bill Phillips’ surprising discovery of a colony of greater mouse-eared bats in Sussex, Hutson first visited the old railway tunnels in 1974, and saw the bats for himself. ‘I was working with ectoparasites of bats 18 at the time, so I’d sometimes come down and poke a few around, searching for parasites,’ he said. The tunnel was bricked up, with a locked door at one end, to stop visitors from causing a repeat of the scenes that destroyed the Dorset population in the 1950s. (The bats gained access via ventilation grilles.) Each year in the 1980s, Hutson unlocked the door and counted the greater mouse-eared bats inside. Each year, their numbers dwindled. The Wildlife and Countryside Act of 1981 gave bats and their roosts legal protection for the first time, but then, disaster: one winter, all the female greater mouse-eared bats disappeared from the tunnel. It seemed that their maternity roost – the barn or some other unknown place in Britain where the females raised their young during the summer – must have been destroyed, perhaps in a fire, or by developers. By 1992 the greater mouse-eared bat was declared extinct.

         But Tony Hutson did not give up. Each winter he continued to check tunnels and disused mines all over the south of England. Nine years later, his vigilance was vindicated. He heard reports of a live bat found, grounded, in Bognor, and raced to the seaside town. By the time he arrived, this old female bat had died. And it presented another puzzle: it was disabled.

         ‘A bat’s forearms are usually the same length, but on this bat they were different lengths,’ he remembered. ‘Whether it spent its life flying around in circles, I’m not sure.’ Was there a secret, residual population of mouse-eared bats? It appeared not, for this venerable female showed no 19 sign of ever having bred, and no sign of having communed with any other mouse-eared bats. ‘There were no parasites on it that it would have picked up from others of its kind, which is what I was looking for,’ said Hutson. But the find put him on high alert.

         At the end of 2002 his annual inspection of the old tunnel where the bats had been found by Captain Bill Phillips in the 1960s revealed a single greater mouse-eared bat. It was a young male, born that spring. Hutson and the protectors placed a silver tag on its elbow and wondered how this species would surprise them next.

         By March this year I was desperate to see this bat. I met Hutson on a murky day in a lay-by close to the secret tunnel. He had been visiting the bat each month over winter, but offered no crumb of comfort. ‘Whether he flew off last night, I don’t know,’ he said with a twitch of deadpan humour. We set off with some fellow bat enthusiasts: Crispin Scott of the National Trust, and Sue Harris and Martin Phillis, volunteer bat recorders for the Sussex Bat Group and part of a network of bat fans who form the Bat Conservation Trust. This small charity is the national voice for bats in Britain, and Hutson revealed, with characteristic modesty, that he helped set it up.

         We walked down the cutting of an old railway line, sharp lumps of chalk and fallen trees tumbling down the banks. The tiniest trace of people having walked along the cutting worried the protectors. ‘It’s too open,’ said Scott. ‘We need to fell a couple of trees across here so only people 20 in the know come down.’ At the end was a tunnel of red brick, marching into the hillside.

         At the centre of its bricked-up entrance was an iron hatch. Phillis pulled out a key, unlocked the top and the bottom, and we squeezed inside. The tunnel was cool but not freezing; dark but not pitch-black. Daylight shone from the grille above our heads and in the far distance, like a mirage, was a crescent of light – another grille, 680 metres away, at the tunnel’s end.

         I hadn’t anticipated the water. There was the sound of constant dripping as water oozed through the brick ceiling and hit the stony floor. The bricks glistened with moisture. ‘Bats need it very humid,’ said Hutson. ‘If it gets too dry, they dehydrate.’ There were black stains on curved tunnel walls and ceiling. Only when we later emerged and discovered our faces were streaked with black did I realise that this was archaeological soot, from the steam trains that last entered this tunnel in the 1950s.

         The bat protectors wielded head and hand torches and began by painstakingly sweeping their beams up and down the curved walls of the tunnel, inspecting ginger-coloured fungi, straggly like beards, and searching for the bats that clung in crevices where mortar or brickwork had come away. Different species shared this tunnel. Smaller species may temporarily wake from hibernation to pee or feed if it is mild, but the greater mouse-eared goes deeper into the tunnel and remains motionless for longer. Hutson pointed out the different species, with their distinctive 21 features. The Natterer’s bat has long, trumpety ears and a Daz-white belly; Daubenton’s bat has big feet, which it uses to grab insects off the surface of ponds. These bats are counted three times each winter for Bat Conservation Trust hibernation surveys.

         We probably didn’t need to, but we talked in low murmurs. I walked past the bats’ somnolent bodies with the same care I take while tiptoeing into my children’s bedroom when they are sleeping.

         The first question Hutson asked when he found the mouse-eared bat in 2002 was: where did it go after its winter hibernation? Answer this question, and he might find other members of its tribe. Hutson contacted colleagues in Portugal who better knew its lifestyle and were familiar with its preferred summer habitats. ‘We organised a big survey, well sort of,’ he said. ‘We met in the pub and looked at prime local habitat. It was a time when they were cutting a lot of hay and these bats often go for freshly cut hay, where they can find more insects.’

         During summer, the greater mouse-eared bat roosts high in church and castle turrets in northern Europe, and in caves in the south. Hutson looked in old sand and chalk mines, and in disused lime kilns. He asked industrial archaeologists and consulted other societies for secretive enthusiasts. ‘There’s always some nut looking for holes in the ground,’ he said. ‘We combed the region for suitable sites.’ The bat group appealed to the media, encouraging people to look for big bats. They collected a hair sample 22 to use DNA to identify its origin, but the lab scientists weren’t able to extract DNA at the time.

         The broadcaster and naturalist Chris Packham came to film the hunt. But there was no trace of the bat or its kin. The bat did turn up at the Sussex tunnel the next winter, however, and the winter after that. Hutson considered putting a VHS radio tag on the bat, but was worried that the burden of a tag could kill it, and he would be blamed. ‘What put me off in the end was if it didn’t turn up again that winter, I’d be drummed out of the country,’ he said. In 2007, however, the protectors plucked up the courage to carefully take the bat off the tunnel wall during its hibernation and inspect it. Its teeth were a bit worn, but it was in good health – and very alone. During his inspection of its private parts, Hutson found signs that it had never been sexually active.

         We were now 300 metres inside the tunnel. A Natterer’s was stuffed into a crevice no wider than a centimetre. ‘He’s awake, isn’t he?’ said Hutson, swiftly moving his torch away so as not to disturb it. Then he pointed his torch towards a bat that was noticeably larger than the others: solid, and tea-cup sized. ‘A very rare bat,’ he said, ‘but not rare enough for you.’ A Bechstein’s bat.

         What of the mouse-eared bat? ‘He has definitely moved,’ said Sue Harris, who had noted his position during their previous inspection, in February. We were in the relatively warm middle of the tunnel, where it was 8.2°C, but there was no bat. Harris walked ahead. Suddenly, her 23 methodical movements became frantic. ‘I can hardly contain my excitement,’ she called out.

         High up, where a whole brick had fallen from the wall, hung a large, sandy-coloured bat. A silver ring wrapped around its forearm shone in our torchlight. The greater mouse-eared bat. The Natterer’s bats we had seen weighed eight grams. This one weighed more than thirty grams, with a broad pink muzzle, a long, pale underside, and dark-brown wings folded up tight by its side like an umbrella.

         It would be hard to bond with a creature you only ever saw perfectly still, in a deep sleep, face averted from the world. Was Hutson fond of it? ‘I shall be sorry when it’s not there, assuming I outlive it,’ he said. ‘You never know – it might have another twenty years to go. It might be having an easy time, no stresses. It looks quite tough, sort of robust.’ But Harris was worried. ‘He’s looking damp, especially around the neck area. He didn’t look at all damp in February,’ she said. Droplets of water glistened silver on his fur. His ring looked tarnished.

         The bat’s unknowability was frustrating but, after sixteen years, Hutson had become resigned to the unanswered questions about this individual, and the fate of the species in Britain. Where does this bat go? Perhaps to France? Are there really no more? ‘After a few years I wondered if we should have done more in terms of finding others,’ said Hutson, ‘but now I’m convinced it is a loner and whatever we had done wouldn’t have made a difference.’ Could they reintroduce the species using wild specimens caught in 24 continental Europe? ‘The first problem is that they would have to go into quarantine for six months because of rabies. After being in captivity for six months they wouldn’t be too good at operating in the wild.’

         We reached the end of the tunnel. There was no exit, just a solid wall of breeze blocks. The bat seemed less a pioneer, the first of its kind, than a survivor, the last of its kind – like the tunnel, a dead end.

         Not far from where the bat hung motionless, Fiona Mathews was busy moving boxes into her office in the University of Sussex’s 1960s campus at Falmer. An enthusiastic, plain-speaking professor of environmental biology and chair of the Mammal Society, Mathews had just arrived from the University of Exeter and was determined to find out more about the greater mouse-eared bat. She had admired them on the continent, and had seen them landing on prey and covering it with outstretched wings. ‘We’ve caught some and you think, “Blimey, that’s big.” They come out [of the net] teeth first.’

         If there really is only one greater mouse-eared bat in Britain, with no possibility of reproduction, then it is as good as extinct. Seven other British bat species exist in such low numbers that no reliable population data exists. But technology such as bat detectors, which reveal bats by the sound of their echolocation, is helping better monitor populations. The Bat Conservation Trust’s systematic monitoring of ten species since the start of this century has revealed an unexpected picture: nine of these appear 25 to be increasing in number. If true, it is yet another way in which bats have surprised us.

         But counting bats accurately is difficult, said Mathews. They are usually counted where they are known to roost, but scientists have yet to work out a way of counting roosts. ‘Unless we know that, it makes it very difficult to understand what is going on with the population,’ she said. Current threats to bats seem to spring from misunderstanding of both human and bat nature. Today, every bat and roosting site in the EU is protected by the EU Habitats Directive. But legal protection infuriates many homeowners and developers, and may encourage the furtive destruction of bat colonies.

         Environmental legislation usually follows a ‘polluter pays’ principle, but with bats, the person providing a home for bats is penalised and must meet all the expense of surveying and providing alternative sites. The government is promising that after Brexit, public money for farmers will be based on the services they provide for the ecosystem (clean water, fertile soils etc.). Mathews wondered whether a similar formula could be applied to homeowners who provide bat services.

         ‘You can understand why people find it frustrating when they want to convert their barn and it’s got bats in it and it’s a complete palaver,’ she said. ‘Whoever has a bat roost is providing a service to the rest of the community, so there should be a community effort to make sure the bats are protected.’

         The second challenge for bats is another visible sign of 26 society’s supposed care for them: the bat bridges that span new roads. These trellises of wires hung between telegraph poles either side of the carriageway are designed to funnel bats up and safely over fast-moving traffic so they are not killed by cars and lorries when they follow their traditional foraging routes across new roads. Unfortunately, they don’t work: bats are still killed by moving vehicles. And there is no funding to monitor how bats use these bridges, if at all, or to test whether there may be a design that does work.

         ‘The idea that bats are going to cross a road in one place and not in lots of others is preposterous. They wouldn’t have done that before the road was built. Why would they suddenly go to one crossing point? Yes, a bridge may be built on one key flight line [such as following a hedgerow] but the bats probably have twenty key flight lines,’ Mathews said. The evidence that bat bridges actually help bats cross new roads is poor, although there is stronger evidence showing bats willing to use tunnels under new roads and broader green bridges over them. Mathews was seeking to raise money to test different bridge designs before a road is built, and was mystified as to why the Highways Agency pumped public money into unproven bridges. ‘They just want to tick a box rather than make stuff that works. That’s a really bad use of public money.’

         Despite the roads, the regulations, the wind turbines and the barn conversions, Mathews feels there are grounds for optimism for Britain’s rarest bat. The greater mouse-eared bat may have dipped in and out of extinction in 27 Britain, but after decades of decline in northern Europe, the species is on the rise again in countries such as Austria. She believes it might be possible to find out more about the lonely bat’s mysterious life. ‘My first question was: why don’t we put a GPS tag on it?’ she said.

         
            It’s already sixteen. It’s now or never. We don’t want to intervene and hasten the demise of this animal, but on the other hand, it does seem a rather wasted opportunity not to find out anything else about it. If it had been me, I would’ve been blitzing the place looking for evidence of greater mouse-eared bats, and I don’t think anybody has.

         

         Mathews will start doing just that this summer, putting out special nets such as a harp trap – a large frame with strings between it, which cause a bat to drop unharmed into a collection chamber below:

         
            The same species on the continent is often found in churches and castles and big buildings. We could start looking at these sorts of places. We could also do DNA analysis of historic droppings. Perhaps it does go to France every summer and comes back? Surely it won’t be the only one doing that? We could do some more work in the autumn, when these bats exhibit swarming behaviour. If there are others in the area that happen not to hibernate in the tunnel, it’s possible they may turn up at that time of year. 28

         

         Tagging, she admitted, won’t be simple. At least the size of the greater mouse-eared makes it easier: you don’t want a tag to weigh more than 5 per cent of a bat’s body weight, but the smallest GPS tags have now shrunk in size to just 1.5–2 grams, which makes it light enough to fix to the animal. But while tags are revealing hitherto-unknown facts about migratory birds from cuckoos to sandpipers, bat tags cannot be powered by lightweight solar because the wearer flies at night. When bats go underground, the tag needs a special programme to stop it constantly searching for a satellite and draining its battery. Mathews could use a combined GPS and VHS radio tag, but the latter requires a receiver, and if the bat disappears to France it will be out of range. The greater mouse-eared bat’s life beyond its lonely tunnel will almost certainly remain unknown for a while longer.

         2018

         
            *

         

         Britain’s ‘loneliest bat’ inspired a play, Vespertilio, by Barry McStay, which opened in 2019 in a disused railway tunnel beneath Waterloo Station in London. The greater mouse-eared bat returned to his usual winter resting place in 2019 but did not appear at all during the winter of 2020. Tony Hutson feared this long-lived solitary bat had died. Unfortunately we are unlikely to ever discover how, why or where.
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29
            Calm down, deer: in search of the Beast of Bushy

         

         Three hinds shoot me a doe-eyed look of warning. The enormous creature that looms over us is pumped full of testosterone, armed with a sixteen-point set of antlers, and has not had sex for a year. He eyeballs me, throws back his head and emits a groan that Chewbacca would struggle to emulate. Is this the Beast of Bushy?

         Every October since Henry VIII introduced them to hunt, the rutting stags of Bushy Park in south-west London have made war with each other to find themselves a female. This year, they have widened the field of combat and thrust their antlers at a swan, a young girl who had to be taken to hospital with head, wrist and chest injuries, and a woman and a man in their fifties, who were both knocked down by stags.

         What terror is stalking the wilds of suburban London? Has the heat turned red deers’ heads? Are ruminant tourists getting too close? Is there a rogue giant – the Beast of Bushy – after our behinds?

         The media will always pursue an alliterative animal tale – last year’s seasonal stag story starred the Emperor of Exmoor – which is why I find myself wandering across the park, risking a goring for the Guardian.

         30 You hear them before you smell them and you smell them before you see them. The stags – there are 125 red deer in Bushy Park – bellow guttural ‘ugh-ugh-ughs’ followed by great groans. A pungent scent reminiscent of a randy billy goat drifts over the bracken. And then a gigantic set of antlers rises up.

         ‘They hide and then they appear out of the bracken without warning,’ said Diane Arnold, who puts her two dogs, Amber and Millie, on the lead as a stag moves purposefully towards us.

         ‘We got chased the other day,’ said her friend, Sarah Shepherd. ‘He wanted us off the path. It was hilarious.’

         There are two million deer roaming Britain, more than at any time since the Norman conquest, despite an annual cull of up to 350,000 animals. Increasingly deer are living suburban lives, so clashes between man and beast are inevitable in weird, man-made ecosystems such as Bushy Park, where noisy, exotic ring-necked parakeets dash between ancient English oaks and dogs hurtle after grey squirrels.

         Eight mums perform elaborate stretches by their baby buggies. Joggers go round and round and round. It’s enough to turn a stag quite doolally.

         ‘We’re going to ride him!’ shouted a young man to his four-year-old daughter, running up to a stag slumbering in the rutting hotspot, which is inconveniently situated between the car park and the children’s playground. ‘The Beast of Bushy Park, what’s that?’

         31 Warned about the rutting season, the man and his family marvel at how the pumped-up stags have waited a year to have sex. ‘You get grumpy after a week,’ said his wife.

         ‘One of them could kill a kid in two seconds with them bloody horns,’ said Robbie Mac, who was obeying the notices banning the feeding of the deer and instead throwing soggy bread to menacing Canada geese – another exotic addition to Bushy Park life.

         Is there a Beast? ‘I’m so glad you asked that,’ said a spokeswoman for the Royal Parks. ‘There’s no rogue stag. All the stags are charged with testosterone, they are all battling for supremacy, but there is no Beast.’

         Rumours about the Beast are multiplying. Some park-goers think the stags have been turned aggressive by the annual cull, which recently ended. Others believe new beasts have been added to the herd from Scotland to mix up the narrow gene pool, and that these are less accustomed to the public. In fact, the last time animals were introduced from Scotland was in 1637, according to the Royal Parks, and the only recent introduction was one pair of red deer five years ago.

         The most persuasive theory is, in fact, that the recent fine weather sent record numbers of pesky humans to the park who failed to obey the fifty-metre rule, so got caught between pairs of rutting stags.

         ‘Although they are magnificent creatures, it’s important to admire them from a respectful distance – at least fifty metres,’ said the Royal Parks spokeswoman.

         32 Park-goers agree. ‘People are asking for trouble,’ said Sarah Shepherd. ‘Stags are wild animals at the end of the day.’
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            Ancient roots: legal protection for trees

         

         A dark green tree stands on the north side of the medieval stone church in Defynnog in the Brecon Beacons. The tree is broader than it is tall and has divided into two quite separate elements over the centuries. Beneath its low boughs, multiple trunks resemble molten lava. Some limbs twist like sinews, others are ramrod straight. Some patches of wood are as smooth as liquid, other parts are as spiny as a sea urchin. Stag’s antlers of dead branches sit alongside spiky fresh foliage that turns ancient stumps into vast shaving brushes.

         All forms of tree seem to be present in this fantastical, sculptural yew in a small Welsh village. According to some experts, it may even be more than 5,000 years old. Yet it is, remarkably, far less protected than the church building beside it.

         Thanks to stringent English and Welsh heritage rules, about 500,000 listed buildings – including bus stops and skate parks – enjoy high levels of legal protection. Damage to Defynnog Church, a Grade I-listed building of ‘exceptional interest’, could be penalised with two years in prison and unlimited fines. By contrast, if anyone harmed the yew next to it they could well escape punishment altogether. But campaigners hope all that could change 34 following a petition calling for better legal protection for ancient yews, which has gained 230,000 signatures. The fate of such trees has been discussed in the House of Lords, and barristers are drawing up plans for new legislation to protect them.

         Britain is home to far more ancient yews than any other country in Europe. The Ancient Yew Group has identified 978 of the species over 500 years old in England and 407 in Wales. France has seventy-seven, Germany and Spain just four each. For Janis Fry, an artist and yew expert who started the petition, the tree at Defynnog, thought by other authorities to be just 1,500 years old, possesses ‘every possibility of creation’. Its red berries show it is female but, unusually, it also has one male branch.

         The yew is cherished by its local vicar and parish, but some visitors who worship it have stripped needles from its boughs. Fry tuts as she points to them. ‘The pagans have been taking needles off it,’ she says, explaining that some believe the yellowish needles possess healing powers. This is one small sign of the yew’s cultural and religious heft – many are found in churchyards, with theories abounding as to why this might be. Some have suggested that yews thrive on the soil surrounding corpses, with one seventeenth-century commentator writing that the trees can help keep at bay the odours produced by putrefaction. Others believe the fact that the yew is poisonous would have deterred farmers from grazing their animals in churchyards. Yet another theory suggests that the wood 35 was used to make longbows to support the church’s military ambitions.

         Whatever the reason, many old yews were planted by Norman church-builders, others by Celtic Christians, and some predate Christianity altogether, showing how the new religion supplanted older sacred sites.

         The yew’s mystical qualities are derived from its ability to regenerate, producing fresh shoots from apparently dead wood – including beams within buildings. The yew can regenerate humans, too – the anti-cancer drug Taxol is derived from the bark of the Pacific yew – while the ancient trees are home to a wealth of wildlife.

         According to Fry, about 500 ancient yews have been destroyed in the last century. Most of these were before the 1980s but there are more recent losses. Fry cites the chopping down of an ancient yew in Penegoes, Wales. Another was cut down on the boundary of Ashford Carbonell churchyard in Shropshire in 2011. And Fry says churchyard trees are often neglected. ‘Ivy grows all over them and acts as a sail in the wind and breaks their branches,’ she says. Fry has found stowed in ancient yews the remains of an old oil tank, lawn mowers, breeze blocks and bags of cement.

         These smaller slights against ancient yews are revealed on a tour of Shropshire with tree campaigner Rob McBride. A magnificent yew in the churchyard at Uppington has a hollow inside containing a garden rake and a lawnmower grass box. Ivy snakes up its limbs, and 36 climbs the ancient yews in nearby Kenley churchyard.

         In both, McBride points to stumps where yew branches have been cut, potentially stopping it from regenerating. Although most churchwardens are well-meaning, says McBride, there is no legal requirement for churches to call upon specialist ancient tree surgeons when trimming an old yew ‘instead of Fred down the road who has a saw’.

         McBride is astonished that there is no legal protection for ancient yews. ‘If I took a chisel to the church at Uppington, it would be a criminal offence. So how can people just cut bits off ancient yews?’ he says.

         Fry is heartened by the success of her petition but believes any moves to translate it into government legislation will be scuppered by Church lobbying. ‘If we’ve got the largest collection of ancient yews in the world, why aren’t they protected?’ she says. ‘It’s because the Church won’t have it. The Church has always considered such moves an unnecessary challenge to its authority and jurisdiction over its own property.’

         The Church of England says it won’t support a campaign for extra protection for yews because there is already adequate protection via tree protection orders (TPOs) issued by local authorities. Yews are also protected if they are in a conservation area and the Church of England’s own law requires individual churches to seek permission to remove any churchyard trees. The Church of England is wary of adding to the legislative burden its managers already face.

         Alex Glanville of the Church in Wales strikes a more 37 emollient note. ‘Clearly, we want them celebrated and it’s a really important thing that we happen to own. I’d love them to have special acknowledgement, and maybe special protection is a way of doing that,’ he says. ‘But if a tree receives a certain designation, is that actually going to improve things?’

         Glanville admits that some churches have made ‘ill-informed’ decisions about trimming churchyard yews in the past. The Church in Wales has introduced a new requirement for churches with ancient yews to seek advice from ancient tree specialists before undertaking any tree surgery, and provides funding for that specialist advice.

         ‘We’re not sure ancient yews are desperately under threat,’ says Glanville, ‘because what’s going to threaten them? It’s going to be ill-informed work.’

         Paul Powlesland, a barrister who founded Lawyers for Nature, says the existing TPO system is ‘not brilliant protection’ for ancient trees. TPOs only tend to be granted by a local authority if a tree is threatened. A protection order is often too late, and too little. ‘The punishments for breaching a TPO are not reflective of the importance of these trees,’ argues Powlesland. ‘It’s an anomaly in our law that we haven’t grappled properly with the idea of protecting living things. If an ancient oak was chopped down in 1700 and turned into a building, that oak in the building would now be protected. If it carried on growing, it wouldn’t.’

         Fry hopes that new legal protection for Britain’s 38 ancient trees, and especially its yews, could be a kind of positive nationalism for a country mired in Brexit. ‘The UK could make something of that – we are independent, and we’ve got the largest collection of ancient yews on earth,’ she says.

         Powlesland agrees. Protecting ancient trees ‘crosses political divides – it can unite environmental lefties and political conservatives’, he says.

         
            It speaks to who we are as a country. What is this land? What does it mean to be British? It’s a chance for politicians to make themselves part of history. These yews have existed for thousands of years. Hopefully, if we protect them, they will still exist when this entire civilisation is consigned to the history books. That’s a magical thing.
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            Flying high: London’s peregrine falcons

         

         By the four chimneys of Battersea power station, between tower cranes and builders’ cabins, is an unobtrusive metal mast. At the top, a watchful figure looks down upon the 3,000 workers bustling around this vast £9 billion construction site.

         ‘Female,’ says David Morrison, with a deft glance through his binoculars. ‘She’s protecting her nest site. There was an intruding female about half an hour ago.’

         Suddenly, she’s off, arrow-like, steepling down from her mast and over the Thames, in pursuit of an unlucky bird. This year, the first residents and businesses will move into the revamped power station, but the London landmark already has its first family. A pair of peregrine falcons have been nesting here since 2000.

         These fearsome wild birds of prey, the fastest member of the animal kingdom, are thriving in the capital. There were three pairs in London at the turn of the century; now there are thirty, probably the second-highest density of peregrines anywhere in the world after New York. The peregrine, once considered a bird of lonely rocky cliffs, almost fell extinct in Britain in the last century. Now it has reinvented itself as an urban creature. Pairs nest in many cities and towns, including Manchester, Derby, Coventry, 40 Chichester, Ipswich and Norwich. The peregrine is safer in the city than the countryside.

         It’s spring, and the peregrines of Battersea are laying eggs. We walk closer to the metal mast topped by a wooden nest box. The peregrine peers over the edge, cocking its head to size us up with one enormous eye. This alpha female is the most powerful wild bird in London. Peregrines will bully and sometimes kill much bigger birds, from buzzards to crows. And the female is a third bigger than the male. Over the past three years, this bird has successfully fledged eleven chicks. ‘It shows she’s a very virile female. She’s in her prime,’ says Morrison, admiringly.

         Morrison is one of the reasons for the peregrine boom in London, alongside volunteers for the London Peregrine Partnership, which also monitors the birds. He was a steel fixer on a construction site in Battersea when he discovered they were nesting in the then derelict power station. He’d always loved birds, and knew that this rare bird enjoys the highest legal protection. He contacted Natural England, the government’s wildlife watchdog, and began surveying urban peregrines. Under his watch, pairs of this fiercely territorial bird have taken up residence on high buildings. Once they ‘hold’ a territory, they sometimes struggle to breed successfully without a purpose-built nest box, so Morrison provided some. Six years ago he retired and became a full-time peregrine consultant and ecologist.

         He faced his biggest challenge in 2013. Battersea’s peregrines nested just below one of its famous towers but the 41 chimneys needed to be taken down and rebuilt as part of the power station’s transformation. The Battersea Power Station Development Company spent more than £100,000 on a relocation plan, building the mast at exactly the same height as the old nest in the quietest corner of the construction site. When the birds finished breeding that year, Morrison closed off their old nest and waited. It was a tense moment. ‘It’s nature, isn’t it? You can’t predict what they are going to do.’ But the birds took up residence in his new nest box and have successfully bred there ever since. ‘There are very few other species that would adapt and wouldn’t just go,’ says Morrison. ‘They will even hunt from the cranes here. They are not going to move.’

         They hunt at dawn, before work starts at 8 a.m., and then ‘sit up there watching the world go by’, says Morrison. Alongside his nest sites, an all-you-can-eat urban buffet is the main reason the birds are thriving. As we gaze at the peregrine, flocks of feral pigeons scurry through the air just below her. If a particularly large flock breaks away, ‘it gets too much for the peregrines and they are off in pursuit’, says Morrison. ‘One of the most spectacular hunts I’ve ever seen is from the power-station chimneys. They hunt from here every day.’
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