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I dedicate this book, with gratitude, to the engaged listeners
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Introduction


THE antics that go on, honestly! Caterpillars that sing, squeezing body parts together to make a squeaky, chirping noise, calling in ants for assistance and protection. Wood mice using sticks, stones and shells to make signposts for themselves, marking the route to a grove of fresh bluebell shoots for a fresh spring feast. Profoundly intelligent pilot whales using unique signature whistles for each other, with language and regional dialects, living in communities in which kinship is traced through the female line. Hundreds of oak trees synchronising the production of acorns every few years in order to outwit the squirrels who might otherwise eat them all. Clovers hosting nitrogen-fixing bacteria in their root nodules, a symbiosis that allows them to harvest nitrogen directly from the air. Male oysters spawning at the beginning of the breeding season, then changing gender, becoming female and spawning again later in the season as egg-producing females. Sharks’ electroreceptors that allow them to detect the electro-magnetic pulses that every creature emits, so they can sense a heartbeat from miles away.


Life is unfathomably elaborate. Each and every species is ridiculously well adapted to a very particular niche in the world, each organism with their own unique way of being. It is estimated that there are between 6 and 12 million distinct species currently in existence, each endowed with mind-boggling physiological traits and abilities, complex life strategies and an array of inter-species relationships, all honed through millions of years of evolution.* Collectively, all these living organisms join forces to maintain the conditions suitable for life on this planet.


Picturing the Earth as it appears from space, it is life itself that produces the turquoise hues of the oceans and the chlorophyll greens that cover the continents. Even the clouds that show up on satellite images of Earth from afar are there because of the existence of oceanic algae and the particles they emit into the atmosphere. Living organisms are the reason why oxygen levels are so well suited to life as it currently exists. And rather than each life form having evolved in response to the existing material environment, communities of living organisms and the ecosystems of which they are part have been actively shaping the material environment on this planet since life first appeared. It is life that plays a key role in actively maintaining habitable conditions on planet Earth, an iterative, self-regulating system.


Understanding some of the aspects of how the natural world works is a constant source of wonder, but even without these insights, we humans have an innate propensity to recognise, explore and marvel at the variety of living things with whom we share our world. My earliest memory is of being under a hedge, surrounded by a reassuring tangle of overhead branches, in a playpen of primroses. I was submerged in awe. I felt I had discovered a magical miniature realm, one that only I, being the youngest and smallest of the family, could enter.


Perhaps at the same time I was ensconced among that bank of primroses, the distinguished evolutionary biologist E.O. Wilson was about to publish his book Biophilia. He begins this seminal work by describing humans’ inherent love of nature, how we are genetically programmed to subconsciously seek connections with the life around us, to understand, explore and interpret the living world. The extent to which we thrive, both as a society and as a species, depends on this propensity.


Now, decades after leaving that idyllic home in the Wicklow Mountains, I still remember the enchantment I experienced as a child: clambering up into the reaching boughs of an old oak tree; nesting in under hedges full of life; and peering into a swallows’ nest in the barn to gape at the open yellow beaks of featherless chicks, eager for their parents to return with balls of insect protein. I am still just as inclined to clamber into and over the nooks and crannies where I can lie among the fractal shapes of ferns, examine the repeating textures of mosses, wonder at the geometry of flowers, and feel the promise of hazel branches when they begin to bud in spring. These tendencies are a normal human behaviour. These innate affinities with the natural world, now coined in the term biophilia, have been essential for the development of our species, as we learned to adapt to new environments and fulfil our needs by our knowledge of the plants and animals that make up all the habitats where we too live. It is no wonder that we are hardwired to be intrigued by the life that surrounds us.


Yet, our current culture is one in which our predisposition to observe and connect with nature is seen as childish or dismissed as hippy dippy. The tendency, even among conservation scientists, is to stick to hard science: facts and figures pertaining to the behaviour or population dynamics of certain species; quantifiable thresholds of pollutants; and the ever-rising parts per million of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. By distancing ourselves such, we devalue these connections and restrict our understanding of the natural world to cold mechanics. This viewpoint is seen as objective. Dissociated, we even consider ourselves superior to all the other creatures on the planet. This gives us rights and entitlements, which in turn leads to a lethal misunderstanding about our place in the world.


In writing ‘Nature File’ for RTÉ lyric fm since 2017, I have been indulging in biophilia. Each week, I explore intriguing stories about Ireland’s natural world, weaving scientific insights together with folklore, ethnobotany and history. In the collection that follows here, I have assembled glimpses into the lives and relationships of a selection of wild creatures, all of which are, or were once, part of Irish ecosystems. Some of these stories are about familiar plants and animals; those we see on a daily basis, such as earthworms, lichens, dandelions and pigeons; their life strategies and the cultural associations. Some are about butterflies, birds and mammals that are readily encountered when we foray into the hedgerows, fields, woodlands, rivers, lakes and shorelines. There are pieces about sea snails, cold water corals and pilot whales: oceanic creatures we know are out there but rarely get to observe in person. In each case, I seek to understand and describe their place in the world, and celebrate their elaborate adaptations and interdependent relationships with other organisms. In compiling a selection of Nature Files for this book, I am encouraging you to let loose your innate biophilia. Whatever hope we might nurture for the future, much depends on our cultural perspectives about our own place in the webs of life that power the world.







	

* There are approximately 2.2 million formally recognised living species in the world; however, most experts suggest that the real number of species is between 6 and 12 million.
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The enthusiastic embrace of mating frogs



Lá Fhéile Bríde, or St Brigid’s Day, falls on 1 February and traditionally marks the start of spring. It continues the much older, pre-Christian tradition of Imbolc, celebrated since Neolithic times. Imbolc marks the end of the earth’s winter sleep, the turning point when days begin to lengthen and another cycle of growth begins. The beginning of February also heralds the beginning of frog-mating season, when frogs follow the very same routes their forebears followed for generations, through wet ditches, streamsides and damp fields, tracing their way back to the very same pond, bog pool, wet ditch or lakeshore where they began life. If you’re keen on a chance to witness frog couples spawning through February and March, be sure to investigate when passing a pond, wet ditch or sheltered lake edge. Do approach quietly, though, as they are likely to hear your footsteps and hop to cover in fear of being snatched up by a predator.


More than 6,000 different species of frog exist, making frogs among the most diverse group of all animals. Here in Ireland, however, we only have the one species of frog, Rana temporaria, also known as the common frog. It has been argued that our frogs are not native to Ireland, that rather than making their own way here at the end of the last ice age, they were introduced by the Normans. Others have suggested that frogs were introduced from Britain in the seventeenth century. But insights provided by genetic analysis have shown that frogs have indeed been in Ireland since early in the postglacial period, making them a fully sworn-in member of our native fauna. There is even a newly discovered, genetically distinct variant in the southern parts of Ireland that likely descends from frogs who survived in refugia during the most recent glaciation.


As such, frogs are very much part of our food webs, eating and being eaten by all manner of other animals. Their preferred diet is one of slugs, flies, worms and spiders, and they in turn are gladly gobbled up by herons, kestrels, merlins, owls and otters. They would surely be sorely missed if they were to disappear tomorrow. Fortunately, the population of frogs is quite healthy, with around 165 million frogs present throughout the Republic of Ireland, despite a major loss of ponds from the landscape since the 1980s.


Being amphibious, frogs are slippery and moist, so it may come as a surprise to discover that they can be very clingy animals indeed. If you’re a female frog, you can’t be expecting elaborate courtship rituals. You’ll simply be grabbed by the nearest male and embraced – tightly – till you spawn. This embrace is called ‘amplexus’, where the male won’t let go of the female until she has shed her eggs. When this happens, he releases his contribution over the eggs to fertilise them. Sometimes this can take days, so the female frog has to lumber over rough terrain to get to the spawning destination, carrying the weight of her mate along. Being laden with eggs – or perhaps dragging along a clingy big lump of a mate – makes spawning frogs a lot slower, leaving them vulnerable as easy prey for herons or kestrels, who themselves need plenty of protein to build up their strength for nest building and egg laying.


Even if they are not picked off by a larger animal, female frogs sometimes die from too much embracing, with the male clinging on so tightly that he crushes the female’s chest to the extent that it is lethal. Yes, one of the risks of being a female frog is to be literally hugged to death by an enthusiastic mate.


Spawning takes place in a pond, wet ditch or sheltered lake edge, where the female lays several thousand eggs at a time. The annual spawning frenzy can be quite a gathering, with frogs from far and wide making the journey to a popular spawning place, converging for what is akin to a festival of mating. When hundreds of frogs assemble together in a large pond, the air comes alive with the sound of croaking frogs and the water morphs into a mass of speckled jelly.


Only after the eggs are deposited in the water will they swell up to become the familiar-looking frogspawn. It takes just over two weeks for the black dot in the middle to develop into a tadpole, assuming the puddle or pond remains and eggs don’t dry up before their time. If April droughts don’t dry out the spawning place entirely, ponds everywhere will be brimming with little froglets by May.


Unlike here, where frogs deposit their spawn in any old puddle or pond, there are frog species in tropical rainforests that go to great lengths to ensure the survival of their offspring. Some tropical frogs carry their tadpoles, one by one, to a bromeliad plant in which there is a small pond of water, like an individual aquarium. There, the tadpoles feast on insect eggs. One type of tropical frog comes back to her tadpole every few days, laying an unfertilised egg especially for the tadpole to eat. Other tropical frogs have even taken to a form of flying, having evolved elongated toes with a membrane between each toe that allows them to glide from tree to tree, each foot acting like a tiny parachute.


Frogs have been around for hundreds of millions of years, adapting to a stunning diversity of habitats and life strategies. But since the 1970s, frogs and other amphibians are more threatened with extinction than any other vertebrate group worldwide. Wetland drainage and droughts resulting from climate change have been impacting amphibians especially. For some species, conservation efforts are paying off, and some threatened populations are starting to bounce back.


Frogs have always been my favourite animals. I adore their complacency and easy-going gait, and have always believed that each encounter brings me luck. My wish now is that whatever luck they have brought to bear will be reciprocated.







The cleverness of lesser celandine, the late-winter beacon of light


A secluded, winding country road can make for a wonderful place to take a walk in springtime, strolling along the twists and turns where the hedge banks hug gentle hillsides, peering over ivy-clad bridges at passing streams and rivers, each stretch of the way with its own special character. In February, lengthening days remind us that soon almost every element of the landscape will be transformed by the force of spring, while in the meantime, delicate blackthorn blossom comes out to sprinkle white confetti petals on the wind like a prelude.


One of the first flowers to emerge at the end of winter is lesser celandine. Shiny, heart-shaped leaves provide a generous cushioning for the bright yellow flowers, whose petals shimmer as brightly as buttercups. The flowers only open up in sunshine, making it hard to miss them should the sun appear on a February stroll – like beacons shining brightly from the damp woods and shady ditches where they like to grow.


Lesser celandine is a plant that evolved to grow in deciduous woodlands. But by summer, the canopy of overhead leaves will be in place, making it difficult for flowering plants on the woodland floor to harvest sufficient sunlight for flowering and setting seed. So, woodland plants have adapted their life cycle to make the most of spring. Flowering now means that they will be able to complete their annual cycle before the leafy canopy fills out the space above.


But first, there are a few steps that perennial plants need to accomplish. Because the sun’s rays are still weak during February and March, early-flowering plants like lesser celandine have already put some of last year’s carbohydrates away in storage. Substantial bulbous roots beneath the soil have been storing away starch over the winter months. These root stores serve as a power pack for rapid growth, enabling the plant to produce a spread of glossy, new heart-shaped leaves before spring has even sprung. This mass of fresh chlorophyll-rich leaves gives the plant the means to make enough food of its own despite the absence of strong sunshine or long days. Soon, there is enough surplus energy to produce the gorgeous big yellow flowers.


Back when we humans still depended on wild foods for sustenance, the starchy roots of lesser celandine were part of the diet here. Charred remains of the tuberous roots have been unearthed at archaeological digs from the Mesolithic period, suggesting that hunter–gatherers here were harvesting them for food. There is a poisonous compound in these roots, but hunter–gatherers would have known how to dry and cook the roots to break down or extract the toxins they contain. There’s always a hungry gap in early spring that probably made the effort worthwhile.


The flowers of lesser celandine are also exceptional. As with other members of the buttercup family, of which lesser celandine is part, their super-bright, shimmering yellow petals are engineered to reflect sunlight and stand out from afar. But flowers don’t have any particular need for sunlight, at least not in the same way that leaves do. These cleverly engineered surfaces are made possible by a coating of reflective air chambers lining each petal, layered over yellow pigments. The air chambers reflect sunlight back through the yellow pigment, enhancing the intensity of the yellow while also creating a glistening sheen. This makes the flowers visible for early bumblebees, even from a distance. Each bee understands the promise of nectar and the chance to linger in the brilliant yellow of these lovely flowers.


For queen bumblebees, having just emerged from a long winter hibernation, landing on such a super-shiny yellow flower must be a wonderful experience. It would be a welcome treat to be engulfed in the reflected yellow warmth of a satellite of shimmering sunlight in February. The anthers at the centre of each flower are laden with grains of pollen, ready for export. The longer the bee is tempted to linger, the more pollen she will pick up on her hairy little body. The more pollen the bee carries away, the better the chances are that the pollen will be offloaded inside another lesser celandine flower, fulfilling the purpose of the flower and its petals’ brilliant yellow engineering.


Another thing that’s special about lesser celandine is the perfect eight-fold geometry of its eight elongated yellow petals. It’s well worth leaning in to look at the symmetry, to pause and admire the mathematical precision and the alluring shimmer of this special little plant.








Badgers as family planners



I once had the good luck to come across a clan of badgers foraging at the edge of a hazel wood. As I was downwind of the group, they didn’t pick up my scent and were totally unaware of being spied upon, so I got to watch them for quite a while. In the mottled spring sunshine of the woodland floor, they were rummaging through the leaf litter, just downslope of a grassy, green mountain pasture perched high in the Sperrin Mountains. This gorgeous place was so secluded and inaccessible that I’m sure neither the woodland nor its badgers were much used to human intrusion. Badgers are normally shy and nocturnal, but this clan seemed utterly at ease to be out and about in broad daylight.


These are stunning-looking wild animals. Their long, black-and-white-striped snout is extraordinary, and their substantial mass is impressive too. They move about on short little legs, pausing often to poke their long snout into the earth. I was surprised by the delicate way they would scrape and poke in the ground of the woodland, probably picking out bluebell roots, earthworms, grubs and leatherjackets to fill their tummies. Such encounters with live badgers are rare, though these are a common mammal in our countryside.


About half their diet is made up of earthworms, so they like to live near farmland where earthworms are in plentiful supply. A worm isn’t exactly a big meal, so they find one, pull it up, eat it, shuffle on, find another, pull it up, eat it, move along another bit, and on and on. I suppose it’s like dining on canapés – you have to eat a lot of them to get your fill. In case badgers become bored of eating earthworms, they can diversify their diet with the seasonal offerings of their habitat. In spring, they scrape beneath the soil to nibble at the starchy bulbs of bluebells and wild garlic; in autumn, they feast on a cornucopia of crab apples, blackberries and other wild fruits. A badger’s equivalent of a Sunday roast is a frog, a mouse or even a young rabbit.


As February unfolds, badgers are busily spring-cleaning their homestead, an extensive subterranean labyrinth of tunnels and chambers that we call a sett. The sleeping chambers are lined with a layer of bedding made of grasses, ferns and leaves that helps to keep them snug. In February, you can sometimes spot the old bedding that they’ve cleared out from the sett as they freshen up the nursery chambers for the arrival of new cubs, for badgers are the first mammal here to give birth in spring. Badgers might have conceived as many as 10 months earlier, but the female is able to delay implantation of the egg in her womb for several months, so no matter when mating happens, she will time her pregnancy so that the cubs are always born in February. They then spend the next 12 weeks or so nestled in the sett, nursing on their mother’s milk.


Badgers live together in a big extended family group, with a dominant boar and sow heading up each clan. Successive generations maintain and extend the sett year after year, so that a single sett can have dozens of chambers and entrances. One sett that was recorded in 1892 was still in use a hundred years later. Badgers are creatures of habit, travelling always along the same well-trodden pathways through hedgerows and woods. Where the badger path runs under a barbed wire fence, you can often find the distinctive black-and-white badger hair trapped in the barbs. Established pathways, as with setts, are used generation after generation.


An old Byelorussian fairy tale explains why badgers live underground. In this story, all the animals are being given out variously furry or hairy tails on a particular spring day. The bear, on his way to get a tail for himself, is still groggy after his long winter sleep, so he falls asleep on the way and arrives too late for there to be any tails left. When the bear sees the badger admiring his new tail that same afternoon, he looms over the terrified badger and commands him: ‘Look here, Badger, you don’t really need a tail, give it to me.’ He then tries to snatch the badger’s new tail away. The poor badger is so terrified that he endeavours to live in a hole for ever more, and to emerge only under cover of darkness in order to avoid the bear. It may well be that badgers evolved to live underground so they could evade predators, but in Ireland, badgers have nothing to fear except humans since the last of the wolves were killed off.


Badgers have become much maligned here, and this happened long before the recent association with bovine tuberculosis. Now, five thousand badgers or more are killed each year as part of a national culling programme. This is a sharp contrast to how badgers were once widely considered lucky. Badger charms were worn as talismans and their leather woven into horses’ bridles to bring the horse and its rider good fortune. The many place names containing badger – broc in Irish – attest to their long-standing presence in our landscape and culture.







Why barn owls are a farmer’s friend


February is when pairs of owls begin their courtship, in preparation for the nesting season soon to come. When a pair of barn owls start roosting together at the intended nest site, they snuggle up to strengthen the pair bond, rubbing cheeks together and preening each other’s feathers. Each evening, the male calls out loudly to advertise his claim upon place and partner. He brings her food, and each time he presents her with a nice, freshly caught mouse to eat, copulation occurs. Later in the summer, big fluffy fledglings will take weeks to hone their hunting skills and learn to feed themselves.


Seeing an owl out hunting at dawn or dusk is breathtaking, as their ghostly white wings carry them silently over open country in a low, slow, gliding flight. Both barn owls and long-eared owls are native in Ireland. The white barn owl has long held a prominent place in Irish folklore, even if it’s mainly on a theme of ghosts, banshees, death and the witching hour. As a nocturnal hunting bird, this association is hardly surprising. Their Irish name is scréachog reilige, the graveyard screecher.


I’ve always thought of owls as beautiful and wise, no doubt influenced by the wise old owl of childhood storybooks. The belief that owls are wise goes right back to the ancient Greeks. It is an obvious characterisation for such solitary, graceful, silent and watchful birds who can see in the dark. Where darkness is a metaphor for ignorance, owls pierce through the darkness and see what others cannot.


As dusk approaches and the colours of the landscape fade out to monochrome silhouettes, owls begin their nightly hunt. This nocturnal hunting is why owls can see through the dark. Enormous eyes have an especially large lens and cornea, and the iris can open almost completely, allowing even the faintest bit of light to reach the photoreceptive cells in the retina.


What is less well known is that their hearing, even more than their sight, makes them stunningly adept at catching prey in even the darkest of moonless nights. Barn owls hunt in a very systematic way, gliding on soundless wingbeats up and down the fields and hedges, swooping down to catch a mouse in complete and utter darkness, sometimes using just their extraordinary hearing to guide them.


Their gorgeous big, flat, disc-shaped faces are a feat of engineering genius. The familiar open face is designed like a highly evolved sonic reflector – a biological satellite dish. By turning to face the direction from which the sound is coming, their saucer-shaped faces work to amplify the little squeaks and scuffles of a mouse scampering about on the ground. Their ears are not symmetrical either, one being higher up on the skull than the other, so that they can pinpoint the exact location of the mouse based on its rustles and squeaks – a kind of audio triangulation.


When they hear the sound of a mouse scampering through the leaves and grasses, they can tell exactly how far away the sound is and what direction it is coming from. As the owl glides towards the unknowing prey, they are listening out all the while to keep mark of their target, before gliding down to catch the victim in their powerful talons.


Owls swallow their prey and regurgitate the undigestible bits as pellets. Pellets consist of the bones, teeth and fur of the mice, voles and rats that they’ve swallowed, and can be easily examined. This gives us an excellent insight into what owls eat. About 70 per cent of an average Irish barn owl’s diet is made up of mice, and most of the remainder is rats. Because of this, barn owls have always been considered the ‘farmer’s friend’. Many old farmyard barns had barn owl ‘windows’ specially built in, allowing access to the loft space and encouraging owls to nest there. A pair of owls feeding a young brood will catch up to 25 rodents each night, so it’s no wonder farmers would want them around. Using owls to keep the grainstores safe from rodents is a clever way of helping nature to help you, an approach that we could surely call wise.


Nowadays, however, we have come to depend instead on rat poison to control rodents. Owls eat a lot of rats, and the poison eaten by the rats then accumulates in both the adults and their brood of juvenile owlets. Today, these stunningly beautiful, graceful and wise creatures have not been able to adapt to the combined pressures of habitat loss caused by the intensification of farming; the high levels of secondary poisoning from rodenticides; and a lack of suitable nest sites. Widespread declines in both their population and their range mean that barn owls are now a red-listed Bird of Conservation Concern in Ireland. But there is hope yet, as efforts to regulate the use of toxic rodenticides will reduce the death toll, and barn owl nest boxes can also lend a helping hand. The wise old tradition of working with nature and recruiting owls to help regulate pests is fledging a revival.







The season for courting woodcock


Nestled among the thorny thicket of a damp woodland in spring, hidden away beneath the brambles and the bracken, is where our woodcock dwell. In February and March, wild woodlands are still naked of their leafy, green gowns, though there is colour and texture aplenty. Dark green holly leaves shimmer in the understorey; the warm sheen of hazel bark plays gently with spring sunshine; and soft, muddy ground mingles with the mottled hues of last year’s fallen leaves. Through the layers of twigs and leaves poke bright green shoots of woodland wildflowers, promising the imminent eruption of the woodland floor in all its floral finery. Our woodlands will soon be transformed from their winter slumber to their early-summer splendour.


Woodland songbirds are coming to life at this time of year, with blackbird, chaffinch, robin and wren filling the air with their melodies and animating the tangle of leafless trees with life. But there is one woodland-dwelling bird that looks – and sounds – distinctively different from all the others: woodcock.


Woodcock are unlike the other woodland birds in countless ways. They look odd, with a strangely shaped head, great big eyes and an unusually long, straight beak. They are waders, but waders don’t normally live in woodlands. They are most active during the hours of darkness and hide away on the woodland floor by daylight. Discretion is something woodcock do exceptionally well.


Their cryptic camouflage is so effective that one seldom sees a woodcock. Their underside is a muddy-grey pattern that blends with the muddy ground they feed from, and the beautifully patterned brown body blends perfectly with the leafy litter of the woodland floor where they rest and nest. You’re far more likely to hear a woodcock calling than to see one. Starting in late February and continuing through to summer, male woodcock fly up into the sky to announce their presence as dusk descends. They emit a repeated two-part call that consists of alternate high-pitched squeaks and low, toad-like grunts. This is also the time of year when woodcock can be seen doing their roding flight, when males fly high to flaunt their acrobatic skills to the females watching from below, apparently following the same precise route each dawn and dusk, over and over. I wonder if this flight causes some kind of elation in those who perform it, or if perhaps it’s a feat performed only to win a willing mate.


The females who go out to a clearing to watch the roding flight will have already found a suitable nesting site in the woods before they select their mate. The female can identify the males individually by their calls. Once she is sufficiently impressed by a performance, she makes her choice by flying up to her intended mate and leads him back to her chosen nest site.


In case that sounds like she holds all the cards in matters of mating, it is for a short time only. Once mated, the male sticks around just until the eggs are laid. He does this not out of any amorous attachment, but to guard against other males coming too close and threatening the success of his genetic lineage. Once the eggs are laid, he returns to his roding flights. The most successful males can father four broods a year. Meanwhile, the hen incubates the eggs around the clock, leaving them only for short spells to feed herself. She raises the brood alone. If threatened, a woodcock mother can reputedly carry her chicks in flight, tucking them up on her back or clasping them between her legs.


Woodcock feed by jabbing their long beaks down into the soft mud of a wet woodland floor, where the humus from decaying leaves enriches the soil and provides for plenty of nutritious worms and other invertebrate life.


Ireland’s original coins featured a woodcock in flight, first on the farthing coin in use from 1928 to 1969, and then on the 50 pence piece. Their numbers grow each winter, when the ‘woodcock moon’ – the first full moon in November – marks the beginning of the influx of wintering woodcock from the continent. But this influx masks a steady decline in Ireland’s breeding woodcock. Repeated surveys of resident breeding populations have shown that woodcock have been declining in Ireland since the 1970s. Their range has contracted by over 70 per cent in this time period, earning them a place on the ‘red list’ of Birds of Conservation Concern in Ireland, which is the highest ranking of concern. Like with many species in decline, the pressures are multifaceted. Agricultural intensification has led to clearance of hedgerows, scrub and small woodland patches where woodcock nest. Overgrazing by deer removes the undergrowth in deciduous woods that woodcock need for shelter and that helps protect them from predators. Long spells of dry weather in spring due to climate change can dry out the ground, making it harder for woodcock to probe in soft, wet soil for the invertebrates they feed on.


Woodcock have long been a celebrated game bird here, and are mentioned in ancient mythology as a tasty bird to eat, but with the decline in their number, there seems little wisdom in hunting them still. If they are to survive into the future, we will need to enrich the landscape with far more tracts of deciduous woodland – for woodcock and for many other woodland species. Whether seen or unseen, they are undisputedly a distinguished part of our heritage.




February Checklist


[image: Common] Visit a pond to watch for mating frogs embracing. Observe the quantity of frogspawn grow as the month progresses. Make plans for a wildlife pond in your own garden or farm that will soon support spring froglets.


[image: Common] Look out for the bright yellow flowers of lesser celandine growing in damp woods and shady ditches. Their shimmering, buttercup-like petals are hard to miss when the sun is out.


[image: Common] If you’re anywhere near a badger sett, perhaps you will see evidence of activity in early spring. Badgers freshen up the nursery chambers for the arrival of new cubs by clearing out old bedding of dried grasses, ferns and leaves.


















March
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Thrumming, burrowing, chirping, scraping and rustling sounds of soil



After a long winter, spring hovers. Kinetic, warm and energetic, the first signs of spring are now impossible to overlook. Early-morning songbirds exercise their vocal cords with surprising clarity and vigour. A few pioneering primroses are blossoming along the hedge banks. These signs assure us that in the coming weeks, we will once again witness a great unfurling, when fresh green shoots fill dormant spaces and the desaturated browns of the landscape will awaken into a lively palette of radiant greens.


But in March, we are not quite there yet, at least not until after the spring equinox. Before this great unfolding, the preparations are mostly still hidden beneath the surface: soil is where the action is. Buried in the brown earth, seeds are softening, roots are probing, nutrients mingling, and shoots are rising. Soil is the source of all of spring’s potential. As days lengthen and the sun rises higher in the sky, soils are warming up, soaking in sunlight and rain – a hub of activity in preparation for the growing season about to begin.


Healthy soil takes a long time to develop. Rock is broken down by geological processes into sand and gravel. This, in turn, is chomped and churned by a multitude of microscopic bacteria, algae and fungi and mixed with bits of dead plants, then mushed together by millipedes and mites, among others. Soil biota collectively draw minerals from below, transforming tiny bits of rock and clay into nutritious compounds for growing plants to absorb. Tiny fungal filaments dependably break down leaf litter and dead wood, recycling nutrients and also helping plant roots to absorb phosphorus, nitrogen and zinc. Armies of springtails, experts at recycling nutrients from dead plants, create perfect pellets for microorganisms to get to work on. Protozoa and nematodes have a key role too, working their tiny magic on all the elements that make for a healthy soil. Single-celled Archae – beings with many similarities to bacteria – process crucial carbon and nitrogen into altered states, brewing essential compounds for other miniscule organisms to consume and, in the process, sustaining symbiotic relationships between a multitude of microbes. Exceptionally strange-looking tardigrades, like bulbous pink aliens, chomp their way through tiny algae and the many forms of fungi that weave their way through the layers. Earthworms are among the giants of soil-dwelling creatures, gobbling their way through mineral matter and plant detritus alike, mixing the earth together as they slither along, infusing it all with their own special potions, and adding air to the blend as they go.


All these living things work together to conduct the flow of nutrients and maintain a mix in which plants can thrive. Every soil has a different feel, a different smell, a different composition, depending on the balance of life it contains. Soils are best when matted with roots and rhizomes and packed with threads of fungi, some reaching deep to draw up nutrients, others only tickling the surface layers. These are the elements vulnerable to damage, when unseeing and unknowing humans don’t realise what we stand to lose. Disruption to the ecosystems contained in soil takes very little effort, augmented by the heavy-handed weight of human ignorance and accelerated by chemical fertilisers and pesticides. Thank goodness we are becoming increasingly aware that the health of soil biota has far-reaching implications for every other aspect of life on earth.


Just a gram of soil can contain billions of organisms. A whole handful of soil, therefore, can contain more life forms than there are people on the planet. It should come as no surprise, then, that soil is full of sound. Scientists listening in with sound sensors, eavesdropping on the busy scene, can detect munching, thrumming, burrowing, chirping, scraping and rustling. Scuffling mites crawl about, worms slither and slide through their tunnels, and woodlice chomp on leafy detritus. Each little organism contributes to a cacophony of underground sound.


Robins, thrushes, starlings and blackbirds are well aware of the sounds coming from the soil. Hopping across a field or garden, they often pause and cock their heads, bending low to listen out for earthworms, grubs and beetles moving around below. These are all protein-rich foods that nesting birds need, especially in springtime. For any good predator, listening is important when you have to hunt for your dinner. Homing in on an underground rustle allows them to peck at the soil with precision, pulling up their unsuspecting prey with minimal effort.


This hidden world beneath our feet – a complex community of beings – goes unseen and unheard by us humans. This sticky, messy stuff we call muck is the stuff of life. In it, the bustling microbes, fungi, beetles and earthworms – the unsung heroes of the biosphere – are nurturing seeds and saplings, and all that is about to sprout in spring. From here spring the ferns, primroses, wild violets and overhead trees, the framework for the hidden power behind a butterfly wing or the singing of a wren. It is thanks to the culmination of cooperation between the tiniest of beings and all the good things we cannot see, that spring unfurls again each year.







The return of the cherry blossom


Spring equinox occurs when daylight and darkness are equal, when the Sun passes directly over the equator in our planet’s annual orbit around our solar system’s central star. From here on in, the rotation of the Earth on its axis favours daylight over darkness. In the northern hemisphere, spring equinox falls on or around 20 March, a time when everything is about to be transformed by the lengthening of days.


Shimmering lesser celandine is flowering already in damp field corners and ditches, in anticipation of spring gathering momentum. Bluebells are beginning to bloom beneath wispy canopies of overhead bud burst. Fractal-shaped ferns are unfurling their spiralling fronds along hedge banks and wild woods. One of the most symbolic of spring phenomena, though, is the blossoming of cherry trees. Along city streets and rural byways, cherry trees erupt with confetti-like pink and white petals, even before the rest of us are fully convinced that spring is truly under way. They are a beacon of the beauty and bounty in store for the months ahead.


In Japan, cherry blossoms are called sakura and are celebrated in a most dedicated manner. From the middle of March, the Japan Meteorological Agency gives regular reports forecasting the ‘cherry blossom front’. While we in Ireland are listening out for Met Éireann’s predictions of whether it will rain on the St Patrick’s Day parade, the Japanese are listening to reports of cherry trees blossoming across the length and breadth of Japan. This is crucial information for what some describe as a national obsession – the Japanese tradition of gathering under cherry blossoms when the petals are at their peak. Hanami is the name of this tradition. Hana translates as flower and mi translates as seeing, so Hanami is a festival of ‘flower viewing’.


Groups of workmates, friends and family go out to where the cherry trees are, sometimes in a city park or sometimes in the countryside, and spread blankets beneath the overhead blossom. There, they gather to admire the flowery overhead canopy, feasting on cherry-blossom-flavoured rice and on sake and sweet treats. The practice of Hanami goes back more than a millennium in Japanese culture. These flower parties are a symbolic celebration of new beginnings and the transience of life and beauty.


Here in Ireland, cherry blossom brightens the grey concrete sphere of city streets, an infusion of dainty, delicate, pink and white petals over the monotony of rain-soaked tarmacadam. Many of the cherry blossoms planted along streets and parks are ornamental cultivars – clones that have been grafted onto the roots of another cherry tree, in the same way that our favourite cultivated apple tree varieties are grafted onto other rootstock. These cherry trees are bred especially for their profusion of richly petalled flowers. In some varieties, a double layer of petals enhances their appearance, in the same way that domesticated varieties of rose have double the natural dose of petals. The downside is that it is more challenging for bees and other pollinators to access the stores of pollen and nectar at the centre of the flower, which – for the tree – defeats the purpose of having flowers at all. Beauty often comes at a cost.


In Ireland, we have two different species of native cherry tree. These native wild cherry trees are better attuned to the insects who inhabit them and who gorge off the rich stores of pollen and nectar, crucial nutrition at this time of year. Our wild cherry – Prunus avium in Latin – is also known as ‘gean’, and as crann silíní fiáin in Irish. Its flowers haven’t been hijacked for our aesthetic taste, but have been made by nature all alone. By the end of March, their bright white flowers will be showing off in the hedges and woodlands where they like to live.


Once the bees and hoverflies have visited and pollination is successful, the small ovaries inside each flower will swell over the summer months to produce a little wild cherry come autumn. These fruits are fairly bitter to taste, yet their pips have been found in archaeological excavations of Bronze Age habitations, so we know that wild cherries were somehow prepared and eaten by people here long ago. Now it is only wild birds and mammals who consume the tart flesh each autumn.


The other native cherry tree we have in Ireland is bird cherry, Prunus padus. Its striking white flowers smell of almonds, unsurprising when we remind ourselves that cherry trees are closely related to almonds, sloes and apricots, containing the same chemical compounds and thus many of the same characteristics. Native bird cherry won’t be flowering until May, a sure signifier of the start of summer. For the month of March, we can soak up the sight and smell of all the other cherry species, grateful for the diversity of this special spring phenomenon – a radiant reminder and a promise of all the good things yet to come.







Is there a duck watching me?


We love watching ducks. Children are duly brought to St Stephen’s Green park in Dublin to watch and maybe even feed the ducks there. It’s a rite of passage for parents, aunties and uncles to bring small humans to look on with excitement as ducks serenely swim about on the pond, occasionally upending themselves to rummage for underwater food. The ducks don’t seem to mind being watched so closely by humans, though there is a phenomenon called ‘anatidaephobia’, a fear of being watched by a duck. It’s not a real phobia, but one invented by Gary Larson, the creator of The Far Side comics, who describes the phobia as the fear that somehow, somewhere, a duck is watching you.


Mallards are worth watching. These most common of ducks are endowed with some stunning features. Males have iridescent green feathers covering their head, and a perfect white collar around the neck that makes the shimmering emerald head stand out even more. Female mallards are comparatively conservative in their colouring, with mottled brown bodies like a lady fully decked out in brown tweed. Flamboyant males employ colour to impress potential mates, while the females are doing their best not to stand out too much.


Males also have much brighter beaks than the ladies. Researchers looking at courtship and attraction in mallards have found that the brighter the yellow beak, the more attractive the individual will be to females. And rather than being all about vanity, the brightness of the beak is seemingly related to the health and fitness of the drake himself.


In evolutionary terms, mallards seem to have been doing something right. They are the most widespread and familiar duck here in Ireland and the most common surface-feeding duck in the world. Mallards are resident across the northern hemisphere, thriving in the wild as well as in human-made environments such as canals and city-centre parkland ponds. It is only since the turn of the century that wetland bird surveys have begun to detect a surprising fall in numbers in Ireland, where habitat loss and climate change are taking their toll.


Wild mallards are the parent species of farmyard ducks, which are thought to have been first domesticated in China about 2,500 years ago. In Europe, ducks may have been independently domesticated by our Bronze Age ancestors or by the ancient Romans. Because mallards readily breed with other similar ducks, lots of hybrids and confusing crosses abound.


In March, the male mallard woos a prospective mate by turning towards her, lowering his head and showing off his colourful, iridescent feathers to the best advantage. Once the female chooses which flouncy, eager male she will court, the flaunting of feathers continues as a way of reinforcing their pair bond. What follows, however, can be a conflict-riddled copulation.


Females build their nest themselves in a well-protected spot, hidden away among bushes near the water or tucked in among the reeds by the water’s edge. The nest is simply a hollow lined with grass and her own feathers. Mallards have even been known to make their nests on flat-roofed buildings. In Dublin, they have nested on top of Leinster House (seat of the Oireachtas, the parliament of Ireland), on the roof of the Royal College of Surgeons, and on office blocks by Burlington Road. These are indeed an adaptable species of duck!


Females lay about ten eggs in the nest, at which point the males tend to abandon her and the clutch. She alone watches over and incubates the eggs, rarely leaving the nest apart from short breaks to feed and stretch her legs. Being brown and inconspicuous, with mottled feathers that blend well with most backgrounds, is a good strategy for mother ducks who are incubating. After about 28 days, the eggs will hatch and tiny ducklings emerge. Mother leads them to water soon after they hatch, where she watches closely to protect them from predators. Some will inevitably fall victim to cats, rats, magpies or herring gulls. Those that survive are among the most adorable sights of springtime, as fluffy ducklings stay close to their mother, swimming about behind or alongside her, learning to feed themselves on insects and grubs in the water.


One of my favourite things about watching ducks is when they dip forward in the water and show off their fluffy backsides. This upending is how ducks dip down to nibble on aquatic plants growing underwater, along with a spattering of small aquatic creatures. Watching ducks may not be the most inspiring or adventurous of activities, but there is something timelessly soothing about observing these familiar feathered beings as they unselfconsciously upend themselves. Observing their antics won’t put the world to rights, but sometimes, it’s the little things that make a difference.







The secret language of wood mice


The little wood mouse is probably our commonest mammal. In the island of Ireland, mice greatly outnumber people, with an estimated 10 million native wood mice whiskering their way about at this very moment, as well as another 10 million or more house mice. Wood mice are abundant among the fallen leaves and twigs of the woodland floor, at home in hedgerows, and happy to make their way wherever there is good cover of brambles and bushes. As they adventure about their little wooded world in spring, the landscape – for a wood mouse – is a hummocky land of wild woodrush, tumbled logs and towering bluebells. Puddles are their lakes. A spread of green moss must feel like a luscious meadow to a mouse.


Wood mice have big, round, upright ears; dark, protruding eyes; and lusciously long whiskers. In short, they are unfathomably cute. Big ears, big eyes and long whiskers all contribute to their finely tuned senses, for life as a small mammal isn’t easy. They need to be alert and observant to every sound and movement in their environment. There are dangers lurking at every turn as they weave their way through the woodland world, searching for food as they go: the sudden swoop of a sparrowhawk, keen to catch a mouse in its talons; the unforeseen pounce of a watchful fox; or the stealthy paws of a pine marten intent on a midnight feast. For a wood mouse, survival is an epic adventure from dusk till dawn, day out and day in. They are nocturnal animals, rarely seen venturing from their burrows during daylight hours. But even at night-time, when the cloak of darkness might offer some degree of safety, there are dangers overhead.


As soon as the wood mouse hops across a clearing or veers away from the cover of a hedgerow, a big, white barn owl could at any moment silently snatch it, the little mouse caught off guard thinking he was safely concealed by darkness. Barn owls’ diets consist mostly of mice. Kestrels, too, are sustained by wild wood mice. Whenever a kestrel is seen hovering in the air, beating its wings to stay in place while scanning the ground beneath, it is probably looking out for a mouse.


Understandably, wood mice prefer to stay hidden among the bracken and brambles of a woodland or hedge, protected by the tangled thicket. In their world, shelter means everything. They don’t have much by way of defence mechanisms, but they do have one clever trick: their tail can come off. When seized, a sheath of skin separates, and the tail detaches without too much fuss. One of my favourite books as a child was about Mervin Mouse, a young lad who had to face the taunting of his peers because he had lost his tail. Having a readily detachable tail is surely a useful survival trait when you are the favourite fodder for all manner of mammals and birds of prey. There must be millions of stubby-tailed little Mervin Mice out there, not realising just how indebted they are to their missing tails.


It’s just as well that mice come in large litters. About now, beginning in March and continuing right through the summer, broods of blind baby mice are being born in little underground nests. A mother minds her tiny offspring closely for just a few weeks, feeding them her milk until they grow fur and develop the ability to see. Successive broods through spring and summer make wood mice plentiful, providing ample food for lots of other creatures, while still managing to maintain a healthy population themselves. Wood mice are a crucial component of the woodland ecosystem.


Lest we think they are just cute fodder for the masses, it seems that they are very clever creatures too. For a start, mice are not as silent as their reputation holds, with ‘quiet as a mouse’ being a common refrain. It’s just that their vocalisations are pitched in frequencies beyond the range of what our ears are capable of detecting. Among themselves, mice are well able to communicate. Individual syllables are joined to make complex vocal patterns, otherwise known as language. They are able to let their buddies know when they have found food and to warn them away from danger. Scientists studying the language of mice can decipher when males are singing to woo a mate, and some of the songs are said to be impressively complex.


Recently, scientists investigating the behaviour of wood mice discovered, much to their amazement, that wood mice use sticks, stones and shells to make signposts for themselves and each other. When a wood mouse wants to venture out at dusk to find that same grove of fresh bluebell shoots that he feasted on last night, he can simply follow a signpost that he made the night before. Wood mice also like to hoard food, so the signposts can mark the way to a stash of nuts or seeds put aside during a glut. Sometimes, the signposts simply mark a shortcut home.


I love to think of the little whiskered wood mice trotting about their tiny terrain and pausing every so often to sit up on their hind legs, looking about for a shell or a stone as a signpost, navigating their way through the woodland web of life. As they seek out the creatures smaller than them to eat while avoiding the bigger ones that eat them, how very different the world must seem to a wood mouse.







Lesser clover – the real Irish shamrock


A friend recently posted a picture on Instagram of a bit of wood sorrel growing from a pot plant in his kitchen. He was delighted with himself that a bit of shamrock had spontaneously sprung, just in the run-up to St Patrick’s Day. I couldn’t resist pointing out to this most esteemed poet and patriot that this was wood sorrel and not, in fact, shamrock.


This raises the question: what exactly is shamrock, in botanical terms, and why does wood sorrel, with its pretty little shamrock-shaped leaves, not fit the bill? Endeavouring to find out more, I began to uncover a saga that spans many centuries. We can begin in Elizabethan times, when the Irish were perceived to be ‘wilde’ and savage, apparently able to sustain ourselves quite sufficiently on a diet of shamrocks and milk. Numerous references from the 1500s describe the Irish as living on shamrocks, watercress and wild roots. One manuscript from the 1500s describes the ‘wilde shamrock manners’ of the Irish with scorn. There was an English doctor who published a pamphlet in 1680 on the virtues of a vegetarian diet. In it, he cited the Irish as being swift of foot and nimble of strength, all, apparently, because of our shamrock-based diet. The derisory narrative of the shamrock-eating Irish seems to be the source of what was later to become a symbol of Ireland.


But that still doesn’t tell us what exactly a shamrock is. Well, seamair is the Irish word for clover, and seamróg is little clover. We have three types of clover in Ireland: seamair bhuí is lesser clover, Trifolium dubium; seamair bhán is white clover, Trifolium repens; and seamair dhearg is red clover, Trifolium pratense. Another plant that’s not in the clover family – what we call wood sorrel, Oxalis acetosella – is called seamsóg in Irish. Wood sorrel is the plant that my friend found growing in his potted plant. And wood sorrel is the plant that a London botanist, James Ebenezer Bicheno, declared in his thesis of 1830 to be the true shamrock of Ireland. After much scholarly debate, this was firmly refuted in 1878 in another botanical assessment. But the debate continued.


In 1892, to clarify once and for all the situation regarding the correct identification of the shamrock, a man called Nathaniel Colgan, a Dublin court clerk and inquisitive amateur botanist, decided to put out a call across the country for samples of shamrock. Most of the samples he received turned out to be lesser clover, Trifolium dubium, and a few were Trifolium repens, white clover. The same results were obtained almost a hundred years later by Dr Charles Nelson, director of the National Botanic Gardens in Glasnevin, who again called upon people across the country to send in shamrock samples. And so the weight of scholarly opinion, after many learned debates and surveys, has come down in favour of lesser clover being the real Irish shamrock.
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