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            In our crass-builded, glass-bloated, green-belted world, country is park, and shore is marina, spare time is leisure … The hedges come down from the silent fields, the lease is out on the corner site, a butterfly is an event. Were we closer to the ground as children, or is the grass emptier now?

            Alan Bennett, Forty Years On (1968)

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CONTENTS

         

         
            
               
                  	Title Page

                  	Dedication

                  	Epigraph

                  	Prologue

                  	1 Ancient Britain

                  	2 Four Conquests

                  	3 Men of Iron

                  	4 The Road Revolution

                  	5 War and Peace

                  	6 The Home Front

                  	7 Lost and Found

                  	8 Artificial Waterbodies

                  	9 The Alternative Countryside

                  	10 Beside the Sea

                  	11 From Local to Global

                  	Epilogue

                  	Acknowledgements

                  	About the Author

                  	By the Same Author

                  	Copyright

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            PROLOGUE

            THE FASTEST CREATURE ON THE PLANET

         

         

         

         
            The city is not a concrete jungle, it is a human zoo.

            Desmond Morris, The Human Zoo

         

         The peregrine falcon sits far above the ground like an emperor gazing down upon his kingdom. He is, without question, the top predator in this neck of the woods.

         Or perhaps I should say, in this corner of the city. For on a fine spring day, this particular peregrine is perched on the roof of Tate Modern, the contemporary art gallery in the very heart of London. He sits perfectly upright, occasionally turning his head from side to side as his piercing black eyes, fringed with custard-yellow, search for any movement below. Down there, the humans go about their business unaware of the drama about to unfold above their heads.

         A moment later, and a movement in the far distance – perhaps three or four hundred metres away – catches the peregrine’s eye. A flock of pigeons, and one bird at the back seems to be struggling to keep up with its companions.

         With a flick of his wings the falcon is gone. He powers through the air, the breeze passing over his feathers with hardly a ruffle. He rises higher and higher until almost out of view. Then he stops, turns and folds his wings, before plummeting.

         Like a guided missile, he homes in on the straggler, eyes fixed on the target, diving at almost 180 miles an hour, yet still the pigeon is unaware of its fate. At the last possible moment, the peregrine changes his body shape once again. Pulling back on his wings, he brakes momentarily, at the same time extending his feet towards his victim and, just before impact, extrudes talons sharp as switchblades.

         With an explosive crack like a rodeo whip, he grabs the pigeon. Biting its neck with his powerful hooked bill, the peregrine dispatches his prey, which expires with a brief breath. Upwards into the sea-blue sky he swoops, his booty hanging beneath him: more food to carry back to his hungry chicks waiting in their nest, high on the topmost ledge of a skyscraper.

         
            *

         

         You wouldn’t, perhaps, expect to find the fastest living creature on the planet in the centre of one of the world’s busiest cities. Indeed, when I was growing up on the outskirts of London, during the 1970s, if you’d suggested that peregrine falcons would not only be living in the capital but breeding here, I would have thought you were off your rocker.

         Back in those days, the peregrine was barely an annual visitor to London, in some years not recorded at all. Its decline had begun during the Second World War, when shooting peregrines was officially sanctioned to stop them killing pigeons carrying vital messages from downed aircraft. Whatever the merits of this policy, designed, in one general’s words, to crush these allies of Goering’s Luftwaffe, it devastated the UK peregrine population. By 1945 these birds had virtually disappeared from the south coast of England, and were in trouble elsewhere.

         After the war, things went from bad to worse, because of the new enthusiasm for ‘chemical farming’, and the indiscriminate use of pesticides such as DDT. As a top predator, the peregrine was especially vulnerable: as these pesticides travelled up the food chain, their concentration increased, so that by the time they were consumed by peregrines they were powerful enough to thin the falcons’ eggshells. The eggs never even hatched.

         The UK peregrine population plunged to fewer than 400 pairs. These retreated to prime sites in the north and west: rocky crags in the uplands, and high cliffs along remote coasts. When I began birding, the peregrine was very much a bird of wild places, not the urban jungle. I didn’t even see one in the wild until my early twenties, and to do so, I had to visit an RSPB viewpoint in the Forest of Dean. The birds were at least a mile away: instead of a flypast from the avian version of a fighter jet, all I saw were frustratingly distant grey smudges.

         How things have changed. Today there are more than thirty breeding pairs of peregrines in London alone. Passers-by rarely look up, so seldom notice them; but they are there. On and around Tate Modern, the Houses of Parliament, Battersea Power Station and many other famous London landmarks, you can see peregrines: roosting, nesting and occasionally hunting for their favourite food.

         As well as London, peregrines now breed in almost every British city. Church and cathedral spires from Glasgow to Exeter, Swansea to Derby, Chichester to Norwich, all boast peregrine nests, often guarded by RSPB volunteers with telescopes, happy to point out this incredible bird. In Manchester city centre they even use the big screen in Exchange Square, normally reserved for Premier League football matches, to show a live feed of the peregrines nesting on the roof of a nearby shopping centre. It’s a great way to introduce city-dwellers to the wonders of the wild.

         Like another relative newcomer, the urban fox, peregrines have moved into our cities in such numbers for a simple reason: we have created the perfect conditions for them. Peregrines need high cliffs or crags, where they can build their nests and survey their territory; we have erected tall buildings that serve just as well. They need food; our cities provide it in a whole suite of different birds of different sizes, an avian smorgasbord laid out beneath them. And they need to be safe, not just from animal predators, but also from human beings, who have a long history of stealing their eggs and chicks for falconry.

         They can find this safety in cities because our relationship with these birds has changed beyond recognition. Instead of persecuting them, we provide protection, with teams of dedicated watchers scrutinising their nests twenty-four hours a day. And without ever intending to, we have also provided peregrines with what ecologists call an ‘analogue habitat’; different, to be sure, from their ‘natural’ home, but just as good as – and sometimes even better than – the real thing.

         
            *

         

         Peregrines are just the latest wild creature to find a way of exploiting new places to live and, as a result, they are thriving. They bookend my journey through Britain: a journey not just from place to place, but also back in time, beginning with a mysterious stone structure created by our Iron Age ancestors, and ending with one of the most exciting habitat creation projects ever undertaken: the Avalon Marshes, on my home patch of the Somerset Levels.

         Along the way, I hope to unravel the surprising and often uplifting story of how human beings have built places for our own needs and how then, through the law of unseen consequences, the wildlife has taken advantage of us – often when we least expected it. Wherever you go in Britain, in city, town or country, you come across these unexpected havens for wildlife. They may be home to sand lizards and stoats, adders and orchids, butterflies and bush-crickets, water voles, peregrine falcons, storm petrels or great crested grebes. Without such places, Britain would have a far less rich and varied fauna and flora.

         Yet often these are not official nature reserves, but little scraps of land we rarely consider to be important for wildlife. Some, like the Iron Age ruin I visit in Chapter One, are ancient; others, including those London skyscrapers co-opted by peregrines, are ultra-modern. Many of them result from the activities of the men who environmental campaigner Chris Baines calls ‘robber-barons … without whose greedy exploitation of the land in the industrial towns of the [nineteenth] century, our urban wildspace simply wouldn’t exist. They created the quarries, canals, railway cuttings, waste tips and dereliction which is now so rich in wild plants and animals.’

         From a human perspective these sites serve a variety of purposes: as places of worship, transport networks, spaces for our children to play or where we spend our own leisure time. They might not appear to have that much in common. But they were all originally created to serve us, and only later did they become oases where wild creatures can thrive. This is a pattern we see repeated throughout our history. First we build somewhere for ourselves, and later – sometimes soon afterwards, sometimes decades or even centuries later – nature moves in.

         Many of these sites are now abandoned, derelict and long forgotten. Others are still very much in use. They add up to an area larger than all our official nature reserves combined. And all are crucial links in the chain that binds the natural world together, whether we intended that or not.

         
            *

         

         Travelling around Britain visiting these places, I often thought about my experiences as a child. My engagement with the natural world began very early, and more or less by accident. Our newly built, semi-detached suburban home was on the westernmost road of our small town, backing onto a narrow lane. Between the back garden and the lane was a narrow strip of elm trees and scrub, which we called ‘the Forest’. Even at the age of five or six I would climb over the low fence behind the shrubbery to play there. Later, from eight or nine, I began to explore further afield, and the gravel pits that bordered our estate rapidly became a magnet for us local children. This was where I discovered birds and, equally importantly, gained my freedom.

         At the time, it never occurred to me that these water-filled holes in the ground, surrounded by trees and bushes, were man-made: they were just ‘the Pits’ – our outdoor playground. Only later, as I discovered more and more of these places – churchyards and cemeteries, railway lines and roadside verges, canal banks and disused docks – did I make the connections between them.

         There is a danger of looking back through rose-tinted spectacles. If so, re-visiting many of these sites, from the perspective of late middle age, was a timely remedy. Many are far from attractive; some, indeed, are downright ugly. But just as that does not matter to the wild creatures that live there, nor should it matter to us. Besides, there is often a strange and beguiling beauty, if you look hard enough.

         Although primarily these sites are havens for wildlife, they are also crucial for people. They are often situated on the edge of towns and cities, and so are accessible to far more people than rural nature reserves – and especially to people who, by an accident of birth, background or geography, do not have regular access to the ‘real’ countryside. That certainly applies to me: I now realise that, had I not been able as a child to spend summer evenings, weekends and school holidays roaming free around the local gravel pits, my lifelong passion for the natural world might never have taken root.

         
            *

         

         These places also matter for another, more timely and urgent reason. Since the Second World War, a drive towards more and more intensive farming has turned much of our wider countryside into a wildlife-free zone, with hugely negative consequences for many species of plants and animals. That’s not to suggest that all of the conventional countryside is bad for wildlife: there are woods and forests, heaths and moors, rivers, streams and coastlines – and even some well-run farms – which are still home to a wide range of species. But they are the exception rather than the rule: modern industrial farming takes up so much of our land that it has inevitably driven wildlife to the margins.

         That’s where the sites featured in this book come into their own. They provide a much-needed refuge for otherwise scarce species of plants and animals. Without them, it could be argued, some of our most vulnerable wild creatures would already have disappeared.

         I don’t need to tell you that Britain’s wildlife is under threat. Loss of habitat, pollution, persecution and, above all, the global climate emergency, mean that even our once common and widespread species are now struggling.

         So at the start of this make-or-break century, as our wildlife enters one of the most challenging periods in its history, I pose this question: if it were not for these unheralded sanctuaries, would nature in modern Britain be able to survive at all?

         
            *

         

         The title of this book, along with some of its subjects, owes a huge debt to a seminal book by Richard Mabey: The Unofficial Countryside. In the book’s Prologue, Mabey – now rightly hailed as the guru of ‘new nature writing’ – summed up the philosophy behind his groundbreaking approach:

         
            We imagine [nature] to ‘belong’ in those watercolour landscapes where most of would also like to live. If we are looking for wildlife we turn automatically towards the official countryside, towards the great set pieces of forest and moor. If the truth be told, the needs of the natural world are more prosaic than this. A crack in the pavement is all a plant needs to put down roots.

         

         Originally published in 1973, The Unofficial Countryside was the first book (and later a TV film, made by the late David Cobham for the BBC Natural History Unit) to focus on these marginal, forgotten and neglected places. Both book and film celebrated the suburban fringes around our cities that Kenneth Allsop famously dubbed ‘that messy limbo that is neither town nor country’. Almost four decades after the publication of The Unofficial Countryside, Paul Farley and Michael Symmons Roberts re-visited what they called the ‘Edgelands’, in their 2011 book of that name, while other writers, notably Paul Evans in Field Notes from the Edge (2015), have also touched upon this intriguing subject.

         I have chosen to expand the scope of these books, to include a wider range of rural and wild settings, as well as urban and suburban ones. I trace the history and development of these special places, to discover how wildlife has adapted to live there, and tell the human stories behind their creation. I have also included what should perhaps be called the ‘alternative countryside’: those places no longer required for their original purpose that are now being transformed into exciting new nature reserves for people and wildlife. There is no guiding purpose in how most of the places featured in this book came about, but there are important consequences, for the history of wildlife in these islands and, especially, for its future.

         Welcome to the Accidental Countryside.
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            ANCIENT BRITAIN

         

         
      
    

         

         
      
    

         
            In the long run, the fall of one civilisation is very much like the fall of another. Only the land remains.

            Morgan Llywelyn, After Rome: A Novel of Celtic Britain (2013)

         

         My journey begins almost as far north as you can go in the British Isles. The island of Mousa is on the eastern side of our most outlying archipelago, Shetland. These bleak, windswept islands are closer to the Arctic Circle than they are to Glasgow, and as far from London as our capital city is from Prague, Milan or Barcelona. And although they are nominally part of Scotland, the sing-song accent here always sounds, to my ear at least, more Nordic than Glaswegian. In winter, Shetland’s northerly position means there are barely four hours of daylight, but in summer, the skies never really get completely dark. Even in the middle of the night, there is a persistent, dull glow in the western sky, known locally as the ‘simmer dim’.

         Each spring and summer, millions of birds head north to Shetland to breed. Red-necked phalaropes – tiny waders barely the size of a sparrow – fly from as far as the Pacific coast of Peru to perform their twirling movements on Shetland’s sedge-fringed lochans, stirring up the tiny aquatic insects on which they feed. On larger, deeper lochs, their opaque waters the colour of polished jet, pairs of red-throated divers serenade one another with their wailful, haunting calls. Nearby, piebald male eider ducks court the females with their comical cries, sounding more like the comedian Frankie Howerd than a bird.

         Shetland is also home to vast colonies of seabirds. There are kittiwakes, guillemots and razorbills, nesting crammed together on narrow cliff ledges; puffins and fulmars perched on the clifftops, among gaudy clumps of sea pink; and Arctic and great skuas cruising across the open moors behind the coast, chasing down the smaller birds to steal their hard-won catch.

         For most of these birds, the long hours of summer daylight allow them to catch the huge amounts of food they need to satisfy their broods of hungry young. It is why they come here in such numbers. But for one tiny seabird – the smallest in Britain – light is not an asset, but an enemy.

         Storm petrels are so diminutive, it’s hard to believe they are able to survive at all on the high seas. Just fifteen centimetres long, and weighing barely twenty-five grams – less than an ounce – these minuscule seabirds flutter over the waves like ocean-going house martins, occasionally dropping down to the surface to pick up a morsel of food. Their name comes from an ancient belief among sailors that when storm petrels approach a ship at sea, stormy weather is on its way. And yet however bad the weather, when these tiny birds are out in the open ocean they are, paradoxically, relatively safe. It is when they venture onto land – as they must, to bring back food for their chicks – that they run the greatest risk.

         As dusk begins to fall, and the light gradually fades, bulky great black-backed and herring gulls gather expectantly along the shoreline like a crowd of troublemakers outside a pub, ready to wreak havoc on their defenceless quarry. On bright, moonlit nights, the petrels don’t stand a chance, which is why they usually only come to land on cloudy nights, when light levels are at their lowest.

         To witness their arrival, I crossed the narrow strait separating Mousa from the main island of Shetland. My guide was islander Tom Jameson, who has, over many decades, ferried countless visitors to see these elusive birds.

         As our boat chugged across the sea, on a rare windless evening in July, the surface was glassy calm. All around, seaweed-strewn beaches echoed to the piping of oystercatchers, the eloquent, two-note call of the curlew, and a constant scolding from bevies of Arctic terns. Their impossibly sleek elegance contrasted with their harsh cries, as they rose above our heads on long, slender wings.

         The name ‘Mousa’ comes from the Old Norse, meaning ‘mossy island’. But its history goes back far beyond the Vikings, to the very first people to reach this harsh, northern land. More than 2,000 years ago, about a century before the birth of Christ, Iron Age settlers built an extraordinary construction known as a ‘broch’. This round stone structure still dominates the skyline like some kind of prehistoric cooling tower, whose shape it oddly resembles.

         Mousa Broch is of great historical importance. It is not only the best preserved of more than 500 brochs scattered across Scotland, but also one of the most intact prehistoric buildings in the whole of Europe. Thanks to the builders’ fine workmanship, the broch remains as solid as the day it was built, enabling me to climb safely up the internal stone staircase, almost fifty feet to the top.

         There are in fact two stone walls, one nestling snugly inside the other, creating a narrow space between. In the gaps between the weathered, grey, lichen-covered stones storm petrels can lay their single, precious egg. Inside the broch, they are safe from the marauding gulls, which are far too big to squeeze through the walls. Emerging at the top of the broch, I noticed that the sun was at last beginning to drop down towards the sea, and the sky was becoming darker. But I still had some time to wait.

         An hour went by, and the sun finally slipped beneath the horizon, leaving a deep orange glow to the north-west. Another hour, and what passes for darkness in these high latitudes enveloped the island: a grey, twilight zone that never quite turns into true night. The broch seemed to grow larger as it loomed out of the gloom, and I shivered – not just from the chilly air, but perhaps sensing the presence of Iron Age ghosts.

         Then, from the growing darkness on the ocean side of the island, I began to hear them: distant at first, then closer and closer, until they were all around me. The gurgling calls of storm petrels filled the night air, an extraordinary noise memorably described by the late Bobby Tulloch, the doyen of Shetland birders, as ‘like fairies being sick’.

         Then I caught sight of them: tiny, bat-like creatures, fluttering silently in front of me as they landed momentarily on the walls of the broch before miraculously disappearing inside. Struggling with my torch and binoculars I missed the first two or three, before I finally got a decent view of one as it flapped its wings against the stonework, frantically trying to find the entrance to its nest.

         It was sooty-black, the bright white rump briefly illuminated as it crossed the beam of my flashlight. I glimpsed the characteristic tubular protuberance on top of its beak that enables the bird to expel salt from the seawater it drinks, marking out the storm petrel as a true seabird.

         In an instant it was gone, having scurried inside the walls of the broch before a waiting gull could snatch it. During the next hour, dozens, then hundreds more petrels arrived. Not every storm petrel comes back every night, as they may be out at sea for several days finding food, but overall some 7,000 pairs breed here, a significant proportion of the British population. On this particular night, under cover of near-darkness, several thousand had taken the opportunity to return.

         Not all nest in the broch itself – there simply isn’t enough room – so a stone pavement nearby also resounded to the birds’ witchlike chuckling. I ventured back inside the broch one last time, and to my surprise came across a single storm petrel, which had taken a wrong turn and penetrated the broch’s inner sanctum. Panicking, it was struggling in vain to find its way out. I picked it up carefully, using the special grip favoured by bird ringers which I learned as a youngster: my index and middle fingers on either side of its neck, my palm encircling the bird’s soft, warm body. I could feel its tiny heart racing, and found myself uttering a few quiet words to try to calm it down. I remember feeling an intense sense of privilege, to be so close to a bird that spends the vast majority of its life on the high seas, an environment as alien to me as any on the planet.

         I ducked my head under the low, narrow doorway of the broch. Out in the open, I gently opened my palm. To my delight, the petrel stayed on my hand for a moment or two as it reoriented itself to the outside world, before departing with a quick beat of its wings. I watched it fly away, fading into a lightening sky. It was not yet two o’clock in the morning, but a glow in the north-east was already signalling the rapid arrival of the Shetland dawn in this mystical, magical land. The gulls began to call.

         
            *

         

         Footprints in the sand are a classic image of impermanence. One high tide, and they are washed away for ever. And yet in early 2014, heavy storms revealed a set of footprints on a North Norfolk beach that had lasted for almost a million years.

         The prints appear to have been made by a family of five: two adults and three children. The landscape they were walking through would have been inconceivably different: an estuarine river valley, rather than a windswept coast. Hippopotamuses, rhinos and woolly mammoths would have been their companions, suggesting a rather warmer climate than holidaymakers today are used to.

         Just two weeks after those ancient footprints were discovered, the tides destroyed them. But while they were briefly exposed, the evidence collected by scientists from the Natural History Museum confirmed the incredible truth. Early humans – probably Homo antecessor, a precursor to Homo sapiens – had reached what is now East Anglia hundreds of thousands of years earlier than had previously been thought.

         
            *

         

         For most of our history, the colonisation by human beings of what we now call the British Isles (but which until about 8,100 years ago was actually a peninsula, attached to the European continent) proceeded at a snail’s pace. Even when rising sea levels, allied to a huge tsunami, created the breach that would become the English Channel, there were just 5,000 people living here – less than one-hundredth of one per cent of today’s population. Those early inhabitants were Stone Age hunter-gatherers, probably descended from the people who had made those prehistoric footprints.

         The nomadic existence of these early Britons remained mostly unchanged until around 6,300 years ago, when there was a major cultural shift to a settled, agricultural way of life. The Neolithic Revolution, as it is now known, set the pattern for the development of more permanent settlements, including Mousa Broch. For the first time in the history of these islands, human beings were changing the landscape to suit themselves and their lifestyles. In so doing, they were starting to create the ‘countryside’, our convenient shorthand for cultivated land used to grow crops or feed livestock.

         Today, a handful of sites bear witness to this extraordinarily rapid period of change. One such, on the mainland of Orkney 100 miles (160 km) south-east of Mousa Broch, is Skara Brae. Dubbed the ‘Scottish Pompeii’, it was built over 5,000 years ago, making it even older than Stonehenge and the Egyptian Pyramids. Like the Norfolk footprints, this stone-built settlement was hidden from view until relatively recently. Only in the winter of 1850 did a heavy storm finally reveal the existence of a series of stone buildings, forming a ‘village’. These had been home to up to 100 people, and were occupied for roughly 600–700 years.

         Archaeological digs carried out at Skara Brae and at the nearby Ring of Brodgar standing stones have uncovered much about the way of life of these early settlers. They have also solved the mystery of a small mammal unique to this archipelago: the Orkney vole. Orkney voles are a bit of a puzzle: they are a unique subspecies, Microtus arvalis orcadensis, of the common vole, which despite its name is not found anywhere else in Britain, although it is abundant throughout most of continental Europe. Bones of voles found at Skara Brae have been analysed using sophisticated DNA techniques, revealing that the animals had arrived here about 5,100 years ago – very soon after Skara Brae was first constructed. A possible explanation is that the voles had hitched a lift with early farmers, in the hay ferried in boats to feed the islands’ newly acquired livestock. Other theories are that they were deliberately brought to Orkney as Neolithic pets, or even for humans to eat. But as in most early colonisations by non-native species, an accidental arrival seems more likely.

         Today, Orkney voles still scurry around the ruined settlement of Skara Brae, though like most small mammals they are rarely seen. But ironically, their existence is now under threat from another mammal that also arrived here by accident, less than a decade ago: the fierce and predatory stoat.

         
            *

         

         Far to the south, as the Neolithic period (New Stone Age) gave way first to the Bronze Age (4,500 to 2,800 years ago) and then the Iron Age (2,800 to 1,900 years ago), the building of settlements continued apace. Britain’s population grew exponentially, thanks to advances in agriculture and technology. By the end of the Iron Age, soon after the birth of Christ, an estimated one million people lived on these islands. Competition for land began to cause tension between communities, creating a more tribal society. This led to the construction of hill forts – almost 3,000 in all – for ceremonial as well as defensive purposes.

         One fine July morning a few years ago, I visited a well-known example, Barbury Castle, an Iron Age hill fort in Wiltshire a few miles south of Swindon and the M4. The view from the summit is impressive: on a clear day, you can look south towards the ancient Ridgeway path, north towards the Cotswolds, and west to the River Severn.

         The approach to the fort had, I confess, been something of a disappointment. There was no immediate evidence of a settlement with stone structures, such as those at Skara Brae, or at nearby Avebury or Stonehenge: just a circular dip in the ground, behind what I assumed was a defensive rampart, now completely covered with grass and wildflowers. But as I sat facing the centre of the structure, and the sun rose higher in the summer sky, I noticed that the grassy bowl was acting as a sun trap for a host of butterflies. Chalkhill blues, the males a delicate dusty blue; a brown argus, with small orange circles around the edges of its chestnut wings; and common grassland species such as Essex skipper, small copper and small heath – all were flitting purposefully from bloom to bloom.

         They were feeding on nectar from a carpet of flowers, including wild thyme, common rock-rose and bird’s-foot trefoil. This striking little flower has more than seventy different folk names, including the ‘eggs-and-bacon plant’, because of its yellow and pink flowers. It gets its official name from the shape of its seed pods, which do indeed resemble a bird’s foot, and have also led to alternative names such as ‘cat’s claw’, ‘God Almighty’s thumb-and-finger’, and the rather grisly ‘dead man’s fingers’. Having fed and mated, the female butterflies then lay their tiny eggs on these plants. Many of these chalkland specialists have a single ‘food plant’ for their caterpillars, without which they are unable to reproduce. The transformation of much of lowland Britain into a food factory has inevitably seen these once-common wildflowers become more and more scarce; in turn, the butterflies that depend on them are declining too.

         It struck me that, were it not for the historical importance of this site, and the manner in which the land was shaped by our distant ancestors, this hillside would long since have become indistinguishable from the rest of the intensively farmed monoculture surrounding it. It would be subsumed into the vivid green grass stretching away on all sides, rather than the tapestry of pastel shades and subtle colours before me, buzzing and moving with countless insects.

         Along with Skara Brae, Barbury Castle made me realise how the Accidental Countryside can sometimes take centuries – even millennia – to come to light. Parts of our landscape change over time, to the point of covering up the very evidence that humans ever lived there at all, and the process by which wildlife takes them over is long and often complex.
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            FOUR CONQUESTS

         

         
      
    

         

         
      
    

         
            While the Roman Empire was overrun by waves not only of Ostrogoths, Visigoths and even Goths, but also of Vandals (who destroyed works of art) and Huns (who destroyed everything and everybody, including Goths, Ostrogoths, Visigoths and even Vandals), Britain was attacked by waves of Picts (and, of course, Scots) who had recently learnt how to climb the wall, and of Angles, Saxons and Jutes …

            W. C. Sellar and R. J. Yeatman, 1066 And All That: A Memorable History of England (1930)

         

         The authors of the satirical history of England 1066 And All That were adamant that, however much history we learned at school, most people were only able to recall two dates: 55 BC and AD 1066. It is surely no coincidence – and tells us much about our oddly ambivalent national psyche – that these two dates mark the first and last successful invasions of our island nation by people from mainland Europe. The first, from 55 BC, was by the Roman forces, led by Julius Caesar; the second, more than eleven centuries later, was by the Normans, commanded by William, Duke of Normandy. The Roman occupation was long – it lasted roughly four centuries – but ultimately came to an end at the start of the fifth century AD, whereas the Normans stayed, eventually assimilating with the Anglo-Saxons to lay the foundations of modern Britain.

         In between, there were two other invasions, though these happened over a much longer period, and each might better be described as a process rather than a single event. One saw the arrival of the motley group of Germanic tribes known as the Anglo-Saxons, from around the middle of the fifth century to the end of the seventh century AD. The other was the continual threat, from the end of the eighth century AD to the Norman Conquest, of the Vikings, who regularly crossed the North Sea from their Scandinavian homeland to rape, pillage and otherwise bring suffering down on the (by then) native Anglo-Saxon population.

         Few structures survive from the Roman occupation. There are only a handful of villas and palaces, such as the one at Fishbourne in West Sussex, which soon fell into ruin and were hidden away until excavations in the twentieth century revealed their splendid mosaic floors and precious artefacts. Other Roman constructions were rebuilt over time, so that little remains of the original structures. The largest of all – Hadrian’s Wall, constructed from 122 AD onwards – has managed to survive, though many of its stones were plundered for building by successive generations after the Romans left Britain.

         Running for 84 miles (135 kilometres) from Bowness-on-Solway on the west coast to Wallsend in the east, the wall is now managed by several organisations, including English Heritage, the National Trust and the Northumberland National Park, for both its historical and natural value. In 1987, it became one of the first places in Britain to be declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site. I first visited Hadrian’s Wall as a twelve-year-old schoolboy, in the spring of 1972. I can still remember the culture shock of my first visit to ‘the North’: notably when, looking down from the top of the wall over the surrounding countryside, I noticed for the very first time in my life the shadows of clouds scudding across the landscape.

         I can’t recall seeing many wild creatures, but now I wish I had looked harder, especially having since read John Miles’s excellent book Hadrian’s Wildlife. John has watched and monitored the fauna and flora of this unique structure for almost four decades, much of this period spent working for the RSPB. He has also unearthed records of birds and other wildlife, and changes in the habitats around Hadrian’s Wall, going back to Roman times. Today, thanks to sympathetic management techniques practised by local farmers and conservation bodies, the Wall continues to support a wide range of wildlife.

         In early spring, the first migrants such as wheatears and ring ouzels return from Africa, perching prominently on the huge granite boulders to deliver their song, while emerging wildflowers provide much-needed nectar for spring butterflies. Cuckoos call out their name from the rocky crags, while house martins nest in some of the stone structures; a rare example of this bird, now so closely associated with our own homes, breeding in a more ancient site. Peregrines and ravens also nest along the Wall itself, while black grouse have recently returned – after an absence of many years – to the nearby RSPB reserve of Geltsdale.

         Summer sees the emergence of upland specialities such as the emperor moth, whose huge false ‘eyes’ deter predators from pecking at them. By comparison autumn and winter may appear lifeless, but still provide regular sightings of hen harriers and merlins quartering the area in search of prey.

         
            *

         

         The Anglo-Saxons were more modest in their ambition than the Romans, and did not leave any huge, imposing structures like Hadrian’s Wall. But in many ways their influence was even more far-reaching than the more celebrated Roman occupation. For the Anglo-Saxons changed the very nature of rural Britain, turning away from the Roman emphasis on forts and towns and creating a land of smaller villages. Often built on the site of previous settlements, these grew and flourished; so too did the number of places of Christian worship.

         Those early settlers, and the later generations descended from them, built hundreds of churches up and down the country. Most were made largely of timber with a thatched roof, so it is hardly surprising that they were unable to last the millennium or more that has passed since their construction. But a few, like All Saints, Brixworth, in rural Northamptonshire, were built in stone. This is one of about fifty Saxon churches to have survived, though all have been substantially altered and rebuilt by later generations. Described by one distinguished historian as ‘perhaps the most imposing architectural memorial of the seventh century yet surviving north of the Alps’, All Saints was originally built as an abbey. Part of this remains, with many later additions from medieval times, including a fourteenth-century tower and spire.

         Like other ancient churches, All Saints is surrounded by a graveyard, whose headstones are covered with lichens. There are patches of pale grey and darker brown, blotches of deep mustard-yellow, and the occasional daub of what at first sight looks like a splash of white paint or bird droppings, but is also a type of lichen. We are so used to the textures and patterns made by these often disregarded organisms, that some people even assume they are an artefact of the stone itself. Yet when these memorials were first erected they would have been clean and bright, and their inscriptions easy to read, not the soft, blurred and often indecipherable lettering we come across now. Their original meaning has been obliterated by the passage of time, the weathering of countless summers and winters and layer upon layer of lichens.

         Lichens are some of the most curious of all living things, not least because they are not actually a single organism at all. Instead, they are a mutually dependent partnership between two totally different groups living in symbiosis: an alga and a fungus. The fungus, which makes up the vast majority of the lichen, provides a stable base, while the alga allows it to photosynthesise so it can obtain nutrients, without which it could not survive. And survive they do: some lichens in the Brixworth churchyard are hundreds of years old.

         When it comes to lichens, churchyards are incredibly important. According to the leading British lichenologist, the late Oliver Gilbert, more than one-third of Britain’s lichen species – over 600 – occur in churchyards, of which six species to date have only been found there. In a touching aside, Gilbert mentions that one of these unique species, Calicium corynellum, occurs on the tower at Bywell in Northumberland, the church where he was married.

         Churchyards have also been studied by lichenologists more than any other habitat: one group of enthusiasts has documented lichens in over 6,000 such locations in the UK. This is painstaking and time-consuming work: lichens can grow on virtually every surface, including the walls, gates and paths of the church, as well as the memorials and gravestones themselves. Even loose fragments of stone lying at the base of walls are checked, as an unusual species of lichen may be found lurking there. Some lichenologists are so concerned not to cause any damage during their surveys that they use strips of Sellotape to collect samples.

         Gilbert also reveals that lichens prefer the most durable varieties of stone, which stonemasons used for windows, doorways and buttresses, as these areas were the most prone to wear or damage. Astonishingly, lichens are able to distinguish not only between limestone and sandstone, but also between stones from different quarries. If you want to see the oldest lichens in a churchyard, they will usually be on the building itself, especially if it is of Saxon or Norman origin. This is because during those times, memorials to the departed were usually placed inside the church itself; headstones and more ornate stone graves mostly date back only as far as the seventeenth century.

         Once you leave the church grounds, both the range and number of lichens declines sharply. Although traditional villages may have their fair share on stone walls and old houses, it is ironic that, the further you travel into the surrounding countryside from any centre of habitation, the fewer lichens you will find. The fewest species are found in the intensively farmed areas which surround so many quaint English villages, especially in the east of the country; places Gilbert justly calls a ‘lichen desert’. So in their own humble, understated way, lichens are warning us of the perils of giving over vast swathes of the British countryside to intensive farming.

         
            *

         

         The Victorian poet Henry Longfellow wrote a fine celebration of churchyards, entitled ‘God’s Acre’, which opens:

         
            
               I like that ancient Saxon phrase, which calls

               The burial-ground God’s-Acre! It is just;

               It consecrates each grave within its walls,

               And breathes a benison o’er the sleeping dust.

            

         

         The phrase used by Longfellow derives from the German word Gottesacker, which translates as ‘God’s (seed) field’. Now rarely used, during the past two decades this phrase has undergone something of a renaissance, thanks to the establishment of the Shropshire-based conservation charity Caring for God’s Acre. Founded in 1997, this small but influential organisation campaigns to make the estimated 20,000 churchyards, cemeteries and burial grounds in England and Wales more wildlife-friendly. We might assume that these holy places do not need our help, but local threats from over-enthusiastic volunteers, some of whom prefer their grass to be cut as short as possible, along with wider dangers from urban development, mean that the charity’s work is absolutely vital. As the insect conservation group Buglife points out:
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