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            Introduction

         

         This book consists of a selection of the monthly articles I have written for The Field magazine over the years and contains a mixture of topics including sport, natural history, wildlife, customs, traditions, folklore and the heritage of our countryside. It is perhaps more in the nature of a scrap book, in which I have recorded odd episodes and incidents that occur as the wheel of the seasons turns. In one way or another, the subjects I have written about have captured my imagination or been a source of interest to me since early childhood.

         The seeds of my fascination with nature were sown on early afternoon walks as a child with my mother, through the ancient coppiced woodland of my father’s farm. These walks were not just for the good of my health; post-war rationing was still in place and my mother always carried a wicker basket and, depending on the time of year, filled it with flowers, edible plants, mushrooms, berries or nuts. Trailing along behind her as she foraged, I quickly learnt what was poisonous and what was edible; where to look for it; and why and when it grew there. At the same time, an inquisitive child surrounded by birdsong, darting insects, fluttering butterflies and the furtive rustling of unseen little creatures could scarcely avoid taking an interest in wildlife.

         In the 1950s, I think the nation as a whole knew more about the natural history of Britain than at any other time. Rationing, which had started in 1939 and did not end until 1954, meant that for fifteen years the population had to become expert foragers if they wished to supplement their diet. My mother and I often came across others bent on the same mission as ourselves, searching for edible or medicinal plants and collecting firewood. This was particularly the case in the autumn when urban-dwellers poured out of the towns to harvest the hedgerows, searching for vitamin-C-rich blackberries, wild raspberries and rosehips. Traditionally, 14th September was Nutting Day, when coachloads of townspeople would descend on the countryside to strip the hazel trees of nuts – an important extra source of protein through the winter months.

         Once I was old enough to roam about unattended, all children of my age had one thing in common, regardless of background: the natural world was our principal source of daily entertainment. After breakfast in virtually every household up and down the country, whether it was urban or rural, the command ‘now out you go’, would be heard. To be outside, whatever the weather, was considered a healthy, beneficial and profitable way for the young to spend their time. Urban children learnt about natural history in city parks, railway embankments, churchyards and canal banks, whilst rural ones had the freedom of the countryside.

         We spent hours being eaten alive by midges, silently watching a badger sett when a sow brought her piglets out at dusk, or a vixen’s earth when she played with her cubs on a summer’s evening. We kept hedgehogs, grass snakes and talking jackdaws as pets and ferrets for rabbiting. We learnt the breeding seasons of birds, animals, reptiles and insects: we knew the ones that hibernated and those that were nocturnal. We noted the predators and the predated, as well as the corridors of safety, such as hedgerows, which the vulnerable used as habitat or to move between areas of woodland.

         In time, we discovered how to read the weather from the behaviour of insects, birds or farm animals and could identify the presence of wildlife. We learnt to interpret clues such as the narrow tracks of rabbits leading from burrow to feeding ground, the broader path of a badger and the slim, four-toed pad mark of a fox. Similarly, we observed the oblong droppings of a rat, the long crinkly ones of a hedgehog, glinting with remnants of undigested beetle carapaces; the twisted dung of a fox, full of bone fragments, fur and seeds, and the acrid urine scent where he marked his territory; the stinking, fishy pile of an otter spraint on a rock beside a river, or the khaki-coloured droppings of a roe deer. Above all, we learnt that wild animals rely on scent and sound to warn them of danger and that silence and a downwind approach were crucial if we hoped to watch them.

         My father hunted, fished, stalked, shot and, at least once every season, set off for a week’s wildfowling to the Tay, Montrose Bay, the River Kent where it flows into Morecambe Bay, or to Lindisfarne on the Northumberland coast. As I grew older and became more involved in the adult world, I learnt about the different seasons for quarry species, which allow them to breed and rear their young in peace.

         My teachers were the wildfowlers, gamekeepers, stalkers, ghillies and Hunt servants I met through my father. From them I discovered the purpose, customs, rules, etiquette, group terms and peculiar language of field sports; the migratory movements of waterfowl; the history, courtesies and consideration of mankind’s benign management of wildlife; and, above all, the role of field sports in contributing to the architecture of the landscape by creating, preserving and maintaining habitat for game species, which in turn benefits all biodiversity.

         I am very fortunate to have spent my adult life farming hefted hill sheep on the moorlands of the Scottish Borders, an archaic form of farming, which apart from advances in veterinary science, has remained unchanged since the Cistercian monks established great flocks on the uplands of northern England and southern Scotland in the eleventh century. I love the broad perspective, the chuckle of grouse, the seasonal comings and goings of the migratory nesting birds – the snipe, curlew, sky larks, oyster catchers and plovers, who break the long silence of winter with their exuberant birdsong in the spring. Hill sheep are practically wild animals and to farm them at all on the bleak, unfenced uplands a shepherd needs to be a naturalist as much as a stockman.

         Dramatic changes have happened to the rest of rural Britain since the arcadia of my childhood, when its largely self-supporting family farms were made up of deciduous woodland shelter belts, orchards, ponds, little fields surrounded by plump hedgerows and old, permanent pastures full of wild flowers.

         Characteristically, these were operated as mixed farming systems of sheep, cattle and grain, with chickens, ducks, geese and a fattening pig for bacon. However government policies in the 1960s and 1970s of agricultural intensification led to thousands of miles of hedgerows, small woodland and orchards being bulldozed. Old pastures, heath and downland were ploughed up and marshes drained under Ministry of Agriculture reclamation schemes, which altered much of the rural landscape.

         As reclamations destroyed the hedgerows and woodlands, they took with them the tradition of townspeople coming into the countryside to forage and to pick nuts and berries every autumn. Gradually, the urban population began to lose touch with their rural background and as the urban-rural divide widened, so ignorance and prejudice towards country people became part of the political agenda.

         Rural Britain will never be quite what it was in my childhood, but then, nothing stands still, however much we may wish it. What is important now, is that the nation is aware of the fragility of what we have left of the beauty and antiquity of our natural heritage and that it must be cherished unaltered.

         The countryside should be seen as a force for good: and the communities that live there, their customs and traditions, should be valued and regarded as worth supporting and preserving for future generations.

         The wheel of the seasons keeps turning and sometimes, waiting in the dawn on the edge of a saltmarsh for the grey geese to flight inland and looking back across the years, part of a poem written in 1808 by Anna Seward, otherwise known as the Swan of Lichfield, comes to mind: 

         
            
               
          Nature! dear Parent! Power divine!
        

               
          Whose Joys and Griefs are truly mine!
        

               
          To you my sympathy devotes
        

               
          My cheerful, and my plaintive Notes.
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            Toads

         

         There is scarcely a creature in the British Isles, whether it be mammal, reptile, amphibian, insect or bird, which does not change its habits in some noticeable way in March. The winter migrant wildfowl leave for their subarctic homes and little summer visitors such as wheatears, chiffchaffs, willow warblers and yellow wagtails start to arrive. Snipe, curlew, oyster catchers and peewits move from the coast to their upland nesting grounds. Towards the end of the month, early badger cubs may leave their setts; hedgehogs emerge from their hibernation quarters; bumblebees join tortoiseshell, brimstone and peacock butterflies in their search for blossoms, and toads set forth on their laborious annual pilgrimage to their ancestral spawning grounds.

         Common toads are our oldest reptile and for a creature so ancient, their reproduction is astonishingly chaotic. Except during the breeding season, both sexes tend to be solitary, living in damp, secluded burrows under logs, rocks or deep in old leaf mould – indeed we have a splendidly warty matriarch who has a lair under a stone water trough by the stables. They usually hibernate in these places alone although occasionally assemble in large groups, sharing a den with snakes and newts, from October to the end of February or whenever the ground temperature reaches a consistent nine degrees centigrade.

         In March the toads experience an urge to return to their birth pond to breed, setting off on nocturnal journeys which may take as little as a couple of nights or as long as a month. Ignoring all other ponds and lakes in their path, they tramp steadfastly and with great singleness of purpose towards some pool where their ancestors have bred for centuries, surmounting obstacles such as walls with un-toad-like agility. Unfortunately, many of the hereditary migration routes are now intersected by busy main roads and thousands of toads are squashed by vehicles as they lumber across.

         Since the mid-1980s, when the sheer volume of toads killed on the Marlow to Henley-on-Thames road created a serious traffic hazard, several hundred toad tunnels have been built under highways across the country, with flanking walls to guide the convoys of migrants into them. In other areas, volunteers from Wildlife Trusts and the charity, Frogline, monitor likely crossing places, erecting traffic-warning signs and transporting bucketfuls of toads to safety. Despite these efforts, an estimated twenty tons of toads are killed annually. All too often, the survivors’ journeys end in disappointment, when they discover that their breeding site has been drained or built over.

         When the males finally arrive at the historic breeding area, they wade into the shallows and begin singing their soporific, watery, purring mating call that continues night and day whilst breeding is in progress, unless there is a sharp drop in temperature. Cold makes them torpid and diminishes sex drive, to the extent that the toads all sink to the bottom and bury themselves in the mud until conditions improve. Male toads become sexually active at three years and females, a year later, creating a massive disparity between the males congregating at the breeding sites and available females.

         Some of the older male toads cunningly lie in wait and ambush females along the route, arriving at the competitive shambles of the mating areas already clinging to the back of a female with a vice-like embrace – known as amplexus – using the nuptial pads on the inside of their thumbs and fingers. These pads become more pronounced during breeding and provide the grip to enable a male toad to remain in position for hours, and possibly days, whilst his sperm fertilises the female’s eggs as they are released. They are also used by competing males to drag each other away from a female or to clamber on to the back of a male already in situ. Mating balls or multiple amplexus regularly occur, when several males pile on top of a female, crushing or drowning her. Frustrated, inexperienced young toads frequently mount not only each other but also unsuspecting frogs and even small fish; apart from the mating chorus, the most commonly heard sound throughout the breeding season is the high-pitched, staccato release call of an outraged male.

         A female toad will lay as many as two thousand eggs during a successful spawning, which settle in two strings, each about three metres long, round the stems of water plants. Once spawning is over, the adults leave the water and begin the weary, hazardous trudge back to their burrows, no doubt wondering whether it was all really worth it.

         The tadpoles hatch after ten days and, although distasteful to most fish, they are prey to water beetles, water boatmen and newts. The tiny golden toadlets metamorphose from tadpoles at between twelve and sixteen weeks, depending on the water temperature. They leave their birth sites in July and August, dispersing into the surrounding countryside to find their own feeding territories.

         Toads can live for twenty years in the wild or up to forty in captivity, but the casualty rate is phenomenal. Their only defences against predators are the paratoid glands containing cardiac glycosides – potentially strong enough to stop a heartbeat – that project in the form of lumps at the back of the neck and a disgusting-tasting toxic substance which hyperactivates the salivary glands of anything that tries to bite them, as generations of my terrier pups have discovered. The barely developed paratoid glands of young toadlets offer little protection and thus they are vulnerable to predation from all ground predators, as well as herons, crows and gulls. Sadly, the survival rate is only about one in twenty.
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            Easter

         

         In AD 595, Pope Gregory sent a mission to England of forty monks, led by a Benedictine called Augustine – Prior of the Abbey of St Anthony in Rome and later the first Archbishop of Canterbury – with instructions to convert the pagan inhabitants to Christianity. Augustine was advised to allow the outward forms of the old heathen festivals and beliefs to remain intact, but wherever possible to superimpose Christian ceremonies and philosophy on them.

         The sheer scale of the task confronting the little band of missionaries was so colossal that halfway along the long trudge from Rome they got cold feet and decided to turn back. They were only too aware, leaving seasonal festivals aside, that pagan Britons believed every plant, tree, spring, stream, rock or hill and all animals had souls, and each had its own guardian deity. Before a tree could be cut down, a stream dammed, a mountain crossed, a spring drunk from or an animal disturbed, the individual guardian spirit had first to be placated. Needless to say, every aspect of the wind and the weather had its own gods or goddesses too. Pleas for permission to return were refused and, two years later, the anxious group of monks arrived in Canterbury and began endeavouring to carry out their evangelical papal directives.

         Pope Gregory’s mandate of conversion through coercion was brilliant in its simplicity; he surmised that the easygoing but deeply superstitious Saxon peasant population would not object if the seasonal festivals of the pagan calendar were Christianised, provided that the ancient celebrations remained basically unchanged. Gradually, the principal heathen feasts became days honouring either Christ himself or one of the Christian martyrs: and the Church had plenty of saints in hand, ready for any eventuality that might arise. 

         Over several centuries all the pagan days of weather prediction throughout the year – at least forty of them – were given the names of various saints and the principal pagan feast days were converted to Christian religious festivals. Imbolc, held on 2nd February to celebrate the first sign of new growth and the beginnings of lactation in ewes, became Candlemas Day, the Feast of the Purification of the Virgin: Lughnasadh, on 1st August, the celebration of the start of the harvest, became Lammas or St Peter in Fetters Day, when bread baked from the new crop was blessed. The great festival of Samhain, on 31st October, marked the end of the ‘light’ or growing half of the year and the start of the ‘dark’ or dead half: pagans believed that the spirits of their ancestors became active with nightfall at Samhain, a superstition substantiated by the ghostly movements of migratory woodcock, or geese flying under the moon. The early Christian Church was quick to designate this All Souls Night and the following day, All Saints Day. The twelve-day festival of Yule at the end of December became the celebration of Christ’s birth.

         However one festival was so ancient, and so deeply entrenched in the pagan psyche, that although it was to become the most important and defining event of the ecclesiastical calendar, the Church did not attempt to change the name: Easter.

         The Holy Scriptures tell us that the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus occurred around the time of the Jewish Passover festival, which would equate to our spring, with Easter established in western Europe by the First Council of Nicea in AD 325 as being the first Sunday after the full moon following the vernal equinox on 20th March. The spring equinox, when day and night are of the same length and the date from which the hours of sunlight become progressively longer, had been celebrated as a joyous festival of fertility, regrowth and new birth by early civilisations who worshipped their various gods and goddesses in the dawn sunrise for many millennia before the birth of Christ. The Anglo-Saxons worshipped the goddess Eostre, referred to by the Venerable Bede in chapter fifteen of De Temporum Ratione (AD 725), in which he describes the indigenous month names of the English people:

         
            
        Eosturmonth has a name which is now translated to ‘Paschal month’, and which was once called after a goddess of theirs named Eostre, in whose honour feasts were celebrated in that month. Now they designate that Paschal season by her name, calling the joys of the new rite by the time-honoured name of the old observance.
      

         

         There has been a considerable history of suggestion that the goddess Eostre was an invention of Bede’s, since very little is known about her other than Bede’s attestation. A body of opinion theorising against her existence still has a degree of popular cultural prominence today, although the evidence in his favour is compelling.

         Bede was born in AD 672 during the early stages of the Christianisation of these Islands, when the names of the Anglo-Saxon gods and goddesses would have been common knowledge and as the philologist Jacob Grimm (1775-1863), folklorist Charles Billson (1858-1932) and, more recently, Professor Venetia Newall have observed, the highly respected Father of English History would be unlikely to invent a goddess of that name if none had existed. Furthermore, a number of English place names of Saxon origin, such as Eastry in Kent, Eastrea in Cambridgeshire and Eastringham in Yorkshire are assumed to be derived from Eostre. There is also an etymological link to Ostara or Austra, the spring goddess worshipped by the tribes of northern Europe after whom the month of April, Ostermonat, was named and whose existence was verified in 1958, when over 150 Romano-Germanic votive inscriptions to the matronae Austriahenea were discovered near Morken-Harff in Germany, datable to around AD 150-250.

         The modern imagery of Easter, the eggs and the Easter bunny, pre-date Christianity and have their provenance as pagan fertility symbols, with the bunny originally being a hare. No other animal is surrounded by such a volume of myths, legends, superstitions and omens over so many cultures than is the hare, which is hardly surprising since it is a very unusual animal. Solitary and crepuscular, except in the spring when the bucks and does perform their elaborate mating rituals, hares are capable of speeds up to twenty-five mph, can turn on a sixpence in full flight and jump over twenty feet in the air with ease. This in itself was enough to command the respect of early people, but their behaviour, which sometimes appears almost humanly irrational as they double back and forth in the dusk making sudden leaps and ninety-degree turns, and the hideously childlike screams when caught or injured, convinced our ancestors that hares were more than mere animals.

         For many centuries, there was a belief that hares were hermaphrodite and that both sexes bred; that as well as having normal teats on their stomach, they had another set inside their wombs; and that fur grew in their mouths. Although this was eventually disproved in the nineteenth century, hares are almost unique in their extraordinary ability to be pregnant and conceive at the same time, thus carrying two or more foetuses at different stages of growth. This, and their habit of producing four litters in a year, made them worthy of deifying and an obvious symbol of fertility and springtime fecundity.

         Some folklorists claim that hares carried the light for Eostre as she lit the spring dawn and although there is not a shred of evidence to support this, it is not unreasonable to agree with the statement written by Charles Billson, the folklorist, in a learned paper on the Easter Hare:

         
            
        … whether there was a goddess named Eostre, or not, and whatever connection the hare may have had with the ritual of Saxon or British worship, there are good grounds for believing that the sacredness of this animal reaches back into an age still more remote, where it is probably a very important part of the great Spring Festival of the prehistoric inhabitants of this island…
      

         

         Paradoxically, hares, the wildest and most sensitive of all animals, can be easily tamed if caught young enough, and the Celtic ruling classes liked to keep them in their homes as a sort of living connection to the gods. Boadicea is reputed to have careered into battle on her chariot with the family pet stuffed up her blouse. Caesar remarked that although considered an aphrodisiac by the Romans – Pliny the Elder recommended a diet of hare to increase sexual attractiveness and claimed hare meat had the power to cure sterility – the Celts regarded the flesh of hares as taboo, which gives rise to the perplexing Easter hare-hunting rituals which seem to bear the stamp of immemorial antiquity. Once held in various parts of Leicestershire and Warwickshire, these were believed by the antiquary and politician Charles Elton QC, MP (1839-1900) to be survivals of sacrificial rites connected with the worship of the goddess Eostre.

         Perhaps the strangest of all unexplained connections between hares, paganism and Christianity, is the iconography in early medieval churches and cathedrals throughout Britain, depicting three running hares joined by the tips of their ears to form a triangle. This symbolism is found in sacred sites from the Middle and Far East, across Europe and Russia, to places as diverse as St David’s Cathedral in Pembrokeshire, Chester Cathedral, a chapel at Cotehele in Cornwall and churches at Widecombe in Devon and Scarborough in Yorkshire.

         Eggs have been a symbol of spring rebirth since antiquity. Engraved ostrich eggs have been discovered in Africa dated to sixty thousand years ago; decorated eggs were commonly placed in the graves of ancient Sumerians and Egyptians five thousand years ago, and ‘pysanky’, the Ukrainian art of elaborately decorating eggs for Easter with beeswax, dates to ancient, pre-Christian times. The custom of colouring Easter eggs was started by the early Christians of Mesopotamia, who dyed their eggs red to represent the blood of Christ, but were only officially adopted by the Church as representing the resurrection in 1610, when Pope Paul proclaimed the following prayer: 

         
            
        Bless, O Lord we beseech thee, this thy creature of eggs, that it may become a wholesome sustenance to thy faithful servants, eating it in thankfulness to thee on account of the resurrection of the Lord.
      

         

         The two symbols of fertility, the egg and the hare, come together in the ancient German tradition of a mythical hare which laid coloured eggs in its form for good children to find on Easter Day. This was taken to America in the eighteenth century by German immigrants and as Easter gradually became commercialised, the hare became a rabbit and the egg became chocolate.
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            The Cuckoo

         

         Of all the territorial birdsong heralding the approach of spring in this part of the world – the silly yelping of oyster catchers, the whistling of green plover, the lovely burbling song of curlews and the drumming of snipe – none has greater significance than the call of a cock cuckoo. It is not just that he has customarily always been the harbinger of the season of re-growth and new life: his presence also indicates that insect-eaters such as swallows, house martins and whinchats are not far behind and that means warm weather, desperately needed for grass growth, is bringing them north. There are traditional dates for the arrival of the cuckoo on his journey from Africa: in the South of France, cuckoo watchers expect to hear him on 21st March and his progress is reported across Europe to Norway, where he is due to arrive on 14th April. He should make a landfall in Sussex on the same date, be heard in Cheshire the following day, Worcestershire five days later, Yorkshire on the 21st and is anxiously listened for in the Scottish Borders at the start of the hill lambing on the 24th.

         At a time when both the rural economy and people’s existence in general were more directly connected to the seasons, the coming of spring and timing of warmer weather was of universal interest. Early people believed cuckoos brought the spring with them and that once the first cock bird’s mating call had been heard, everything would spring into life. For many centuries it was the custom in various parts of Britain for farm workers to be given the day off when the first cuckoo of the year was heard. Cuckoo Day was celebrated by drinking new brewed ale known as ‘cuckoo ale’ and the singing of endless renditions of this little thirteenth century sonnet: 

         
            
               
          Summer is a-coming in,
        

               
          Loudly sing, cuckoo!
        

               
          Grows the seed and blooms the meadow,
        

               
          And the woods spring new. Sing cuckoo.
        

            

         

         Even to-day, the arrival of the cuckoo has lost none of its impact and the date and time the first cock bird’s song is heard is still religiously reported in The Times. The historical importance of cuckoos is reflected in the sheer quantity of place and plant names, poetry, farming rhymes and folklore. In 1912, the composer Delius was even moved to write a rather lovely lyrical piece about the bird, entitled ‘On Hearing the First Cuckoo in Spring’.

         It is hardly surprising that cuckoos have attracted so much attention; they are by any standards the most extraordinary birds. The Common Cuckoo, which visits us in the spring, is one of fifty-nine species of Cuculidae recognised as being brood parasites and although regarded by us as a national institution, cuckoos are in fact the thoroughly deceitful spongers of the bird world. They not only choose to dump their offspring on little birds because they have a more highly developed mothering instinct than larger ones, they cause their victims’ own broods to be destroyed.

         Hen cuckoos arrive a week or two after the cocks and whilst he delivers the familiar two-tone territorial call, either from a perch in a tree or on the wing, she hunts the adjacent hedgerows and spinneys for potential host nests, occasionally giving her own, seldom heard, bubbling chuckle in reply. Foster-parents are usually meadow pipits and dunnocks, followed by reed warblers and pied wagtails, but cuckoo eggs have been found in the nests of over fifty different species. Most birds lay in the early morning and the sight of a host bird laying her eggs is sufficient stimulation for a cuckoo to produce one of her own by the afternoon, when the host parents are generally away from the nest. The hen cuckoo lifts an egg from the nest and holds it in her bill whilst she lays her own, which, by some inexplicable process, mimics the colouring and pattern of her victim. The stolen egg is then eaten or destroyed. About forty-eight hours later she identifies another unfortunate target and lays again, repeating the process across her territory until as many as twenty eggs have been deposited in different nests, extending her destructive influence over a large area.

         Whatever species the cuckoo chooses to inflict her egg on, it has such a short incubation period – twelve or thirteen days – that it hatches at the same time or before the clutch of the host. The cuckoo nestling is born with a sensitive hollow in its back which it instinctively uses to heave the eggs or nestlings of the host birds out of the nest. Left alone, the nestling grows to such a size that it soon overflows the nest and the tiny, demented foster-parents, struggling to feed the monstrous invader, are often forced to stand on its back. At about three weeks it fledges and then squats on a nearby branch where the hunger cries of a young cuckoo are so incessant that not only will its foster-parents feed it, but also other birds passing by carrying food for their own broods.

         By June the cock bird’s call changes from a two- to a three-tone song and in July both adults depart, their purpose fulfilled. Their brief visit is reflected in the nursery rhyme:

         
            
               
          In April come he will,
        

               
          In May he sings all day,
        

               
          In June he changes his tune,
        

               
          And in July he flies away.
        

            

         

         A cuckoo’s plumage is blue-grey with barred underparts and their disappearance was once accounted for by the belief that from August until April they turned into the sparrow hawks they closely resemble. Young birds begin the migration journey in August or September, finding their way to their winter quarters in southern Africa unaided, guided by some remarkable inherited directional instinct. 

         Around twenty thousand pairs breed in Britain every year, but numbers are dropping in tandem with the decline of meadow pipits and dunnocks; a situation to which, bizarrely, they themselves have contributed.
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            Avian Squatters

         

         Spring in the uplands is a glorious time of year; a warm day or two and suddenly everything comes to life. The long silence of winter is broken by an energising bustle of activity and birdsong, as summer-nesting migrants start arriving from the coast. The wild, ululating territorial call of cock lapwings can be heard as they perform their tumbling, aerobatic display flights. Curlews hang like crescent moons as they circle the breeding areas, their soporific whistling rising to a crescendo that fades away to a strange burbling sound when they dive. Oyster catchers patrol up and down, yapping hysterically. Redshanks yodel; skylarks warble; little stonechats and whinchats hiss and tick. Cock grouse grumble and snipe, plunging through the air with their tail feathers extended, create a weird, mournful, bleating sound.

         On a knowe behind our farm buildings is a small wood of old Scotch pines, larches, birch, ash and oak trees. The nesting bird life here is different, but no less frenetic and noisy. Tiny, pugnacious goldcrests, Britain’s smallest bird, flicker among the tops of conifers building intricate, expanding nests of spiders’ webs, moss and feathers. Tree creepers scuttle up and down like feathered mice, uttering high pitched squeaks. Siskins announce their mating territory with a sweet, fluting twitter. Coal tits trill plaintively. Long-tailed tits splutter shrilly and goldfinches tinkle. Periodically, above this cacophony of exuberant small birdsong, the protracted drumming of our resident greater spotted woodpecker can be heard.

         Strangely enough, it is familiar garden birds that have learnt to live in the proximity of humans whose peculiar nesting habits prove the most interesting, particularly to children. The old steading at the back of the house, with its cattle byres, granary and stabling, provides ideal breeding sites for a variety of birds, most of whom gladly utilise manmade objects as part of their home building. Last year, a pair of barn owls made their nest – a disgusting mess of disgorged pellets – on a ledge in the granary, using a section of clay drainage pipe (that must have lain there for decades) as a retaining wall, to stop the owlets falling off. Further along the same ledge, a hen blackbird built a tidy nest of dry grass, leaves and mud in a rusty tin half-filled with nuts and bolts. In the tack room below, where the sheepdogs have their kennels, a pair of dainty pied wagtails reared their brood in a nest of hair and wool in a corner of the wall head.

         It would seem that the smaller, more pugnacious and territorial the bird, the more indiscriminate the nest site. Blue tits, the comic little tit mice of poetry, will nest in practically any cavity away from the ground, hissing with fury at any intruders; the only requirement seems to be an unimpeded flight path and enough room to rear their clutch of between seven and twelve eggs.

         Holes in a wall or tree are favourite places, but I have known nests in drainpipes, flower pots, a milk bottle stuck in a hedge and even the tool box of a derelict tractor. For several years in succession, a pair nested inside a narrow-necked stoneware jug in a bramble bush that was growing out of an old rubbish dump.

         Little skulking wrens with their piercing, rattling song are notorious for choosing strange nesting sites. The cock makes a series of bell-shaped nests for the hen to choose from and will site them in any situation round the house or farmyard where there is any semblance of an entry hole. Proximity to humans doesn’t bother them and I have found wrens nesting in a broken carriage lamp among the ivy beside our front door: the coils of a garden hose hanging from a nail: a gym-shoe on a shelf in the summer house: and a crash helmet in the garage. Wrens build their nests with astonishing speed too; years ago, the gardener put his trilby down in the greenhouse when he came to work and found a partially constructed wren’s nest in the crown that evening. 

         Providing nesting sites for little birds can be enormous fun. When my children were small we always had an annual nest-creating day in early March. The children and their little friends scoured the farm for suitable receptacles.

         Every farm has a junk heap of considerable antiquity with its ubiquitous elder tree: and the children would return triumphantly with all manner of pots, tins, jars, old kettles, teapots and the occasional hob-nailed boot. With this treasure trove piled into a wheelbarrow, we would set off round the farm pushing his or her find into wall cavities and hedges or fixing them to the branches of trees. How these were positioned was crucial to their eventual occupation, as they had to be rigidly secured, with enough shade, cover and height to give a sense of safety. When checked at the beginning of April, at least half had a blue tit, great tit, wren or robin in situ.

         Robins claim the most unusual recorded nesting site. The corpses of two highwaymen, executed in 1796 for robbing a mail coach, were hung in gibbets on the green at Mickle Trafford, not far from Chester racecourse. When the remains were finally taken down in 1820, a robin’s nest of moss, wool and hair was found in one of the skulls. Our national bird can always be relied upon to provide entertainment in the spring, vociferously establishing mating territories and fighting off all-comers. Hens will cling to a nest under circumstances that would be unthinkable for any other bird.

         Over the years, an enormous quantity of lumber accumulated in a loft in one of the old farm buildings, including armchairs with the horsehair stuffing bulging through the material and vast ungainly dressers; rusting iron bedsteads; piles of trunks and suitcases filled with moth-eaten clothes; as well as tea chests full of toys and those treasured infant school projects – drawings and little plaster-of-Paris or papier-mâché figures – that one can’t bear to throw away. One whole corner was an enormous heap of plastic bin liners containing decades of annual farm accounts. 

         Last spring, the floor was considered unstable so the loft had to be emptied and the lumber removed elsewhere, which was a fairly major operation involving several people over a number of days. Much of what had gone up with relative ease was lowered down by rope with considerable difficulty. The exception was the black bin liners – these were hurled off the loft to land in a cloud of dust with a satisfying thud. When the job was finally finished, I went to move a tea chest containing a broken, wicker bottle-basket on top of a pile of toys. The chest had been amongst the first to come down. As I approached, something stirred in one of the bottle compartments. A hen robin, her tail feathers bristling erect, was glaring at me from a newly constructed nest.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

      



OEBPS/logo_online.jpg
Quiller





OEBPS/a014_online.jpg





OEBPS/a011_online.jpg





OEBPS/9781846893056_cover_epub.jpg
S]OHNNY

COUNTRY,

Through the seaSons





