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Foreword

	 

	My name is Judith Dunkirk. I live in Drenthe  in The Netherlands and have been the Climate Mayor of Hoogeveen since November 2024. For years, I have been researching the behavior, habitat and well-being of the European hedgehog as an independent researcher - an animal that many know and love, but is having a hard time surviving  in our modern world.

	 

	Hedgehogs are part of our gardens, parks and forest edges. Yet you see them less and less. Traffic, petrification, the disappearance of insects, dense fences and a lack of safe nesting places ensure that these silent nocturnal animals are disappearing more and more often without us noticing. The decline of the hedgehog is a signal. Not only for its species, but for the entire biodiversity around us.

	 

	With this book I want to show how hedgehogs really live - in the Netherlands, in our time, and in all seasons of the year. Each chapter tells the story of one hedgehog, in one place, in one month. Sometimes they are young, sometimes old. Sometimes they find food, sometimes they are in danger. But you always learn something about how they experience their world, and how vulnerable that world has become.

	 

	This book is intended for anyone from about 12 years old who is curious about nature nearby. The stories are realistic, carefully researched and written with love - so that you can walk along on legs that we usually don't hear.

	 

	I hope that this book not only shows you how special hedgehogs are, but also invites you to do something for them. An open gate in your fence. Leaving some leaves in the garden. Allowing a little space in a world that is becoming increasingly crowded.

	 

	Because for a hedgehog, even that can make a difference.

	 

	 

	Enjoy reading,

	 

	Judith Dunkirk

	Climate Mayor of Hoogeveen

	Independent Hedgehog Researcher 



	
How does this book work?

	 

	This book is a never-ending hedgehog diary. It takes you through the seasons, past villages, forests, gardens, railways and heathlands – through the eyes of hedgehogs who each tell their own story. Each story takes place in a specific month and in a unique place in the Netherlands. The hedgehogs are fictional, but what they experience is based on real circumstances, behavior and problems that hedgehogs face today.

	 

	You can read the book in several ways.

	There is no right or wrong. Only what works for you.

	 

	 

	Do you want to read along with the year?

	Then read one story each month, matching the time of year. That way, you live together with the hedgehogs through spring, summer, autumn and winter – every season anew.

	 

	Do you want to start chronologically?

	Then read the first story of each month in the first year. In the second year, choose the second stories, and in the third year, read all the third stories. That way, you experience three consecutive hedgehog years. At the end, you can start again – because nature always starts again.

	 

	In between, you will find more in this book:

	 

	• Gardening tips per month, so that you can contribute to a hedgehog-friendly living environment.

	• Fun facts about hedgehogs, spread throughout the book.

	• Activities and ideas with which you can help the hedgehogs in your neighborhood.

	 

	Whether you read everything in one go or occasionally read one story a month: this book is meant to be read slowly. With attention, with wonder, with love for everything that is quiet and prickly.

	 

	Welcome to the world of hedgehogs.

	They were already waiting for you.



	
January
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	Henry in the hedgehog rescue in Frisian.



	
Awakened by the bangs

	 

	The air is thundering. My nest is gently shaking with the rumbling from above. Dull thuds, hissing whistles, and then a shower of crackling light. I know what it is. People do this every year. They call it “fireworks.”

	 

	I remember it from last year, although I didn’t wake up then. This time it’s different. Maybe I was too light when I fell asleep. My belly not full enough. My fat layer too thin. Either way – I’m awake. And I’m hungry.

	 

	My whole body feels strange. Heavy and stiff, as if I haven’t moved in ages. Which is true. It’s January. For weeks I’ve been lying still under a thick layer of leaves, hidden behind a shed in a city garden. I’ve built my nest between a pile of logs and an ivy bush. Warm enough, usually. But tonight the cold is creeping up through the ground. And my stomach is growling louder than the fireworks that are still echoing between the houses.

	 

	At first I only move my snout. Very slowly. Then a leg. Another one. Everything acts as if I were made of stone. My body wants to stay lying down. But hunger is stronger than sleep.

	 

	I carefully stick my nose outside. The air smells of smoke, mud and old fireworks. No snow. But it is freezing cold. It is dark, but I can see the orange glow of the street lamps on the stones. My legs stick a little to the cold tiles. But I have to. I have to eat something.

	 

	I waddle out of the garden. Over the pavement, past a row of bins. It is always busy here in the summer. People talk, others barbecue, children play. Now it is quiet. Only the distant bang of fireworks sounds now and then, like a booming clap of thunder in my chest.

	 

	A blackbird jumps up from the bushes. “What are you doing here, spinyback? It’s January!”

	 

	“I know,” I grumble, “but my stomach thinks I should walk now.”

	She shakes her feathers and dives back into her bush. Typical city bird – lots of noise, very little help.

	 

	I walk on, carefully, my head low. The streets are empty, but I know where I want to go. In a garden a few houses away, people sometimes put out saucers. Cat food, usually. Sometimes special hedgehog food – I know because it doesn’t smell of fish.

	 

	On my way, I sniff at a garden gate. I once smelled peanut butter here. And there – there once was half a slice of sandwich with sausage. People are messy. That’s their nature. And for us, city hedgehogs, that’s sometimes happiness.

	 

	A smell! Chicken. Warm, meaty. My snout trembles. My legs speed up. Under a wooden bench, half hidden behind a plant pot, I find a small metal bowl. There are still leftovers in it. Not fresh, but good enough. I sniff, check for movement. No cats, no competition.

	 

	I slowly start eating. Don't gobble. My body is slow, my stomach still in hibernation. If I eat too fast now, I'll get sick. And a sick hedgehog is no good.

	 

	While I eat, I hear soft shuffling. Something heavy slides along the fence. I stop, smell. Then I see her.

	 

	A fat brown rat looks at me curiously from the edge of the fence. "Hey, little stickleback," she says. "Few hibernators on the street. You're early."

	 

	"Or late," I say. "I have to go back later."

	 

	She nods. "Smart. Being awake too long is asking for trouble."

	 

	I grunt in agreement. In the city, you share the food with whoever you meet. No arguing, just surviving.

	 

	She leaves me alone. Thank goodness. In my condition I would lose a fight. Even a spent spark of energy I have to save.

	 

	When my stomach feels a little less hollow, I lick my mouth clean. The chicken is gone. I could have eaten more, but this was enough for now. Time to turn back.

	 

	The way back seems longer. My legs protest. My back pricks – not from my thorns, but from the inside. My body wants to sleep. But I am brave – I am Bram. And I know where my nest is.

	 

	Past the bins, back over the pavement. Past the flowerbed where I once found a snail in the summer, bigger than my head. Now there is only wet leaf. Not an insect to be seen.

	 

	A bicycle creaks across the road. I startle and fall flat on the ground. But the cyclist does not even look my way. Only human children would stop for a hedgehog – and they are now in their bed.

	 

	I cross an alley and squeeze between a fence and a waste bin. My legs slip on the wet stones. Ouch. I sit down for a moment. Rest. Breathe.

	 

	Then on. Another garden. Another hedge. There’s the shed. My shed.

	 

	I shuffle around it, feel the ivy against my side. Behind the pile of wood, there it is: my nest of leaves, moss and bits of plastic I found in a compost heap. Warm. Safe. It smells like me.

	 

	I crawl inside. My body almost audibly sighs with relief. The world outside is cold and hard, but here – here I can disappear.

	 

	My heart rate drops. My breathing slows. My muscles relax. As if someone is putting a blanket over me, from inside.

	 

	I hear one more firework, somewhere in the distance. A final bang. But I can barely hear it anymore.

	 

	This time I’ll stay the night.

	 

	My name is Bramble.

	 

	And I will sleep.

	 

	Until spring.



	




	
		

				
What animal tracks can you find outside?

Even in winter you often can still find animal tracks.


		

		
				 

		

	


	 

	Hedgehog Fact!

	Hedgehogs usually sleep deeply in January: their heart rate drops from 180 to sometimes only 10 beats per minute.

	 


The soft winter

	 

	The wind is soft today. Not warm, but not sharp either. No snow on the ground, no frost on the leaves. Only wet earth, bare trees, and the smell of damp pine.

	 

	I am Juno.

	And I am awake.

	 

	That is not the intention. Not in January. Not in a forest like this. But my body tells me otherwise. It does not want to hibernate. It wants to walk. Search. Know.

	 

	I am the daughter of Spring. Born in May, in a warm place under a bramble bush. My mother was strong and calm, with a nose like a compass and a hum in her voice that you would never forget. She raised me in a summer full of scent, movement and lessons about life. About eating and hiding, about the importance of fat, about how to keep yourself warm with nothing but leaves, moss and patience.

	 

	And then, in the fall, we all went looking for a place to sleep. My brothers, my sisters, me. I found a spot at the edge of the forest, against a sloping hillside, half under a dead tree. I gathered leaves, built a nest, turned in circles until everything was just right. And I slept.

	 

	Or… I thought so.

	 

	Because winter never really came.

	 

	There was cold – short, wafer-thin – but no frost that stayed. No snow that fell quietly and muffled everything. No silence as Mom described it. No frozen ground that even made the worms sleep.

	 

	There were days when it felt like spring. The sun on my back, the smell of wet grass, the voice of a titmouse in the branches. And on such a day I woke up.

	 

	A little at first. My heart beat faster, my legs felt less heavy. Then more. My eyes opened. My snout smelled life. And my stomach… it growled.

	 

	I thought: maybe this is stupid. Maybe I should crawl back and pretend I didn’t smell anything. But I was curious. And hungry. And young.

	 

	So I came outside.

	 

	The air smelled of mud. Of leaves that had given up on themselves. Of tree bark full of mold. Of toad tracks. And of rain.

	 

	I walked.

	 

	Past pines and birches, over paths of moss and roots, past tracks of deer and badgers. Sometimes I heard the panting of a dog in the distance – then I remained silent. But mostly it was quiet. There are few people in the forest in January. Even when the winter is mild.

	 

	I found beetles, lazy and stupid, hidden in rotten wood. I found worms, slow but alive, in wet sand. I found a snail. One. But it was enough.

	 

	My body woke up. My snout sharp. My eyes clear. And my nest? That felt far away.

	 

	I walked further than ever.

	 

	I now live on the edge of the Veluwe. Here are pine forests, heathlands, open spaces where you can still see the grass rustling in the wind. The forest is grand, but not empty. There are more than hedgehogs living here. Deer, rabbits, martens, buzzards. And foxes.

	 

	I knew that already. Mom told me. But smelling is different from hearing.

	 

	One night I found a hollow between tree roots. Fresh. The smell still warm. Fox.

	 

	My heart jumped.

	 

	I knew: get out. Now. No hesitation.

	 

	I flattened myself, dived into a pile of leaves, and waited. An hour, maybe more. My breathing like the tapping of rain on a leaf. Slow, steady. Until the smell disappeared.

	 

	But that fox – he stayed in my thoughts.

	 

	And later, much later, I actually met him.

	 

	It was a still evening. No rain. No wind. Just my paws on the sand. I walked past a small clearing, where the moonlight fell between the trunks. I heard something – a twig breaking. I turned my head, smelled something I already knew. And there he was.

	 

	Slender. Red. Sharp.

	His eyes gleamed.

	His mouth was just open.

	 

	We saw each other.

	 

	He didn’t move.

	 

	Neither did I.

	 

	We stood there, in the silence. And then… he blinked.

	 

	And walked on.

	 

	I stayed behind.

	 

	Why didn’t he grab me?

	Maybe he had already eaten.

	Maybe he thought: that prickly thing over there, that’s not worth the effort.

	Maybe he even thought: you belong here too.

	 

	Who knows?

	 

	I only know that I stood there, and was alive.

	 

	Since then I have been more alert.

	I smell further.

	I listen longer.

	But I stay awake.

	 

	Because this winter is not cold enough to force me.

	 

	At night I walk, slowly, through the forest. My body is heavy with food, but awake with instinct. I make a new nest under the roots of a pine. Not for the whole winter – but for the day. For when it suddenly gets colder. For when the world tells me: sleep now.

	 

	But until that day…

	I will keep walking.

	 

	I am Juno.

	Daughter of Spring.

	And this is my first winter without sleep.

	 

	The world is changing.

	And I am changing with it.



		

				
What would you need to survive outside in the winter?

Compare that to a hedgehog.


		

		
				 

		

	


	Hedgehog Fact!

	During hibernation, a hedgehog loses up to 30% of its body weight. Because they also use energy while sleeping!

	 


Where the sky sinks

	 

	There is a smell in the air that I don’t trust. Not because it is dangerous, not immediately. But because it is too quiet, too clinical. No soil, no leaves, no wet grass. Only metal, disinfectant spray, plastic gloves and the smell of far too many hedgehogs in far too little space. No fresh air. No wind. No moon. Only the echo of walls that are made to keep warm, but that cannot keep out the cold of absence.

	 

	I am Henry.

	And for the time being I live in a shelter in Frisia, up North in The Netherlands..

	 

	They call it a shelter, but for me – and for the dozens of hedgehogs that lie here in plastic containers, wooden cages or boxes covered with blankets – it feels more like an in-between space. As if the real world has been paused for a moment and we are being kept until someone decides that we can continue.

	 

	I don’t remember exactly how I ended up here. Somewhere, near Heerenveen, I woke up in November with a feeling of cold that I couldn't sleep away. My nest was too damp, my fat reserves too small, and my body refused to really fall into hibernation. So I went for a walk. Searching. Confused. Found in a garden, put in a box, brought inside. They weighed me. Looked at my legs. Wrote things down. Called me light, but "still on time."

	 

	That's what I thought then too.

	 

	But then January came. And everything changed.

	 

	Not just for me. For everyone.

	 

	First there was Bente, a young hedgehog with big eyes and thin flanks. She ate well, slept often, seemed fine. Until she suddenly started to shake. First her head. Then her legs. As if her body was receiving signals that it couldn't follow. Within a day she was lying on her side, her snout open, breathing too fast. She was put aside, in a warmer room, but she didn't come back.

	 

	Then it struck me. How quiet it was in our room.

	 

	Not literally – there is always some rustling, a humming lamp, a carer talking carefully to herself or to a sick animal. But the hedgehogs… they are quiet. There is no more humming, no more sniffing, hardly any movement.

	 

	Some lie curled up, for days. Others, like me, stay awake because something inside tells them to. That it is not allowed yet. That you still have to pay attention.

	 

	Because the disease is here.

	 

	They call it a mysterious hedgehog disease. No one knows exactly what it is. Only that it starts with tremors. Then weakness. Then sometimes paralysis. Some hedgehogs recover. Others die. And no one knows why one survives and the other does not.

	 

	I lie in a long row of boxes, each with a name tag above it. Henry. Daisy. Bramble. Sythe. Floppy. The volunteers try to sound cheerful, but their voices have become deeper. They speak softer. They take a deeper breath before they pick anything up. Sometimes I hear them sigh.

	 

	Every day the room smells a little stronger of disinfectant.

	 

	Sometimes I hear another hedgehog squeak. Not a scream – hedgehogs don’t scream. But a small, soft squeak, from somewhere in another corner of the room. And then: footsteps. A box being moved. Sometimes coming back. Sometimes not.

	I lie down. And I wait.

	 

	I still eat. Slowly. I don't tremble. My paws do what I want. My nose works. But I feel it. Something crawling between the thorns. Not being sick, not weak. But the realization: it's close.

	 

	Floppy was in a bin next to me. A big hedgehog, old perhaps, often grumbled to himself. He was here before I came. We smelled each other and left it at that. No friendship, but recognition. He got the disease. But slowly. No violent spasms. Just… getting less. Less and less. Until he stopped moving. They put a towel over his box. And then he was gone.

	 

	And I stayed.

	 

	I still stay.

	 

	My box is cleaned every day. A hand lifts me up – warm, but tired. Sometimes I get food I don't know, with a different smell, something medical. I eat it. Not out of hunger. Out of discipline. Because I have to.

	 

	The other hedgehogs… disappear.

	 

	Not all at once. But gradually. The boxes move closer together. Names disappear from the board. Sometimes a new one appears. Often a young one, in a cloth. Sometimes it still squeaks. Sometimes it is already quiet.

	 

	I try to keep myself awake. Count the sounds. Remember the steps of the caretakers. Try to recognize patterns. At night I dream of smell. Of wet grass. Of the rustling of leaves that really come from the wind, not from a ventilation system.

	 

	I miss rain.

	 

	Real rain. On your snout. On your back. Not this constant being inside. Not the heat that smells of nothing.

	 

	Sometimes someone comes in with boots and outside air on his coat. Then I smell everything at once: mud, manure, winter. And I turn my head that way. Not to escape. But to remember that there is an outside.

	 

	One morning Daisy is gone. She was lying two boxes further. Young, light, but fierce. She ate well, said a volunteer. But something still went wrong. “Sudden decline,” I heard them whisper.

	 

	I curl up a little further.

	 

	And yet. I am alive.

	 

	I am not lying still. I am still eating. I feel my body. My legs are slow, but strong. My breath is deep. And when they lift my bowl, I feel my heart beating as it should.

	 

	I am Henry.

	 

	And I do not know if I will be allowed to go back soon. Outside. To a garden, or a yard, or a hedge where I can be myself again.

	 

	Maybe.

	 

	Maybe not.

	 

	But as long as I breathe, I am someone. Not just a name on a card. But a body. A life.

	 

	I still smell. I still hear. I know that spring will come, someday.

	 

	And I hold on to that.



		

				Draw or describe a place in your neighborhood where a hedgehog could safely hibernate.

		

		
				 

		

	


	Hedgehog Fact!

	Hedgehogs that wake up in January usually do so because they are too light or because the weather is temporarily too warm.

	 



Gardening tips for January


	 

	• Leave leaves and branches – Hedgehogs use these to keep warm in their winter nests.

	 

	• Do not feed or disturb them – Hedgehogs are sleeping now. Leave winter nests alone.

	 

	• Check sheds or woodpiles carefully – A sleeping hedgehog could be hiding in them.

	 

	• Plan a hedgehog-friendly makeover for spring – Think about native plants and passageways.

	 

	 

	Activity for January

	Provide food and water for hedgehogs that have woken up. Hedgehogs can sometimes come out of hibernation to eat and drink. Sometimes they wake up because of fireworks, but sometimes because they are too weak to go through the whole winter or because it has been a bit warmer for a few days. Usually they go back into hibernation without any problems. A bowl of water and food all year round can help hedgehogs tremendously.

	 

	Provide heavy, ceramic bowls that they cannot easily knock over. Hedgehogs are quite clumsy!

	 

	Refresh the water daily and make sure that the bowl with food is always clean, not moldy and contains enough.

	 

	Preferably use good quality cat food, with as much meat as possible. Sometimes hedgehog food is also possible, but make sure that it does not contain raisins or popped corn.



	
February
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	Moreen at the castle



	




	Waiting for spring

	 

	I smell people. Always. Their scent hangs on everything here: the gloves that lift me up, the towels in my bowl, the food in the metal bowl. No soil. No leaves. No rain. Only plastic, soap and disinfectant spray.

	 

	I am Spring. And I am temporarily living in a hedgehog shelter.

	 

	They say I was too small. Too light to hibernate. That I wouldn’t have made it in the garden. That it’s good that I’m here.

	 

	I believe them. Really. But I miss being outside.

	 

	I remember those cold nights in November. Everything slowed down. My paws, my heart, my thoughts. I found a pile of leaves under a bush, tried to make a nest, but it remained cold. My stomach growled and gnawed. No snail, no beetle, no saucer of food. Only wind and icy rain. I crawled deeper into the leaves, tried to lie still like a hedgehog is supposed to do in winter. But I couldn’t.

	 

	Then the people found me. I remember the sound of their voices. High, worried. How their hands felt soft but strange. I think they had seen me before. In the garden, when it was still warm. They gave me water and wet food and put me in a box with air holes. I was too tired to protest.

	 

	And now I am here.

	 

	In the shelter.

	 

	There are many boxes here. All hedgehogs. Big ones, small ones, fat ones, thin ones. Some are still asleep. Others like me are awake – young animals, weak animals, injured animals. One has only three legs. He always grunts when someone comes near. Sometimes I answer. Just to let him know that I am still here.

	 

	There is a rhythm here. Dark during the day, light at night. They want to keep our clocks the same as outside. So that we do not forget how the world works. Every evening a person slides open the door. Light streams in. They wear white coats or sweaters with stains. They smell of everything I do not know.
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