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Praise for Wild Pavements



‘Fresh, immediate, and full of vim, it’s like just being there with the author on her well-informed urban rambles.’


Peter Marren, author of Chasing the Ghost


‘Amanda Tuke is one of the most talented of a new generation of urban nature writers. Most importantly, she reaches out to a new cohort of readers: those who love the plants and animals around them but are put off by their lack of experience. By providing really helpful advice, hints and tips, in beautifully written prose, she makes nature – and nature writing – more inclusive and accessible.’


Stephen Moss, author of Ten Birds That Changed the World


‘As she leads us through the rich beauty of the natural life which thrives around us even in the most urban of settings, Amanda Tuke provides us with the means of enlivening our daily city lives by sharing her knowledge and observations of every aspect of the interactions of place, people, flora and fauna, from fox to sweet violet, eel to moth, from the history of parks to environmental planning and much, much more. Stay in your city. Walk. Carry this book with you. Watch, listen, observe, enjoy.’


Esther Woolfson, author of Corvus


‘If you live in a town or city, and let’s face it you probably do, then this book is for you and your soul. Brilliantly written, it’ll help you tune in to nature wherever you are. An inspirational guide on how to spot, hear, sniff and feel your way around town!’


Nick Baker, naturalist and TV presenter


‘We have to change the narrative that we are somehow separate from nature, and Amanda Tuke shows us nature knows no such boundaries! She compels us to expect nature where we are ... Importantly, Wild Pavements further disabuses the idea that nature is to be found only in the countryside ... We’ve only got to learn how to look and engage, for a richer experience. Lively, delightfully curious and adorably eccentric, I want to see cities through Amanda Tuke’s eyes!’


Nicola Chester, author of Ghosts of the Farm:


‘Amanda’s deep connection to city wildlife shines through in this highly knowledgeable exploration of the urban environment. Wild Pavements offers a powerful reminder that our streets and communities are woven with nature’s stories.’


Leif Bersweden, author of The Orchid Hunter and
Where the Wildflowers Grow


‘A heart-lifting revelation for anyone who lives in a town or city and longs for wild nature. It was there all along! In the night skies, in the cracks in our masonry and paving, in every leat and riverbank; in every corner in fact. Tuke takes us by the hand into the subtle creep of indomitable wildness ... Companionably informative, always curious, this heart-lifting story draws us by the senses to where we want to be; surrounded by unquenchable nature.’


Miriam Darlington, columnist for The Times and author of Otter Country and Owl Sense


‘It’s a simple truth that most people in Britain live in towns and cities, and the wildlife of these metropolises is, therefore, the most immediate to us, if only more of us knew about it. In Wild Pavements, Amanda Tuke discovers and celebrates in vivid, sparkling prose the rich natural heritage that should and could be encountered and loved by so many more of us.’


Michael J. Warren, author of The Cuckoo’s Lea
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Introduction




Naturalist: an expert in, or student of, natural history.





We’re walking along the Croydon Road in south-east London on our way to collect the car from the service garage. It’s one of those breezy but sunny March mornings, which hint that the change of season is almost upon us. The oncoming traffic is held at a red light and even when the lights finally change, the lorries, vans and cars trundle forward, not much faster than we’re walking. It’s noisy, smelly and, frankly, a bit depressing.


From nowhere, a sparrowhawk appears. It flies fast down the centre of the blocked road. Head held still, it folds its short, rounded wings to slip between the lorries and is no more than a metre behind a hapless great tit when the birds pass us. For this predator, supremely adapted to navigating the narrow gaps between trees, slow-moving lorries aren’t a problem. But it’s a sprinter, hunting with explosive bursts of energy, so it needs to catch its prey in seconds before tiring.


‘Look! Look!’ I say, and track the pair with my outstretched finger, completely unable to squeeze out any useful words to describe what I’m pointing at. We watch as the birds drop just out of sight on the rough grass by a housing block. I weave across the road through the cars, but by the time I reach the spot, there’s nothing to be seen. If this was a natural history film, there’d be a few feathers floating to the ground. There are no feathers, but I still don’t rate the great tit’s chances of survival.


And the traffic trundles on. Still noisy, still smelly. Other than perhaps seeing a dotty middle-aged woman tearing across the road, the drivers seem oblivious to the nature drama that has just unfolded.


Experiences like seeing that urban sparrowhawk are special, but they needn’t be rare, once you’re tuned in. It requires just a tiny adjustment in your focus as you navigate the city safely. Perhaps a twin-track internal dialogue? (Crikey, that car’s coming fast so I’d better step back away from the road. What made a call in the bush behind me? Sounded like a goldcrest. Bus, at last. Dancing insects in a sunny corner near the next bus stop. Winter gnats maybe? Remember to get off at the next stop. Why do I always find this plant growing round lamp-posts where dogs pee?) Come to terms with the fact that the natural world is the one we live in too, expect nature to be wherever you are, and you’ll start experiencing our cities completely differently.


For an urban naturalist, the simple act of walking down a city street is full of delightful distractions. I have to duck down this side street to see what’s growing along that pavement’s edge. I’m compelled to stop for a 360-degree scan of the rooftops to locate the source of that bird call. And I can’t resist crossing the road and kneeling down to get a closer look at what’s buzzing around under that tree. Rambling along pavements and hunting for wildlife, I’m the opposite of Baudelaire’s detached, purposeless and very definitely male ‘flâneur’, who idly observes city life of the human form.1 There’s always nature-hunting to be done wherever I find myself.


It’s fun hunting with other nature enthusiasts, but I’m quite happy on my own, although then I’m prone to talking to myself. Most of the time it’s an internal dialogue as I think about what I’m looking at, listening to, smelling, or touching; but every so often I discover I’ve said it out loud, with the sheer delight of what I’ve seen.


From the tiniest pavement plant and the hoverflies on flowers in street tree pits to the pied wagtails patrolling our rooftops and peregrine falcons scanning the city from the highest crane, there’s always something awe-inspiring to be found. Noticing urban nature changes the way you feel about your streets. Focusing on growth and beauty rather than grime and rubbish can lift your mood. Having now lived more of my life in cities than in rural Britain, I’ve become a committed urban naturalist, but that wasn’t always the case.
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I have an ambivalent relationship with rural Britain, feeling that it’s fine for visiting and holidaying in, but difficult for actually living in. Forty-six years ago, I was brattishly furious when my mum and dad told us they’d bought a farm and we were going to move away from our lively Somerset village to a smallholding in a much smaller, sleepier Dorset village. Aged 14, I had just started going to teen discos, all within easy walking distance of our childhood home, and almost had what passed for the kind of social life I’d read about in Jackie magazine. All of that ended instantly with the move. Our new village was almost entirely populated by ‘old people’. My mum was convinced I’d love it: I did love horse-riding and there was all that open countryside I was free to explore. So, I sulked with gratitude.


I don’t remember thinking much about nature in our village, even though it was there all around us. During my teenage years, I was focused on ways to escape, even if options for doing this were limited. Before I got a moped, I was restricted to the single bus that came through the village morning and evening, to and from Yeovil, the train line to London, and the towny school friends with parents tolerant of mates dossing all weekend. As soon as I could move to a city, I did – and never moved further out than our suburban home of the last twenty-two years, which is right on the boundary between inner and outer London.


The experience of the pandemic, opportunities for working from home and the desire for a more natural lifestyle (whatever the hell that means) supposedly caused a middle-class exodus from our cities. Like others, I did daydream about it very briefly, but my teenage self would have found it hilarious that I’d considered, even for a second, living in the countryside again.


What put me off was being acutely aware of the challenges of life in rural England, where there were no guarantees of nature riches. Large chunks of the countryside, particularly those which lend themselves to intensive agriculture, are nature-depleted,2 while urban areas – mosaics of gardens, green spaces, cemeteries and brownfield sites linked together by verges, hedges and railway cuttings – can be astonishingly rich in biodiversity.3 But you do need to know where to look to find urban wildlife, and it helps if you have some idea what you’re looking at.


My own natural history knowledge is primarily wild flowers. After studying plant ecology in the 1990s and carrying out research on the remote archipelago of St Kilda in Scotland, I spent an intensive twelve months during the pandemic finding and learning to identify unfamiliar urban wild plants; I now teach urban botany and plant identification to beginners. It’s very difficult to be a botanist without being fascinated by insects, other invertebrates and fungi too. And I’m a regular if inexpert birdwatcher and an enthusiastic amphibian/reptile/mammal spotter. But none of that stops me, or anyone else, from being an urban naturalist, as someone keen to learn about and celebrate urban nature.


Urban naturalists might not have the same profile or glamour as those khaki-clad adventurers striding up hills and across to islands in search of rare organisms, but they do have history. Back in 1858, a group of Londoners – all men, of course – started an organisation called the Haggerston Entomological Society. Meeting regularly in a pub in east London, the society had thirty-five members by the end of the first year. In 1887, the society moved its meetings to Albion Hall near London Wall and gave itself the snappy title of the City of London Entomological and Natural History Society, before joining with the younger North London Natural History Society in 1913 to become the marginally more succinct London Natural History Society (LNHS).


Records of London’s natural history, published in its journal, The London Naturalist,4 have traditionally been made in an area with a boundary that is 20 miles in all directions from St Paul’s Cathedral, with members making a few excursions outside of London too. Still going strong 110 years later, the LNHS now has just over 1,000 members, and doing rather better than some other London institutions I could mention; 54 per cent of new members who joined in the last ten years are women.5


So, there are other naturalists in London and other British cities, and I was planning to find them. Urban nature is biodiverse, but contemporary books about it aren’t. Back in 1945, the third book in the prestigious New Naturalist series was, perhaps surprisingly, on the topic of urban nature, with Richard Fitter’s London’s Natural History (following on from books about butterflies and, bizarrely, the birds and mammals killed for sport).6 Fitter’s wide-ranging book covers geology, habitats, plants and animals, and deals broadly with nature in all its forms.


Recent books about urban nature, and particularly London nature, seem skewed heavily towards charismatic animals – urban foxes and peregrine falcons, for example – with sometimes a shuddering nod towards animals that insist on making their home with us, like rats, squirrels, house mice and clothes moths. City plants, invertebrates and fungi barely get a look in.


While we don’t notice much of the wildlife sharing our cities, urban nature is protected, at least on paper, by a plethora of acts with turgid names. Since the Natural Environment and Rural Communities (NERC) Act 2006, local authorities, including London boroughs, have to have, somewhat inconveniently, regard for the conservation of biodiversity. With the recent Environment Act 2021, this has been strengthened to expect local authorities to look strategically at their policies and operations from time to time (at least every five years), and to assess what action they can take ‘to further’ the conservation and enhancement of biodiversity. Since January 2024, local authorities have also had to require a 10 per cent net biodiversity gain in planning decisions.


Worthy though these requirements are, the challenges of measurement are considerable, and who’s monitoring what our London boroughs and other city councils are doing for nature? Environmental charities that aim to improve biodiversity in cities often must steer a tricky strategic path between working in partnership with councils and holding them to account. You and I, on the other hand, can ask repeatedly, if necessary, the important and annoying questions. And to make sure we’re asking informed and incisive questions about the impact of developments on the natural world, and the assessments carried out by ecology consultancies, we need to really understand what we’re talking about. Urban green spaces, nature-rich brownfield sites, and even rare plants on our city pavements, will always be vulnerable unless there’s good information on the extent of the biodiversity they support and how our actions affect them.


There is one thing that is essential in our efforts to protect nature, and that’s making sure we know about it, which applies to urban nature too. Knowledge about what we’re looking at and why something grows or lives in each particular space needs to be shared among as many people as possible, and that starts with amateur urban naturalists.


There are lots of different ways of learning about and logging urban nature. Ecologists – scientists interested in how organisms interact with each other and their environments – tend to like what’s called a transect – a survey of one or more organisms along a more or less straight line along a gradient of some sort. Transects help answer questions about the factors that determine changes in the flora and fauna, from one soil type to another, from a river up a hill or from an urban to a more suburban environment. The transect can also help the understanding of how plants, animals, fungi or microorganisms spread around in a city. Naturalists love a square sampling area, which answers the question of what macro-life, i.e. visible to the naked eye, can be found. This is sometimes referred to a little disparagingly as ‘square-bashing’. Whichever method you use, you’ll learn a lot about the natural world through the process.


Many people who wouldn’t consider themselves naturalists know a little bit about nature, can name a few mammals, birds and plants, and would be keen to know more if they could work out how to go about that. I’m convinced of this because I’m invariably stopped by curious people when I’m hunting nature on city streets to ask me what I’m looking at – the delivery driver who asked me why I was photographing a weed, the couple who hadn’t noticed the bees living in a river bank, or the young man who asked me what my bat detector was – and they really do listen when I explain.


Today’s London would be unrecognisable to the original LNHS members who were busy recording nature within the 20-mile radius of St Paul’s over a century ago. What they would remember as villages surrounded by fields have now been subsumed in suburban sprawl, even if road formations, street names and occasionally old trees still hint at the landscape’s history. While modern London is frequently heralded as one of the greenest cities in Europe, the centre could be much more welcoming of nature, and there’s much that London can learn from other cities in the British Isles and elsewhere in that regard. And if we discovered anything from the experience of lockdown, it’s that there isn’t room for everyone to enjoy nature in the ‘designated’ green spaces.


Is urban nature hard to find elsewhere, or are we just not tuning into the nature that is there? Walking along Croydon Road in south London is not where you would expect to see a hunting sparrowhawk, for example; but how far would you have to walk in each direction away from the old City for a nature fix? Well, there was one way I could find out – by rambling in eight directions away from the heart of London in search of urban nature and the inspiring people who care for it. And combining my observations in London with visits to other cities in the British Isles, or even further afield, might help me understand what actions might benefit urban nature.


The species found living alongside us in our cities have worked out how to survive in the urban environment, both exploiting the resources on offer and defending themselves from the hostility some of us humans display to sharing our space. How they do that, as I was to find out, is fascinating.
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Pavement battles, singing out and park life




Spring, late evening, I swing the car into our cul-de-sac. Spotlit in headlights a momentary glimpse of fast-beating wings, a long beak, a large eye. A woodcock. In inner London. I pause the car until my heart calms. The image fizzles on my retinas long after the bird’s gone.


Diary of an Urban Naturalist





I emerge blinking from the shade of the underground station to a fine spring day and a cacophony of shouting builders, heavy machinery and traffic sounds bouncing between high-rise office blocks. Initially, it’s hard to get my bearings, because with tiny patches of sky and no sun visible there are scant natural clues to help with directions. A smiling Tourist Information officer notices me checking my phone map and asks if I need any help, and I say ‘no, thanks’, even though I really do.


Reaching St Paul’s Cathedral Garden, I find a welcome patch of green in an otherwise concrete desert. But it’s still noisy. As well as the machinery from the nearby building site, it must be morning breaktime, and children at the school adjacent to the garden are playing exuberantly in their concrete playground. The cathedral is one of London’s most popular tourist sites, with over a million visitors every year. Today, some are sitting enjoying the spring sun, others pore over guidebooks, while others again stare up at the dome.


I, on the other hand, am staring into a tree. (A-ha! A singing blackcap.) Through all the clanging, shouting and hooting, the intricate song of one of my favourite spring migrant birds cuts through. I’ve tracked down this slender warbler, with its modest ashy plumage and black cap, to a sweet-scented viburnum tree. How best to describe a blackcap’s song? My field guide says a ‘flutey warble’, but that doesn’t do it justice, and I think it sounds more like a loud and energetic robin. I recommend you do a quick web search for ‘blackcap song’ and decide for yourself.


But why on earth is this blackcap here? To reach this small garden surrounded by towering buildings, this bird must have flown over parks, nature reserves and fields – all of which might appear to have more to offer – as he made his way back from southern Europe or northern Africa. Or perhaps he’s one of an increasing number of blackcaps that are choosing to overwinter in the British Isles, taking advantage of our warming climate and predilection for feeding birds?


Many summer-bird visitors returning to breed in Britain will turn up in the same patch where they bred the previous year. Birdwatchers use the word ‘vagrants’ for rare birds which don’t manage that and somehow get lost on migration, ending up in unexpected places. Could this blackcap be a temporary vagrant, still en route to last year’s breeding site?


For some people, it took a pandemic lockdown, and that brief pause in urban noise, to help them notice singing birds in our towns and cities. In Birdsong in a Time of Silence, Stephen Lovatt wrote that, as lockdown progressed, ‘Millions of people stuck at home, the young and the old, were not just hearing but actively listening, perhaps for the first time, to the songs of birds’.1 I wonder how many of those people are still actively listening, now all the other distractions of modern life are back in place, as well as the resumption of the urban ambient noise. Like the blackcap next to St Paul’s Cathedral, city birds have continued to sing since lockdown ended. We just need to refocus our aural attention towards them.


It’s not just a blackcap here at St Paul’s. In this small patch, I see and hear goldfinches, blue tits, great tits, blackbirds and magpies. Juvenile herring gulls whinge overhead, as they cruise the strips of blue sky between buildings, and the ultimate city birds, the feral pigeons, puff and woo around the feet of human visitors. As well as the pigeons, some other birds think this is a reasonable breeding location, despite the urban noise. A carrion crow nest is visible in the leafless branches of a London plane tree.


City noise is stressful. There’s a growing body of evidence that the noise pollution you find in urban areas and around airports or near energy plants stresses birds, as it stresses us, and interferes with their ability to communicate, both for reproduction and to warn others that predators are around. Of course, background noise isn’t only a feature of man-made environments. In natural environments, birds may have to make themselves heard over the sound of running water, rainstorms, surf, the sound of wind in plants or even other animals. And it seems that some birds are just better at adapting to that background noise, whether natural or artificial. In one German study, researchers found that bird species that already had a high-pitched song, with frequencies well above those of traffic noise, were less negatively affected by noise pollution.2


Perhaps the most obvious approach to communicating when there’s lots of background noise is to simply sing louder, and in a study in Berlin, scientists found urban nightingales do just that in the noisiest parts of the city.3 For other birds, it may be more energy efficient to change the song they sing rather than to amplify it. In noisier areas, or even in response to bursts of loud noise, male house finches in Mexico City changed both the pitch of their songs and the frequency of syllables to those that were better at penetrating the background noise.4


Even in a city like London, which never entirely switches off, noise pollution varies dramatically throughout the day. I arrived at St Paul’s Cathedral during the noisy morning rush hour, but if I’d been there two or three hours earlier, before the building work had started or the traffic had really got going, it would have been a different aural landscape. A male bird who adapts his singing to the sound fluctuations in a city may have an advantage.


A study of urban bird song in Sevilla showed that as well as singing at a louder volume than their rural cousins, Spanish city birds, like house sparrows and spotted starlings, adapt the timing of their morning singing to avoid rush-hour traffic noise.5 And taking advantage of quieter times, urban robins studied by a team at Sheffield University were more likely to sing at night in noisier parts of Sheffield than those in quieter areas.6


Next time you step off a bus or walk out of a tube station onto a noisy city street, try listening a little more than usual. Above the sound of traffic and construction, you might hear some urban birds doing their best to be heard. While their efforts aren’t directed at us, it’s always a delight to listen in on a male bird trying to woo a mate or defend his urban territory, like this melodious blackcap, and it’s hard not to be in awe of the challenges he has had to overcome to be heard here.
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Leaving the cathedral garden and blackcap behind, I head north-east. I’m still listening out for birds when I find my first proper pavement plant – smooth sow thistle – growing by a temporary fence. This very common annual in the daisy family, with lemon-yellow, dandelion-like flowers, pops up in pavement cracks or on pavement edges and seems to grow, flower and then fruit very fast once it has the tiniest roothold. I’ve found it in towns and cities all over the British Isles, and although the books will tell you it flowers between June and August, I’ve seen it flowering pretty much all year around. Another name for this plant is ‘Silver and Gold’, which Richard Mabey in Flora Britannica says comes from the colour of the plumes attached to the seeds that help this plant spread so successfully, with the plumes changing from silver to gold as the fruit matures.7


I spent much of one urban botanising walk with my pal Geoff, pouncing on smooth sow thistle plants and opening the fruiting heads to see if I could find one with gold-coloured plumes. Some did have bright yellow rather than the usual beige seeds, but all the plumes were uniformly creamy-white, like those of the plant I’ve found here next to St Paul’s, so perhaps it’s the seeds rather than the plumes that gave it the silver and gold name.


For an urban plant-hunter, there are few places that aren’t worthwhile for looking for plants. I hunt at the foot of street trees, in car parks, building sites, on pavements, in housing estates, on road verges and walls, and under bridges. In warmer months, the city’s air can seem thick with floating seeds. The moment an uncolonised space is created, whether urban or rural, some seeds, like the plumed ones of the sow thistle, will gain a roothold in even the smallest damp dip or crevice. From a plant’s perspective, the crack between slabs of a newly laid pavement is the equivalent of an exposed stone after a rock fall or the cooled surface of lava after a volcano erupts. It’s just a fresh opportunity with no competition – as yet.


Cities across the British Isles vary in the plant species you commonly find on pavements too. Whenever I’m visiting an unfamiliar city, one of the first things I do is wander the city centre to see what the signature street plants are. I made use of the break between talks at one of the Botanical Society of Britain & Ireland’s conferences to accost botanists from different parts of the country. ‘What urban plants do you find in your nearest city?’ I asked them.


I heard that a delicate cousin of red deadnettle – henbit deadnettle – is making inroads in Norwich. A tiny relative of sticky goosegrass – pink-flowered field madder – happily grows on pavements in Merseyside. And strong-smelling musk stork’s-bill is spreading across Dublin’s pavements.


A few months before today’s London walk, I was in the Museum of London looking at enlarged images from two of the surviving sections of the 1559 Copperplate Map, the earliest known map of the city. Was there any hint of pavements, or sidewalks, along the road edges? Did the dark strips I saw along Cornhill (‘Cornwell’ on the map) represent paving or just shadows? Did Londoners have to make their way along muddy streets or were there cleaner pavements? And, if there were, I wondered what was growing on those pavements?


In Sidewalks: Conflict and Negotiation Over Public Space, the US authors tell us that evidence of the earliest sidewalks date back to 2000 BCE in central Anatolia or modern-day Turkey, and they were a familiar sight across parts of the Roman Empire.8 Pavements were seen as a luxury in Europe until the nineteenth century when cities like London started building them. I remembered being struck by the high slab-built pavements on a family visit to Herculaneum, near Naples. Like Pompeii, Herculaneum was covered in ash when Mount Vesuvius erupted in 79 CE, and it was hard not to be transported back to the Roman Empire as I walked along the excavated streets. The pavements were at least 30cm deep, rather like the raised pavements you find in some old English villages. It wouldn’t have been easy to cross the road, but the height would have kept you safe from being trampled by passing horses and carts, or by being sprayed with the detritus and water in the street.


I ask my Classics-expert friend, Paul, if there would have been pavement plants in ancient Roman towns and cities. ‘Probably more than none,’ he says cautiously, and he reminds me that Roman life was very much in the interior of houses, so there wouldn’t have been front gardens providing a source of seeds for pavement plants. One thing that seems clear from classical writing is that cities of ancient Rome, like most modern cities, were a mixture of pristine boulevards, winding alleys and building sites, so it’s likely we’d have found urban wild plants in the less tidy areas and perhaps even some efforts to control them.


Our modern city pavements are definitely a site of conflict. It’s not just the tussles between pedestrians, e-scooters and pavement-hopping cyclists, it’s also the battle between the street-cleaning teams and the pioneering plants trying to get a roothold before they’re swept or ‘herbicided’ away. There is perhaps a balance to be struck: we could allow plants to grow in tree pits and along the inside edge of pavements but still make sure there’s nothing to trip over. I might be an enthusiastic botanist, but I’m not arguing for pavements blanketed with tussocky plants.
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On the pavements from St Paul’s to Finsbury on the eastern limit of the City of London (not to be confused with Finsbury Park in the north-west of the city), it’s not tussocky plants I have to negotiate but scaffolding. There’s lots of building development on the east side of the A10, which cuts through this area on its way north from London Bridge, and so nothing very natural to look at. I glimpse an open green space off a cul-de-sac, but can’t see any way of getting in. It has the look of a manicured sports pitch, almost as uniform as plastic artificial grass.


A couple of starlings forage on the grass among a flock of feral pigeons. The stars here are goldfinches, singing their tinkling song from the top of the Lombardy poplars lining the pitch. I’m always astonished that these small but vibrantly coloured birds, with their scarlet masks, black caps and collars, and bright-yellow wing flashes, could possibly be ignored by modern-day city dwellers. And they are one of the few species that benefit from the ubiquitous London plane tree, as they eat the seeds from the prickly, round fruit.


In the nineteenth century, goldfinches were popular as caged birds. Although now a common bird in both urban and rural areas, they were nearly wiped out in the early twentieth century as a result of trapping. One of the first targets for the extraordinary women running the Society of Protection for Birds – the precursor of the RSPB – was to stop the trade in caged goldfinches. In North Africa, large numbers are still caught for caging, and as the numbers have declined in that area, their value has increased, along with the trapping. BirdLife International reports that the global population of goldfinches is declining, but not enough to justify changing its status from ‘least concern’ to ‘vulnerable’, as yet.9 But this does suggest we shouldn’t ever take common species for granted.


Aside from the goldfinches, Finsbury Square itself is an apology for a green space, but with considerable unrealised potential. A few more starlings zip over, and I hear a wren singing, but with only a few street trees and no hedges, for a while I can’t work out where it is. I track it down to one planted corner, where common wildflowers jostle with the plants. Groundsel, a plant in the daisy family with unobtrusive yellow flower heads and white-flowered chickweed have taken up residence here. These are both plants that were foraged in urban areas a couple of centuries ago to sell as food for caged birds like the goldfinches I saw earlier. With a bit of encouragement and creativity, nature would readily move in.


There’s nothing much to keep me here longer, so I continue walking north-east along the boundary of the City and the Borough of Hackney.


(What’s that call?) On my way past Liverpool Street Station, I pick up something surprising in my peripheral hearing: a familiar wheezy twittering. I track the sound down to an ivy-covered wall in an otherwise rather gloomy and echoey square, which is surrounded by towering concrete, glass and metal.


The sound I can hear is from another finch. This time, a pair of greenfinches are calling to each other as they pop in and out of gaps in the greenery. I’m very surprised to see these yellow-streaked, lime-green birds in such a built-up area. I stand for a while watching them flit around over the heads of a row of resting workmen. Greenfinches were common visitors to our suburban garden fifteen years ago.


The workmen have noticed me staring up at the wall of ivy and I start to feel self-conscious, so I leave the greenfinches behind and carry on to Shoreditch. Past the station, there are some plants growing along the edge of a wall that have been inadvertently graffitied. A dandelion and Guernsey fleabane are highlighted in silver paint. On the pavement plant walks I lead, most people can name a dandelion, but the fleabane is a more recent arrival, and this is a plant that people often say they recognise even if they can’t put a name to it. This opportunistic traveller is often little more than a tall, single stem of toothed leaves with a cluster of little straw-coloured flowering heads, each of which is made of many tiny flowers that develop into fluffy seeds. Along with several other related fleabanes originating in South America, it is thought to have crossed the Atlantic in wool bundles and has now spread widely across the British Isles.


‘Why are you taking pictures of weeds?’ I look up from where I’m crouched on the pavement in a Shoreditch street in which every other shop is selling artisanal coffee. A delivery driver is standing by his van watching me. I tell him I’m always on the lookout for pavement plants, like the hedge mustard I’m pointing my phone at. When I explain I’m nature rambling from the City to the suburbs, the driver tells me he lives further out north-east and this is his favourite time of year for walking in Epping Forest with his family. He says he’s never stopped to look at pavement plants before, but will now, and wishes me well before hopping back into his van.


Bethnal Green Road is lined with modest houses, trees and planters. The low walls are covered in moss, young mouse-ear plants, which have distinctive hairy leaves, and teeny-tiny white flowers of common whitlow-grass and thale cress, both of which thrive where there’s not much grass to compete with. Annual nettle, a shorter and slightly shiny relative of the common stinging nettle, surrounds a street tree, and I see my first urban wild mammal of this walk, a grey squirrel with an ambitiously large acorn in its mouth.


Between the cycle lane and the road, the planted beds have interesting arrivals growing alongside the intended plants. These include Alexanders, a strong-smelling, yellow-flowered plant in the carrot family, and red valerian, an introduced plant that has naturalised in the British Isles and has pink flowers which attract butterflies and moths.


In a tiny park off the main road, I find sweet violets in flower and hear today’s first robin singing. Up in the trees is another crow-sized nest, but it’s far outnumbered by stranded balloons draped over branches. There is a pair of wood pigeons, a reflection perhaps of the increasing density of trees as I walk away from the city centre, and a honey bee whizzes past me up the road. A fox trots along the inside of a metal fence parallel to the pavement and disappears into the undergrowth.


At the junction of Regent’s Canal and Herts & Union Canal is an innocuous-looking yellow-flowered plant in the cabbage family. Despite its name, London rocket arrived in London from its natural range in the Middle East, North Africa and southern Europe. It became a common weed in London after the Great Fire of 1666, more than 100 years after the Copperplate Map I was looking at in the Museum of London was drawn. It’s thought to have arrived here via the docks and, perhaps, in imported wool too, like the Guernsey fleabane.


As the city was rebuilt post-fire and expanded outwards, London rocket declined and by the end of the nineteenth century had vanished, only to reappear in small numbers in the twentieth century. It has some local cousins, like the hedge mustard I was photographing in Shoreditch, and eastern rocket, both of which look superficially similar with yellow, four-petalled flowers and long seed pods. Obligingly, all three are growing just an arm’s-width away from each other here, so I have the unusual luxury of being able to compare them side by side.


(Over there. A descending peal of notes with a flourish at the end. Like a cricket bowler.)


I cross over Regent’s Canal at the entrance of Victoria Park and stop to listen to a chaffinch singing and watch a blue tit taking food to a hole halfway up a tree. Opened in 1845, 86-hectare Victoria Park is the oldest public park in the British Isles. Social historian Dr Katy Layton-Jones wrote that before public parks ‘there were narrow paved “walks”, pleasure gardens and private estate parks, but the nation lacked large urban green spaces that were open to all’, and she explains that one of the reasons for this was the relative proximity of rural areas when cities were much smaller.10


The early Victorian public parks, like this one, were managed much like big gardens or country estate parks, with acres of regularly mown turf, formal planting and ornamental water features. The objective was enjoyment and recreation for the masses. Nature was not a priority, and I’m interested to see whether that has changed.


The main lake in Victoria Park has lots of vegetation around the edges, so less like a formal lake and more like a natural pond. I imagine this is a fairly modern development and one that might not have been appreciated by the Victorians. A coot is sitting on a nest, partially hidden in the plants, its white beak just visible. An elegant great crested grebe, one of my favourite water birds, is swimming near the island in the centre. (‘Hello, You.’ Oh, did I say that out loud?) I’m admiring the grebe’s slim neck, copper-coloured cheek feathers and dark head plumes when the fluffy, stripy head of a chick pops out from between the wings on its parent’s back. Both grebe parents carry their young around to keep them safe and teach them to dive for food. It seems sensible not to stop random passers-by to point out the grebe chick, but it’s hard.


Around the trees on the far side of the pond, the trimmed grass is limited in biodiversity, but then grassland in parks suffers from constant fertilisation from dog pee (containing nitrates) and poo (both phosphates and nitrates). It may seem surprising, but the presence of high levels of nutrients isn’t good for nature and biodiversity. This is a long-standing truism of ecology, which us ecologists still haven’t communicated widely and effectively. The oldest ecology experiment in existence was set up at Rothamsted Research Station, Hertfordshire, in 1856 to look at the impact of different fertiliser regimes on hay production – but it produced an unexpected and counterintuitive result. The diversity of plant species was lowest when lots of fertiliser was added and highest in plots with the lowest nutrients. In the high-nutrient plots, one or two vigorously growing grasses soon dominated the patch. When nutrients were low, the vigorous grasses couldn’t grow as strongly, and many smaller plants were able to survive.11


If you let your dog pee by a street tree every day, soon enough the pit of soil and gravel around the tree will be so rich in nitrates that it will probably be devoid of any plants except, perhaps, wall barley – disparagingly called ‘dog-pee grass’ by some botanists – and common nettle, which also like lots of nitrogen. Both these species can overwhelm everything else. A study of nature reserves by a group of Belgian scientists found that dog pee and poo were being deposited in such quantities on the reserves that it was endangering delicate plants, lichens and fungi, and the over-fertilisation was at levels that would be illegal in farmland.12


In recent years, some progressive park managers have started creating mini-meadows away from areas of high dog use, leaving areas of grass to grow longer, or even joining in ‘No Mow May’, which was launched in 2019 by campaigning organisation Plantlife.


Increasing plant diversity and, as a result, invertebrate, bird and mammal diversity in our urban parks doesn’t mean stopping mowing entirely. Plantlife advises park managers to cut the grass a couple of times a year and remove the cuttings to reduce the nutrient levels enough so as to increase plant diversity and to get rid of tree seedlings.13 But with huge pressures on local authority budgets and park management not being a statutory duty for local authorities, the opportunity to manage parts of a park in a way that will be better for wildlife could be under threat.


There are areas of longer grass here in Victoria Park. Dave Hime, Victoria Park manager, tells me that grass was first allowed to grow longer along some of the park’s boundaries in 2012. I ask him how park users responded to this change in the management of this historic park, and he says that it’s been mixed, but with more positive than negative feedback. ‘More seeds in dogs’ paws can be an issue,’ he tells me. ‘As well as litter collecting in long grass, and even it being a fire hazard in very dry weather.’ Since the change in 2012, the proportion of the park’s grassland left to grow longer has been expanded. As well as increased plant diversity, Tower Hamlets’ biodiversity officer has recorded the positive impact of the grass management on the numbers of bird species too.


For residents, it may seem that leaving some areas of long grass in a park is just an underhand example of their council saving money. In practice, there may be initial capital investment needed: buying mowing equipment that can deal with longer grass, for example, and upskilling mowing teams. And there will be costs to put in place what are called ‘cues to care’, to show it’s a deliberate strategy. Examples of these cues are mowing the edges, mowing paths through longer grass and keeping residents updated on what’s going on.


I cross another area of long grass on my way to the park’s eastern exit and, above my head, a flock of sand martins, my first of the year, fly north-west. Like their larger cousins, the house martins and swallows, these elegant brown and cream birds may have just arrived back in the British Isles from sub-Saharan Africa, where they overwinter.


Following the Herts & Union Canal east, I leave Victoria, the oldest public park, and make for the newest one in London, Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park.


(What’s buzzing around over there?) There’s a clay and hessian wall along the canal path and several female hairy-footed flower bees are zipping about. These black, furry bees could be mistaken for bumblebees, but they have a distinctive darting flight. Despite having a solitary lifestyle, they nest near each other, forming a colony, like on this wall. The clay surface is thick with burrows and some from previous years have been eroded to expose smooth, curving burrow surfaces, like the insides of tiny bird eggs.


A female lands and crawls into a promising-looking hole. A couple of slimmer, browner males are lurking around, and when a second female lands, one male pounces on her, but then is promptly attacked by the second male and they disappear at furious speed down the canal path. A man and woman walk past and ask me what I’m looking at. They’re intrigued by the flower bees, which they say they’ve never seen before. We chat for a while about solitary bees, and they tell me they are looking forward to finding the first mining bees of the year in their lawn.


Whether you’re a solitary bee needing little more than a sunlit sandy canal bank for your burrow, or a greenfinch looking for a nest site, survival in a city is all about getting there in the first place and then being able to adapt to and thrive in the conditions you find there. Some birds and plants, like the blackcaps, sand martins, Guernsey fleabane and London rocket I’ve seen today, go to extraordinary lengths, voluntarily or involuntarily, to get here. Once they’ve arrived, urban birds may have to adapt to noise pollution so that they can communicate with mates and defend territories and be ready to explore new nesting sites, however unconventional.


Urban plants must escape the ‘street cleaning’ and be poised to take advantage of new opportunities – in pavement cracks, building sites, and now in parks too. While ecologists investigate how plants and animals do this, some of our park managers are juggling diverse interests in their efforts to let the grass grow a bit longer, reduce soil nutrients and keep the city’s human residents on side.


Crossing the River Lea into Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park, I can see it illustrates some of the most interesting ecological and management challenges for nurturing urban nature, and deserves more than to be tacked onto the end of a long walk. And I do have plans to return.
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Fabulous flies, wild bees and contrary sand martins




On your St Mark’s, get set, go. & he’s right in my face, black legs dangling. Picturing multiple reflections of me in his bulging eyes, I blow gently. Wobbling away, he rejoins the under-willow troupe & dances. No pressure, mate, but you’ve only a week to find her.


Diary of an Urban Naturalist





On a warm but overcast spring day, I’m back in the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park (QEOP), waiting to meet park ecologist Tom Bellamy next to the strange red structure known as the Orbit. (Hmm, there’s a man over there. Only other person with binoculars. Must be him.)


We do our introductions over the sound of construction. Tom explains that his role here is to deliver the park’s biodiversity action plan. As in many urban green spaces, the tension for the team managing the QEOP is trying to serve several, in some cases conflicting, purposes. It’s a park that must attract human visitors, but also provide valuable and relatively undisturbed habitats for nature. And both the traditionally gardened southern half of QEOP – which might have looked familiar to the nineteenth-century visitors to nearby Victoria Park – and the more contemporary wildflower meadows, woodland and reedbeds in the northern half, have a contribution to make for biodiversity.


Before this job – seconded from the RSPB to the ground maintenance company who manage the park – Tom worked for the London Wildlife Trust. I ask how the transition has been from being surrounded by other conservationists to his current role where he may be the lone voice for nature. ‘The real difference is I can personally have impact here,’ he tells me. He describes as a privilege persuading others in the team to care about and take action for biodiversity, creating and managing new spaces for nature, and finally watching as new species move in.


Embedded in the contractor’s environment management team, Tom can explain to his colleagues the rationale for different aspects of management – for example, why the mowers should avoid the teasels or patches of nectar-rich flowers. ‘I’ve set up a biodiversity group with some of my colleagues and they send me their sightings. It’s been hugely positive. They know they’re not just here to mow grass and can help deliver our biodiversity targets. One of the team found an eyed hawk-moth the other day, and they were all excited about that.’ As Tom is talking, I’m reminded of how powerful it is to share first hand our enthusiasm for the natural world and help others get the bug, as it were.


Laying down a low-nutrient substrate and choosing which plants to encourage, or directly plant, is the basis of many habitat-creation projects. Once the plants are established, herbivores will find them. Ecological relationships that have evolved between organisms in the natural world are myriad, complex and fascinating, but there are some that particularly stand out for a naturalist: the co-evolution, around 130 million years ago, of flowering plants – the ones that have colourful flowers, scent and/or nectar – and the insects that pollinate them, is one of these relationships. If you love flowers, it’s hard not to be entranced by the myriad of ways insect-pollinated plants have evolved to attract insects to do their bidding.


The biodiversity priority for the south side of the Olympic Park is using horticultural plants to attract pollinating insects, like the hairy-footed flower bees I found on the canal path. But benefits for wildlife can be achieved informally as well as formally. Tom and I make our way down a ‘desire line’ – an informal, gritty shortcut path worn into a neatly mown grass bank – towards the City Mill River, and Tom tells me he loves desire lines, as they’re an ideal surface for solitary bees to dig the pencil-width nest holes we can see here.


The north side of the park is focused on species-rich grasslands of wild plants. ‘A sandy nutrient-poor topsoil was used, which is essential for maintaining a good diversity of plants and also provides nesting areas for solitary bees,’ Tom says. There are some nationally scarce bees breeding here, like large scabious mining bees and black mining bees. ‘We found some pantaloon bees too,’ he tells me, ‘so-named because the females have big hairy legs which look a bit like pantaloons.’


Urban beekeeping (or the farming of introduced honey bees) may be on the rise, but city dwellers, like the couple I met on the canal path, can be surprised to hear about the variety of wild bee species that you can find in our cities. And, ironically, our obsession with keeping honey bees in London could be having a negative impact on wild pollinators. A Canadian research study showed that sites where urban beekeeping was growing in the city of Montreal had depleted wild bee populations.1


Dr Katherine Baldock, a pollination ecologist at Northumbria University, shares my concern about the impact of urban beekeeping. ‘It’s a problem if we introduce additional pollinators like honey bees in large numbers without increasing the flower resources available,’ she says. Katherine’s particular field of study is urban pollinators in all their glorious diversity, but she’s also noticed a resurgence in wider urban ecology in the last ten to fifteen years.2 ‘It’s common to have sessions dedicated to urban ecology at academic conferences these days,’ she tells me.


Before her current role at Northumbria University, Katherine was a postdoctoral researcher on the groundbreaking Urban Pollinators Project led by the University of Bristol, which produced some intriguing results.3 The cross-university team sampled 1km-square sites in and around twelve UK cities. They compared pollinator biodiversity across urban habitats, farmland and nature reserves in each area, finding no significant difference in the abundance of pollinators (i.e. the number of individual insects), but more wild bee species in urban areas compared with farmland areas. Most surprisingly, there were as many rare pollinating-insect species in urban areas as there were in nature reserves and farmland. In a more detailed study of urban land uses in four of the cities (Bristol, Reading, Leeds and Edinburgh), the researchers identified allotments and residential gardens as hotspots for pollinator abundance. Cemeteries were also good locations for some pollinator species. Parks were relatively poor for pollinator abundance, but given their significant size, the project team recognised parks as having important potential for increasing pollinator diversity through planting nectar-rich plants and/or relaxing mowing regimes.
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