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            Introduction

         

         Each day, at the tail end of my early-morning strolls – which begin in different kinds of light and are accompanied by different compositions of birdsong, depending on the time of year – I buy my Guardian from the shop that’s just up the street and across the main road from my house.

         Sometimes I arrive at the same moment the papers do, and I help to carry them inside as the van drives off. The woman who does the morning shift sorts out my Guardian and passes it to me. ‘Country Diary?’ she smiles today. I nod and say, ‘Country Diary.’ I’ve told her in the past which bit of the paper I turn to first, and those two words have become our sometime greeting and occasional goodbye. I like to believe I’m known as ‘The Country Diary Man’, which is better than some nicknames I could have.

         I wander home and I can feel by the weight in my hand that the news is heavy today, but there is a still and shining centre in this whirling vortex: The Guardian Country Diary. Three hundred and fifty words of glittering prose that have graced these pages for well over a hundred years, words that for me, rather than being a green-tinged antidote to the news, are central to how the world works and to how language works, especially in these times of dire climate emergency when the Earth can often seem to be sleepwalking into the future with its pyjamas on fire.

         Country Diary takes a stand for description, poetry and narrative, for continuity, a personal point of view and, more importantly, for how these things can help the planet. These words feel more viiiimportant, more monumental, more crammed with possibilities than the space they take up.

         
            *

         

         I spread the paper on the table, opening it at the right page. A squirrel runs across our garden, scaring a blackbird that’s been pecking at a discarded apple, living examples of the sentences I’m about to read. I don’t want to suggest from this that I live in some rural idyll reached only by a muddy track when the weather is good. I’ve lived all my life in a pit village near Barnsley that’s now a former pit village, and I’m lucky enough to have a garden and some trees at the back of said garden.

         I think I’m the sort of reader Country Diary is meant for. I like to walk in the open air but I don’t know much about the names of the birds or the trees. I like reading good writing, and I’m interested in how sentences work and how you might use a brilliant and unexpected image to illuminate something. I like to read people who can articulate how I feel about the world around me.

         The squirrel is on the bird table now, and there’s a robin on one end of my grandchildren’s seesaw. I use Country Diary as my calendar, my almanac, my commonplace book and, yes, my diary. For me it’s a daily miracle and a tone poem, as well as a series of urgent dispatches from the front line.

         
            *

         

         The first Country Diary, then called A Country Lover’s Diary, appeared in 1904; it was put on hold at the start of the First World War, before being reinstated a few months later. This could have been because people wanted relief from reports of the fighting, but I prefer to believe – though I could be on my own here – that people wanted to bathe in words that would make them ixunderstand themselves and the world more fully, even if those words were seemingly only about blackbirds or sycamore trees.

         I first read it when I was a teenager, at my Uncle Jimmy’s house in Peebles in the borders of Scotland. At the time I was amazed – imagine me saying ‘I’m amazed’ in a voice that was cracking and breaking and running up and down the scales – that such a piece could co-exist with the news. In those days, the Guardian was a broadsheet, and it was like reading a flag or a picnic blanket, and because your teenage years are impressionable it felt totally natural to have the (ahem) natural world next to news of wars and famines and the latest films and shows. Uncle Jimmy wasn’t impressed: ‘Country stuff in the Manchester Guardian?’ he would say from behind the wide pages of his Scotsman. ‘I didn’t think you’d be able to see the fields for the smoke.’ I didn’t care. I carried on reading it, and I’ve carried on reading it since.

         
            *

         

         Of course, if this introduction were a Country Diary piece, I would now be way past the end of it. I would have to start again and set a scene, develop an argument, take the reader on a journey in muddy boots and give them a safe landing by the time I powered down to the last full stop. I would have written some transcendent sentences and created some images that would stay with the reader all day. And I would make it all seem effortless, with no hint of the many drafts floating around like waste-paper-bin palimpsests.

         In this book you’ll find entries from the last few years arranged month by month. You’ll be able to wander through the year and marvel at the way the writers present it to you. Sometimes I dream of using their words as a guidebook, leading me by the hand across the nation, a soundtrack of voices introducing me to a huge diversity of places I might not otherwise visit. Each of the Country xDiary writers have their own style. This is my personal internal and external landscape, they say, in the way they shape their sentences. Well, thanks to them it’s my landscape too. And it belongs to all of us.

         
             

         

         Ian McMillan, January 2024
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         Farewell, dear Kite, my companion among these hills

         NORTH WESSEX DOWNS

         In front of me, a short-eared owl quarters in the golden hour, goth-eyed and paddle-winged. But my mind is on the space by my side

         Golden hour on the downs, and the light is pouring through a slow eyeblink of lowering cloud over Wiltshire. Quartering low in front of me is a short-eared owl, filled and fringed with silver, then gold. Its long paddle wings flick upwards; then it pivots on a wingtip, folds itself up, lands, misses its target and looks straight at me with goth-eyed surprise. It raises then lowers its ‘ear’ tufts, and continues hunting. Sitting on a damp, grassy anthill, I put my hand out to my side, seeking warm fur. Something is missing.

         The sweetest, happiest, most biddable soul has left us: our beloved dog Kite was put down, just before her twelfth birthday – a last kindness we owed her. Dad had picked her out of a new year, mother/daughter double litter of twenty-two unplanned puppies – the product of a happy ‘farm accident’ between the shepherd’s collie and the gamekeeper’s labradors.

         She was with us in almost all we did and had a great ‘work ethic’ and discipline. A hare could bolt from under her nose and she’d look the other way.

         I miss her terribly, this most tireless of soul companions: her brown, bright, clever eyes, her salt-and-pepper paws, the kite-frame cross on her chest, and the smell of her paws, which have inspired many a writing workshop I’ve led (what do they smell of? Grass and galloping, kite-flying on the headland, wild thyme, winter fires). She taught herself to stop, lie down and wait 4if I raised my binoculars. We’ve watched many an owl like this.

         The short-eared owl turns into the light and disappears as the lid of cloud closes. Another winter storm is due and a late flock of linnets parachutes into the sanctuary of the gorse. As I reach the lane, there is the clicking of claws behind me. I spin round to see the rolled cigarillos of dry hornbeam leaves, chasing at my heels.

         Nicola Chester, 2024

         Weeds, glorious weeds

         POYLL VAAISH, ISLE OF MAN

         
One particular field on the island is a throwback to the post-war heyday of mixed farming. The resulting biodiversity is astonishing


         On the south coast of the Isle of Man there exists a field so impossibly teeming with birds that I don’t know where to begin. I was last there on Christmas Day – an odd day to go birding perhaps, but not here. The island’s annual Bird Race, a collective effort to find as many species as possible, runs between Christmas and the new year. In 2022 we set a record: 121 species, three of which were found in this field and nowhere else.

         So what’s this field got that makes it so popular for birds? Weeds, glorious weeds. Aren’t they wildflowers too? The field is a throwback to seventy years ago, to the heyday of mixed farming, when every farm had an acre of vegetables – and lots of weeds.

         Today I make a visit. A flock of twite is busy doing the rounds – this is the only place where you can hear them on the island this winter. They are joined by skylark, greenfinch, linnet 5and lesser redpoll. In five minutes I see more reed bunting than I saw throughout 2022. Yet there is something altogether more rewarding hidden here. I am hoping to see a tree sparrow.

         On our island, this overlooked yet handsome bird is our most threatened, thanks to our hatred of weeds. But this weedy field of veg is supporting two tree sparrows this winter. Such is their perilous state, they caused a small twitch on Christmas Day.

         Today I catch only the briefest glimpse of one. Content enough, I pop into the farm shop, thank Mrs Gawne for her conservation efforts and compliment her on her weeds. If we’re going to save tree sparrows, we must support farmers to provide a lot more fields like this.

         Economics have forced our farmers to specialise and to hate weeds, and we are losing biodiversity as a result. On our island we have 90,000 acres of grazing, yet just 45 acres of veg. This explains the plight of most farmland birds, and why there’s one I did not see today. Once common, we recently lost our yellowhammer. They would have liked this field.

         David Bellamy, 2023

         My paean to the hawthorn, feeder of many

         ALLENDALE, NORTHUMBERLAND

         
In my garden, this small but generous tree is a vital winter food source to redwings, goldcrests, squirrels and mice


         The garden looks monochrome in a pale grey mist, the hawthorn outside my kitchen window two-dimensional. A lone blackbird is up early to feed on the berries strung like beads along spiny 6branches. I hold my breath as a shadowy hare lopes along, and I can just make out the bouncing white rumps of two roe deer. Otherwise, everything is still.

         As the day warms, the berries colour to a dull red and more birds arrive. At one time I count seven blackbirds, wings flapping, tails dipping as they teeter on twig ends to snatch with pincering beaks. On other days there have been winter visitors from Europe, redwings and fieldfares, or our native plump wood pigeons flashing white neck patches, drawn by the haws, which are rich in antioxidants.

         This little tree is barely twice my height, yet it feeds so many. A grey squirrel pauses to snack. Heaps of chewed berries on the ground show where mice have fed. In spring, hawthorn leaves are the first to emerge in the valley, followed by blossoms, plentiful in nectar and pollen for bees and hoverflies.

         Parties of long-tailed tits move restlessly between the garden trees, gathering other species of tits into their circus act. My little hawthorn is a favourite place to feed as they swing through it, picking off the aphids, spiders, tiny insects and moth caterpillars. Today among the blackbirds there’s a goldcrest, and on the mossy stones below, a wren, as fast and slight as a blown leaf.

         I’ve photographed the angular branches backlit by the west, when ice balls knock together against a pink sky, or lurid sunsets flame in late summer. In the flower borders, I find spiky seedlings, progeny to make a note of and transplant somewhere new in winter.

         This then is my paean to the hawthorn. January is a good month to plant a bare-rooted tree, costing little, quick to establish while dormant. The blackbirds are joined by a song thrush, brown spots on its creamy white breast, and I’m struck by what a difference one small tree can make.

         Susie White, 2022 7

         Gently, quietly, these cows are doing vital work in the forest

         ABERNETHY FOREST, STRATHSPEY

         Introduced to mimic the habits of the extinct aurochs, only the jangle of their bells gives them away

         These first few days of the new year have been blustery, and the wind has scoured most of the snow off the hilltops. During a lull from the wind and rain, I take a chance and head out to a remoter path in the Abernethy Forest. The track is strewn with small, wind-torn branches and twigs, lichen and pine needles. Clouds scud across the sky and the forest is an ever-changing mosaic of light and shade. A stiffening breeze drowns out any birdsong that may be about, including the flock of finches that fly over, which I know will be crossbills.

         From somewhere among the trees, I hear an odd sound of metal against metal, a hollow jangling that doubles and trebles, each tone a slightly different pitch. From within the trees I see a cow, then another, and more still – one is black, another grey; a few are sandy brown. They turn to look at me with a mixture of vague curiosity and nonchalance, before turning back to continue munching on the heather.

         This herd, a mixture of breeds, has been introduced to this forest to mimic the work that aurochs – the extinct native wild cattle that used to roam here – would previously have done. They’ll eat the heather and churn up the ground with their hooves, creating more opportunities for biodiversity and giving space for new flushes of the blaeberries and crowberries that are such important food sources for capercaillies, those elusive and threatened birds that I always hope to see. 8

         There’s something quite magical about their stillness and size. Usually, any larger animals in this place will be deer, which will startle and spring away, but these cows are going quietly about their business; were it not for their cowbells, I may not even have noticed them. I turn back to take another path, watching them from afar as they lumber off, their jangling receding as they disappear further into the woods, lost among the Scots pines once more.

         Amanda Thomson, 2022

         Winter finally comes to these woods

         STAPLE HILL, SOMERSET

         The icy air quickens the blood and tautens everything with its astringent sting

         Finally, a winter’s day that actually feels like one. Crisp air, blue sky, frost – just what the doctor ordered. For months, it has felt as if the Earth itself has been suffering from a low-grade fever – it was a depressingly record-breaking 16ºC on New Year’s Day here and has been grumbling along in low double figures ever since.

         Today, though, the icy air quickens the blood, tautening everything with its astringent sting. I want to feel it against my skin, as you might test a knife’s sharpness with your thumb. I head to Staple Hill, where the footpath skirts the conifer plantations: mostly Scots pine, Norway spruce and the occasional magnificent cedar. There are also oaks, beech and silver birch, and under the trees a tussocky jumble of bracken, moss and brambles. The whole area is a delightful patchwork of evergreen and deciduous, straight rows 9and rambling woodland, tarmacked pathways and animal tracks, open glades and spooky fairy-tale forests where a gruffalo would feel right at home.

         The tree trunks look painted in colours squeezed fresh from the tube. A trick of the eye? Surely this much iridescent green belongs in the summer and in the leaves of the canopy, not on the trunks and branches of the naked trees? Lichen reigns supreme at this time of year, in every shade of jade, emerald, pistachio and chartreuse. Each variety the result of a particular blend of fungus, bacteria and algae.

         The sun has been out all day, but in the dips and shadows, frost still lingers. Tiny white globules adorn each blade of grass. I pick one up, expecting it to crumble, deliquesce or pop; but it stays on the tip of my finger, a pearl of solid water, supercooled dew. I put it in my mouth and it melts deliciously on my tongue.

         I cross a glade of plantation trees, their tall shadows spreading on the grass as precisely as a barcode, and enter the forest. Fallen pine needles cushion the ground, putting a spring in my step. The air is drenched with phytoncides. I can almost feel my immune system bucking up.

         My walk back is a slow strobe – two steps dark, two steps dazzle – as though the sun has decided that this perfect crystal day must end in a blaze of glory.

         
Anita Roy, 2022 10


         I ask the dark sky to show me a nice bird today – it obliges

         STOKE-ON-TRENT, STAFFORDSHIRE

         
My vision isn’t good at the moment, but this old railway line grants me bullfinch, fungus and blood-ripe berries


         There is a long, hidden path that runs through the industrial estate where I live. It’s as straight and narrow as a railway line and, a hundred years ago, that’s what it was. Now it is full of dog walkers and cyclists with cold breath, steaming through its dark tunnels, vests as neon bright as the graffiti. Dog walkers, cyclists and me.

         I am particularly unwell at the moment, but all I want is to be outside. I love the path in winter: the stunted, skeletal trees that line it; all those gorgeous, branching fractals overhead. I like the mud; the dark otherworlds glimpsed in puddles; the deep browns of leaf litter pushed to the edges; the unexpected architecture of scruffy hedgerow plants, frozen in decay.

         As the light dims, my boyfriend sets up my wheelchair with fleece-cosy and hot-water bottle, helps me in, and pushes me along the path until it gets dark. Up and down: a slow, watchful locomotive. My vision isn’t great, and I struggle to take it all in at once. Instead, I use my camera to focus on small windows of interest.

         And we find so much. A hazel branch grown into a tight red knot; a sudden, thick carpet of green apples. The damp, sawn stump of a tree glowing like a headlight while clumps of orange fungus spatter its fallen trunk like fairy umbrellas. Blood-ripe berries hang on, and the last of the light turns the odd yellow bramble leaf gold. I am enchanted, serenaded by robin song, preserving each detail: click. 11

         On our last walk, I make a request. ‘Show me a nice bird today?’ I call to the dark sky. I’d have been content with another robin, but it is a bullfinch that finds my lens, sitting still and watchful, bright as a bauble.

         Even in winter, in the urban gloom, even in darkness, nature is so generous. I take each photo to look at later, thankful, back in bed.

         Josie George, 2022

         The rising river threatens to overtake the road

         MARSHWOOD VALE, DORSET

         The lane ahead floods often, and I’ve learned to respect the water’s power

         The road ahead is covered with sliding sheets of toffee-brown water. I wonder if it is worse further on and whether we’ll be able to get through. For now, it’s shallow, so I proceed cautiously, past the big orange willow in the hedge and down to the bridge over the River Char.

         This lane floods frequently. I’ve learned to read the signs and respect the water’s power. One wet winter’s night, coming back from bell-ringing practice in the village, the torrent was stronger than I realised. It lifted my car so that, for a second, I was steering a boat, adrift in the starless dark.

         It’s perilous to ignore the solar-powered warning sign that flashes when the flood is deep. Once we turned back when the river was coiling over the bridge, only to meet the vicar, late for a service. ‘Don’t cross!’ we warned, but he hurried on, got stuck and wrote off his four-by-four. 12

         The river is rising, but it’s not quite over the road yet, as it has been many times recently. The grass on the banks is flattened in snaky runnels where water poured only twenty-four hours ago, and a serpent of torn branch has been washed against the bridge rails.

         Being less than three miles from the sea, the Char is affected by tidal surges. The river was once navigable – in the ninth century it brought a pack of Vikings inland, seeking plunder. Legend says that a local wise woman led the villagers in battle. The peasants won, but the wise woman was killed in the fight. She was declared a saint and her bones were enshrined in the church.

         Heavy rain, saturated ground and high tide at Charmouth in an hour mean the bridge will soon be impassable again. As I edge by, a couple of goldcrests flit along the stump-cut hedge, peeping in alarm. They’ve been searching for tiny insects, probing the nubs of hazel catkins that are beginning to cluster along the streams, side by side with last year’s rosehips.

         Sara Hudston, 2021

         The camera captures a world curtained by fog

         SANDY, BEDFORDSHIRE

         There are no edges, tree trunks are filmed in a milky wash and branches dissolve into the white

         There is a vague hump shape, like a sleeping dinosaur under the trees, and the camera is hunting for it. I catch the ‘tick-tick-tick’ whirr of anguished electronics by my side as it struggles to find an edge on which to focus. 13

         My eyes learn from the camera about how we see at a distance in freezing fog. Normally dark tree trunks are not dark at all but are filmed with a milky wash, and the spread of branches dissolves into the white of the white. Outside our immediate bubble of clarity, there are no edges, only gradations and blur.

         The clear clop of a horse’s hooves on a hard track brings the camera to the left of the trees. Rider and beast appear out of the mist as one animal, and the world walks slow. A single click fixes the lift of a hoof. Another click, then another, before the rider’s face comes into sharper focus and the camera hangs respectfully limp as she passes.

         ‘Grim, isn’t it?’ she ventures. I mutter something about ‘but isn’t it beautiful?’ She doesn’t appear to hear. ‘And people wonder why my nose is red,’ she adds, thrown from above the horse’s retreating rump.

         We make it to the shelterbelt of trees where our giant lies. The camera has no trouble with the close beauty of the bush here, water pearling beneath alder catkins in frozen drips that will not drop. Glass chains of reinforced spiders’ webs link twig to twig, a crystal foreground to a backdrop of ploughed loam fields and a curtain of fog.

         The giant, a red excavator with its neck bowed towards a collapsed rabbit hole, was eating trees here all day long yesterday, and shreds of wood poke out of its clamped metal jaws. A heavy-duty giraffe, it rode with a tyrant’s whim down the track, pulverising the hardcore base under a heavy caterpillar tread. It swung its head from side to side, a curved thumb insinuating itself around branches and trunks, guillotine blade slicing them off – trees to stumps, bricks to dust.

         Now, with an empty cab, it dozes. The camera, though, is awake. Click.

         
Derek Niemann, 2021 14


         Blackbirds feast on the food of the gods

         LANGSTONE, HAMPSHIRE

         A rare sight in British gardens, persimmons have the waxy, smooth-skinned appearance of oversized tomatoes

         When my neighbour, a keen plantsman, moved out last winter, the landlord razed the garden, dismantling the vine-laden greenhouse, chainsawing the apple and acer trees, and ripping from the fence the tapestry of clematis, honeysuckle and rambling roses.

         The sole survivor was a scrubby persimmon. The tree existed in obscurity throughout spring and summer. But in autumn it came to my attention again, when its leaves flamed red and gold. When they finally dropped, vibrant orange fruit were revealed.

         Though persimmons are now a common sight on supermarket shelves, the hardy, self-fertile trees are rarely grown in British gardens. The fruit have the waxy, smooth-skinned appearance of oversized, squat tomatoes, and, like tomatoes, morphologically they are actually berries. The genus name, Diospyros, is often translated as ‘food of the gods’, but due to its high tannin content, the unripe fruit is mouth-puckeringly bitter. It wasn’t until mid-December, when the pale, custard-like flesh had softened and sweetened, that blackbirds began to flock to the laden boughs.

         Male blackbirds establish a breeding territory during their first winter, but when natural food sources are scarce, they are driven by their need to feed and are therefore more tolerant of rivals, so it’s also common for birds to cross boundaries. The first to arrive were the resident individuals, sporting mattblack breeding plumage, with bright yellow eye-rings and bills. They were soon joined by brown-feathered females and several 15males with duller bills and no eye-rings – winter visitors from northern Europe.

         As I watched one male enthusiastically peck the pulpy innards from a wizened outer shell, I wondered how persimmons taste to a blackbird. It’s fundamental for most birds to be able to detect bitter, to avoid ingesting toxins, but only a small number of species, such as hummingbirds and parrots, can perceive sweet tastes in a similar fashion to us. While the human mouth contains around 10,000 taste buds, birds possess far fewer – between 50 and 500, depending on the species. So though the blackbirds gorge with gusto, it’s unlikely that they savour the slightly earthy, honeyed tang of the fruit in quite the same way I do.

         Claire Stares, 2021

         Wild clematis in winter is a magical plant

         INKPEN, NORTH WESSEX DOWNS, BERKSHIRE

         Traveller’s joy, old man’s beard, smokewood – whatever you call it, it has a phantom quality

         Within the hour, the fog seeded itself, took root and wound an alchemy through the hedgerow. Wild clematis (Clematis vitalba) has become a familiar companion, roping together every dog walk, ride, run and drive in my home counties of Berkshire, Hampshire and Wiltshire.

         This most magical of chalk plants has an ability to appear and disappear, seemingly at will – though really this is weather related. In wet weather, the sodden, damson-coloured seedheads turn spidery and go unnoticed. In dry weather, the feathery plumes fluff 16and curl in on themselves, forming globes that catch the light. Then they form an ethereal smoke blossom in silver, gold or bronze, appearing at the same hour for days before vanishing, then reappearing. The plant has a phantom quality.

         Halfway between the two weathers, particularly in fog, the seedhead centres of the globes hold a pearl of light in a drop of water. Diffused by the fronds, they glow like tiny Victorian gas lamps.

         Wild clematis has many names: traveller’s joy, old man’s beard, shepherd’s delight, smokewood. My preferred name is bedwine, from the old Berkshire border dialect. Adam Thorpe revived the name in his novel of this place, Ulverton. Bedwine twines through the centuries and chapters of his book. It’s a curious name; the trick is to say ‘betwined’ in the accent, dropping the ‘t’, then the ‘d’ so it becomes ‘bedwine’.

         This winter, I used the thick vines hanging from tall trees as a swing. Hanging like ropes in a school gymnasium, the great, twisted cables seemed to suggest that I should. I stepped nervously into a creaking loop, half a metre off the ground. A hank uncoiled. It did not break, but I was tipped upside down, scattering wood pigeons, caught by an ankle and the unyielding, twisted vine, which had somehow slipped around my waist. I wriggled free and made a slow, undignified fall into the safety net below.

         
Nicola Chester, 2020 17


         In this buffeting wind, we are light as lichen spores

         CHAPEL FELL, WEARDALE

         Giddy from the gales, we lean against a stone wall. Something here is in its element

         The weather for today’s walk, judged according to Sir Francis Beaufort’s wind force scale, feels like force 7 – a near gale. The relevant definitions seem to fit.

         ‘Whole trees in motion’? Branches of a gnarled mountain ash on the fellside, hunched in its own wind shadow after decades of bending before prevailing south-westerlies, clatter together as we pass.

         ‘Inconvenience felt when walking against the wind’? Something of an understatement: strong gusts bring us to a halt and send us staggering back on several occasions as we labour up the steep, stony track.

         It is a relief to finally lean over a wall, breathless, to admire the view that we have come to see: a panorama encompassing most of the upper dale, magnificent on any clear day, but exceptional this morning. Today’s gale seems to invest it with giddy energy, as if the ground under our feet is shifting.

         The north side of the valley is drenched in sunshine and swept by racing shadows of torn stratus drifting overhead, trailing behind it rooster tails of fine rain that become ephemeral rainbows, dissolving and reappearing when the sun breaks through gaps.

         The wall we rest against is encrusted with lichens in innumerable shades of green, yellow, orange and grey, which always seem more vivid after rain. These strange amalgams of alga and fungus, ingrained into bare rock surfaces, first arrived here in the wake of the 18melting glaciers that sculpted this landscape. Winter is their season, wind their conveyance. An encrustation of Lecidea lithophila – the texture and colour of a ripe tangerine – is speckled with small, black, jam-tart-shaped apothecia that release microscopic spores, destined to be whisked away across the valley, over the fells.

         The showers become heavier. We retreat downhill, holding on to our hats as the wind shoves us in the back. It seems to have moderated a little, perhaps to a strong breeze – force 6: ‘Whistling heard in telegraph wires; umbrellas used with difficulty’; had we dared to raise one, it would have surely followed in the wake of those lichen spores.

         Phil Gates, 2020

         January is a cautious month, the year’s story yet to yield

         WENLOCK EDGE, SHROPSHIRE

         The robins and great tits are still circumspect in their songs, the catkins hang stiffly, anticipating bad weather

         January’s cautionary snowdrops open in the lee of a stone wall; they are as white as splashes of wood pigeon droppings under their roost tree, as white as snow that has not yet come. Instead, the day is bright and smack-in-the-face cold. Yesterday it rained and smelled of damp sheep; tomorrow will be different. There are emergency sirens on the main road, several: something bad has happened. There is the wave-rumble of a passing aeroplane, going somewhere under a waxing gibbous moon. There is the clacking of 19jackdaws in tall trees, agitated by something. All this is swallowed by a north-westerly breeze.

         A stream passes through culverts underground and can be heard flowing beneath iron inspection hatches in the road. Yesterday’s rain, the flush from fields, ditch trickles, all spliced into a watery hawser and dragged through clay and limestone down to the brook, through red roots of alder to the Severn: ‘A stone fountain weeping out my year,’ as John Donne wrote in his poem ‘Twickenham Garden’.

         January is cautious about the passing of time, and this end of the year has more to lose. The robins, great tits, song thrushes – they ease themselves from sub-songs into the shine of day on the shoulder of wind, but are still circumspect. There is something lodged in the birds’ syrinx, close to the heart, hungry and stern, that holds them back; their evening half-song is now half familiar. Catkins hang stiffly, anticipating bad weather, reluctant to let loose their golden clouds of pollen yet; light catches in the hazel’s metallic sheen. In the black buds of ash, purple of birch, bronze of oak and red of hawthorn, the leaves are wrapped tight around a punctuation mark in a story yet to yield.

         ‘You’re a caution!’ once meant you were astonishing or amusing; January’s character is that: fugitive and odd. I dreamed last night that I was given a handful of white pills and swallowed them without thinking, without asking why. The pills were like snowdrops in the lee of the wall, returning as they always do in the comedy of weathers. As it darkens now at five and the forecast is uncertain, owls call the January cautions.

         
Paul Evans, 2019 20


         We thank Fanny Talbot for this fine view of a wine-dark sea

         BARMOUTH, GWYNEDD

         The gorse-covered hillside of Dinas Oleu was the National Trust’s first acquisition in 1895

         You descend towards the holiday delights of ‘Brummagem-on-Sea’ by the southernmost ridges of the Rhinogydd. This long chain of hills is a byword among hill-goers for craggy roughness, but here at their seaward end they relent to greensward. You skitter down through steep footpaths and alleys, to debouch instantly into the crowded pub-and-chip-shopped streets of Barmouth itself.

         Somehow it’s fitting that the National Trust’s first acquisition, in March 1895, was not a tax-avoidance stately home bequest destined ever more to attract frocks-and-frolics film-location advisers, but a four-and-a-half-acre stretch of hillside above this scruffy little Victorian town. It’s called Dinas Oleu – fortress of light – an epithet perfectly descriptive of this bluff that rears up above Afon Mawddach, looking out to the mountain of Cadair Idris, and across Porthmadog Bay to the long northern peninsula of Wales, with the full stop of Ynys Enlli (Bardsey Island) at its sunset end.

         These few acres were given by Fanny Talbot (1824–1917), benefactor and friend of John Ruskin, so that the poor and ordinary people of the town might have ‘a beautiful sitting room in which to take pleasure and delight’. It still fulfils that purpose. I come here often on fine afternoons, saunter up from the station, perhaps call in at St John’s Hall Gallery to muse on Bernard Barnes’s vast, visionary canvases, which are unlike anything else in contemporary art, before climbing on by zigzag ginnels to emerge 21breathless through a mountain gate on to the gorse-flamed moor above.

         Beneath me this week, the Mawddach roiled and eddied under the railway bridge. Breakers unfurled against wide beaches with a regular, hissing beat that reached even to this height – as did the frying aromas of the town. High encircling hills of Snowdonia were cloud-palled northerly. Far out west, Ynys Enlli swam whale-like through a band of golden light between cumulostratus and the wine-dark sea. The curving shores of Cardigan Bay led the eye south, south, to the distant headland of Penmaen Dewi in Pembrokeshire.

         Cadair was mist-helmeted, the wind gusted cold. I crouched behind a wall, opened my flask, warmed my hands and felt gratitude for Fanny Talbot’s generosity.

         Jim Perrin, 2019

         We have reached an arrangement with the mole

         CLAXTON, NORFOLK

         The front lawn has been contested territory between the humans who assume they own it and the creature that truthfully has possession

         After heavy rain, our front lawn looks nothing more than a level, evenly cut sward devoid of interest. Yet its singularity lies precisely in that flatness.

         For the past four months that same turf has been the setting for a contest between the humans who assume they own it and the 100-gram creature that truthfully has possession. It is a mole that 22arrived last autumn and then proceeded to pile up – in about ninety molehills to date – about a quarter of a ton of soil.

         How mole numbers can be estimated I’m not sure, but our national total was put at 31 million in 1995, and such a figure implies a cumulative earth-moving operation involving millions of tons every year. Given that moles are virtually universal below an elevation of 1,000 metres, it means these little parcels of the underworld are heaved out over much of Britain. How strange that a creature that barely sees or visits the Earth’s surface has so much impact upon it.

         In return for all this labour, we have made a bitter enemy of old Moley. For centuries, a whole human lineage – the professional mole-catcher – was and is still devoted to his slaughter. True, it did once cause the death of a monarch – William of Orange’s horse threw its charge when it stumbled in a mole-hole – and true, the soil bacteria in molehills are said to ruin silage crops. Yet is the killing really necessary? I vividly recall scenes in the Derbyshire lanes of my childhood where every tine on the barbed wire carried a desiccated mole corpse, with fifty in a row a personal record.

         I have worked out that the best way to live in harmony with our mole is to remove the earth as soon and as carefully as possible. If you shovel it up any old how, it seems to trigger the beast into more earthworks and you end up with as many new hills as you originally cleared. Over time the excavations have subsided to a minimum, the lawn has resumed its even temperament, and we have been supplied with the best topsoil for our veg-growing patch.

         
Mark Cocker, 2018 23


         The quiet scrape of reed on reed

         BORTH, CEREDIGION

         
Stymied by high tide, I turn inland, to a wonderfully wild landscape of reed, river and peat bog


         As soon as I reach the top of the sea wall, I realise that I have badly misjudged the state of the tide. Instead of miles of firm sand, exposed by the retreating sea, I am faced with a jumble of storm waves breaking against the cobbles at the back of the beach. My destination, the dunes of Ynyslas a couple of miles to the north, is temptingly visible through a shroud of misty salt spray – but, stumbling across the shifting, irregular stones, I make only slow progress. Cursing my cursory examination of the tide tables, I realise I have read the time for high water, rather than low.

         After half an hour, the dunes look as far away as ever. I begin to consider alternatives. Looking east, I spy the Afon Leri, and beyond that the great flat expanse of Cors Fochno – a rare survival of raised peat bog, and part of the UNESCO-recognised Dyfi Biosphere. With a backdrop of steep, open hills, this diverse wild landscape is an important ecological resource, protected both by statute and by sheer inaccessibility.

         I take a raised track towards the river, the noise of the breaking waves diminishing with each step. Altered by reclamation but still valuable, the matrix of reed beds and pools here forms a buffer zone for Cors Fochno. In the still air, the only local sounds are the creak of reed scraping on reed, and occasional soft footfall as one of a group of grazing white horses changes position. As a single rook guardedly watches my approach, patches of sunlight appear, leaving the bog mottled and multicoloured.

         Arrow-straight as a result of canalisation in the early nineteenth 24century, the Afon Leri once had a meandering path into the open sea; a small portion of this is still visible as a shallow, weed-choked channel. In the late afternoon sunshine, the surface of the water is tranquil enough to perfectly reflect both the reeds and the blue sky above, until the rising wind – chill and penetrating – breaks the illusion.

         John Gilbey, 2018
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         Return of the butterscotch humbugs

         PRAWLE POINT, DEVON

         This flock of chattering farmland birds is delightful enough in itself. It’s also the sign of a conservation success story

         Up ahead, beneath dried splinters of cut kale, the ground appears to shift. A ripple of small birds is working its way through the stubble in the morning sun, foraging on fallen seed. Occasionally, they raise their heads, striped like humbugs, the colour of caramel or butterscotch, and I count quickly, scarcely able to believe my luck.

         I came to this sloping stretch of farmland on the south Devon coast in the hope of spotting just one of these rare, sparrow-sized birds. Instead, I’m watching a chattering flock of at least a dozen.

         They are cirl buntings – pronounced ‘sirl’ – and these close relatives of the yellowhammer have every reason to sound chirpy. Once spread across thirty-nine counties, cirl buntings drained from the countryside during the twentieth century as agricultural practices intensified, leaving just over a hundred pairs in the West Country. In the 1990s, the RSPB launched a desperate bid to save the species from UK extinction, working with local farmers to ensure hedge-lined fields and coastal scrub were providing sufficient food and nesting sites.

         It worked – these yellow and brown buntings now number more than a thousand pairs, strung out along the southern edge of Devon and Cornwall. And while still far from common (they remain the UK’s rarest resident farmland bird), the cirl bunting embodies something every bit as scarce these days: a wildlife good news story. 28

         They fly to a nearby blackthorn bush overlooking the sea, perching in the sunshine, seeming to enjoy the mild weather and companionship of their kind. Among them, a handsome male in brighter breeding plumage, sporting stencil-sharp black-and-lemon head stripes.

         The cirl bunting may sound like an obscurity for the ornithological connoisseur, with its peculiar name of Italian origin and restricted range, but this is now a species anyone can encounter along the South West Coast Path, well accustomed to passing hikers and dog walkers.

         Every one of these little beacons of hope, lighting up the hedgerows, is a cause for optimism. Roll out the bunting and celebrate this conservation success.

         Charlie Elder, 2022

         Trouble beneath the blackthorn

         LONG DEAN, COTSWOLDS

         
Despite the air of contentment among our small herd of North Devons, one of them is not well


         The cattle are scattered across the top of the bank, their winter coats burnished russet by the light. They know this south-facing side receives the fullness of the sun. Below me, a pheasant senses disturbance, hunches low and scuttles. I note with apprehension the freshly scratched-up patches where a badger has rummaged through the dung for worms – TB is a constant concern.

         From the empty ring feeder comes the scent, redolent of a beach at low tide, of the mineral supplement we add to the hay each day. 29Fed before dawn, the beasts now lie cudding, eyes half closed, content. A calf from last year stands alone, nibbling bramble leaves, more bored by the idleness than hungry.

         I move among them familiarly; all were born on the farm, handled from an early age. These are heifers and cows at varying stages of pregnancy, and the core of our small suckler herd of North Devons. From time to time they will lean back, tilting their bulk of calf-containing belly to the sky, then right themselves again with a great exhalation.

         I approach one, examining her eyes, feet, nascent teats. I move her tail aside and see a thick strand of dark, discoloured membrane hanging from her vulva. Her breathing continues with patient rhythm, but mine catches. She has aborted. I rest my hand on the soft warmth of her haunch, and sit with her for a moment in the stillness of the morning.

         A blood sample identifies a parasitic organism called Neospora. Carried by the canine species and shed in their faeces, this is increasingly an aggravation for farmers who graze livestock on land with public footpaths. It is without cure; once infected, the animal remains infected and will repeatedly abort. Her breeding life is over.

         Farming is subject to many variables and, as in life itself, not all exposure to risk can be controlled. There are rich benefits for a herd that is permanently at pasture, but the close cohabitation with nature sometimes has a cost. How we delighted in the summer to see a vixen rearing her cubs in an abandoned badger sett; how we now rue that she chose to make her den there, beneath the tunnelled blackthorn, where the cattle so often sought sanctuary from the tyranny of flies and heat.

         
Sarah Laughton, 2022 30


         A tranquil scene that masks a dark contest

         MORELAND’S MEADOW, BELFAST, COUNTY ANTRIM

         The sex life of mallards is aggressive and highly unusual among birds, and has led to a remarkable evolutionary development

         An eruption of quacks from a female mallard draws my gaze up the River Lagan. Two pairs. Further on, two single males. Familiarity can breed a dismissive ‘Oh, it’s just a …’ but the mallard drake is a splendid creature – the bottle-green head; the primary-yellow bill; the thin white collar over his chocolate-coloured breast. The finely vermiculated porcelain-grey and taupe that sweep down to the rump, with its upturned kiss-curls and white wedge of tail. His mate’s plumage is an embroidery of browns, but she shares with him a bright blue flash on the wing’s secondary flight feathers, called the speculum.

         The reeds stir. Three more drakes emerge on to the open water. A loitering female swims away quickly to catch up with her mate. Her caution is wise. This tranquil scene masks a dark contest.

         The sex ratio of mallard populations is skewed towards males, and surplus males gang up to bully females into what biologists coyly term ‘forced copulation’. It’s something I still find disturbing. Female mallards usually resist, but can even end up drowning. Sticking close to one’s mate offers some protection until the ducklings hatch, whereupon their father decamps, perhaps to join a gang of marauding bachelors.

         Drakes succeed in mating with unwilling females partly because, as an evolutionarily ancient group, duck species have retained the avian penis, which is highly unusual among birds (for most species, sperm transfer relies on a co-operative genital ‘kiss’). 31

         But that’s not the whole story. Nature has contrived to provide female mallards with inbuilt contraception. The vagina has a spiral that counters unwelcome penetration by a male’s corkscrew-shaped penis (the spiral apparently relaxes when a female solicits copulation). It also has dead-end ‘pouches’ to receive unwanted sperm. An undesired male may win the battle, but he usually loses the war.

         So, while some mallard matings may be forced, only a tiny proportion of such matings successfully father ducklings. The female’s discerning choice prevails. And it’s that choice – what gladdens her eye and, over the generations, likewise gladdened her foremothers’ – that has evolved to this extravagant male beauty.

         Mary Montague, 2022

         The strange tranquillity of an aqueduct

         PONTCYSYLLTE, WRECSAM

         It is a dreamlike experience to watch a narrowboat float in the impossible space between the treetops

         There is a shadow-life to things. From the iron rail at the edge of the aqueduct, the abyss plunges through trees down to the river. Low winter sunlight casts shadows of the piers (pillars), like the ribcage of some great creature straddling the gorge. This massive shadow seems to move, to have a life, an animus free of the stone and iron that make this wonder of the industrial age.

         At 38 metres above the River Dee, Pontcysyllte is the highest navigable aqueduct in the world. Its eighteen piers span 307 metres, carrying the ‘stream in the sky’ – the Llangollen Canal – across 32the Vale of Llangollen. Yes, it is an engineering feat worthy of its UNESCO World Heritage Site status, but it is not just the genius of engineers such as Thomas Telford that should be recognised, but the lives of all the workers and their families who toiled for years after the first stone was laid in 1795, a dangerous place where many died.

         It also stands for those bargees and their horses and canal folk who plied the waterways around the country. Wood smoke rises from the narrowboats of those who inherit that nomadic life. There is a piddling sound as water leaks from a cast-iron joint into the void below. The canal’s water level is maintained by Horseshoe Falls, a weir on the Dee beyond Llangollen. Water diverted into the canal, through nature’s shadow engineering, is returning to the river.

         The aqueduct’s shadow is the kind of spirit thing that in superstitions changes the destiny of what, or who, it touches. Local people say that the aqueduct has a strange kind of tranquillity for such a huge construction. To see the shadow of a narrowboat float softly through that impossible space across the treetops is a dreamlike experience. Only birds can fly through the same space. The light changes by the minute. The River Dee has a song of restless travel. The aqueduct is also not so fixed; it has a shadow-life, a thing that roams the valley – moody, ephemeral and transformative.

         
Paul Evans, 2022 33


         A mini tornado wrapped itself around our house

         MARSHWOOD VALE, DORSET

         The kitchen window came in, roof tiles smashed and a 15-metre fir tree was felled – all in about two minutes

         It was the ash twigs, speared into the lawn like arrows, that made me think again about the nature of the storm the previous evening. It was unlike any weather event I have experienced in Dorset.

         It happened after dark, a little before 8.30 p.m. Rain was hurling down outside, the wind singing over the fields. Then the gale transformed itself, wrapping around the house with a screaming roar. It was as if we were inside a gigantic washing machine, water sloshing in all directions, spindle squealing with the weight.

         The kitchen window came smashing in, high notes of splintering glass backed by the deeper crash of breaking roof tiles. Flying objects battered and thumped the walls so hard that the house shook and the timbers groaned. Outside, the air was filled with a whirling snow of earth, moss, lichen, bark and ripped plastic. It lasted two or three minutes – and then it stopped.

         Agitated and confused, we began to clear up, blocking the broken window with cardboard and parcel tape. By midnight, the rain had ceased too, and we went to check the damage, splashing through puddles, watched by an angry, black-clouded moon.

         A big ash tree was down, blocking the road; a tall fir had been uprooted; strong branches had been torn off the oaks and hornbeams. Bramble briars, forcibly blown out of the tangled hedge, hung in bouffant masses like displaced comb-overs. The phone line had snapped and the loose end was whipped tightly around a treetop.
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