





[image: A coloured illustration of a grassy green cliffside, with a yellow sandy beach below and turquoise sea beyond. The sky above the horizon is pale blue with a bright yellow sun. A grey and white fulmar bird is flying over the cliffs to the left of the image, while three black Cornish chough birds fly over the sea to the right. Three black and white puffins, with orange beaks and legs, stand on the cliff edge alongside a brown hare with long ears. A bright orange fox and her cub sit on the grass looking out to sea in the bottom left of the image, and a small brown mouse stands among the grass in the bottom right. The grass in the foreground is covered in pink and white wildflowers and wild grasses.]
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For Isabelle: long may your inquisitive nose stay wet, your soft furry paws bound along the hedgerows while wagging your huge white fluffy tail as we search for adventures together. We still have many more to come, especially on the soft sand here at home in Cornwall, which I know is your favourite.









AUTHOR’S NOTE


One of the things I love most about living in the UK is the changing seasons. There’s an unspoken rhythm to the year and we watch in wonder at the transformation of the natural world: an old oak sheds its acorns on the forest floor in the winter, while the wildflowers begin to bloom at the start of spring. As we watch these changes unfold, we know, almost by instinct, that we follow the clock of the natural world.


The wildlife know this too. The chiffchaff and the cuckoo are the first to announce the spring season as they welcome it in with their song, and the grey seal pupping season coupled with the arrival of redwings signify the return of the autumn and winter months. The seasons bring a sense of comfort and familiarity: they connect us to the natural world and remind us that, despite the changes, the return of a season is just around the corner.


I’m spoiled by the nature on my doorstep, and I regularly go out (whatever the weather!) to marvel at the world around me and to learn more of its secrets. In this book, I share with you my favourite wildlife that can be seen throughout the year. Each month explores various species I have encountered, and the hidden treasures found in the Cornish landscape. These pages also capture the wild stories from my adventures in the great outdoors with my camera, and what I’ve learned about the wonderful nature we have in Britain.


This book as a love-letter to my home in Cornwall, and I hope it inspires you to explore the nature on your doorstep, whatever the season.









January


[image: A black and white illustration of a hill, with trees on the top of it and at the base. The trees are without leaves, and small black birds fly among them in the distance. A small bird is perched on a branch of one of the trees in the foreground.]









THE WILD WEST


It’s 1 January, the dawn of a new year. A day for many of us that represents a time for change. A day where resolutions are drawn up, gym memberships are bought, diets are started, career goals are set, and the saying ‘new year, new me’ is bandied about more times than Matt Hancock broke his own Covid rules.


But many of us like to take the alternative approach to the new year, spending the day hideously hungover in bed, on a sofa or in a chair, or perhaps choosing simplicity and just making a camp on the floor. Whatever our choice of soft furnishing, or wherever we’ve chosen to while away our day of recovery, there is no doubt that the curtains are drawn, a Netflix series of at least eight episodes has been selected to see us through, and Deliveroo is at our fingertips, as we promise ourselves that ‘new year, new me’ will begin on 2 January.


There is nothing wrong with whichever New Year’s Day you choose – in fact, I believe both to be equally important. Over the years I have had my fair share of the latter, being a party girl for many years before I became a ‘proper person’, but that’s a different book altogether…


I now see January as a month of all-consuming and thrilling excitement, a time of astonishing wildlife spectacles that we can only see at this time of year, a wildlife filmmakers’ dream. Frosty mornings are filled with robin rivalry along the hedgerows, the deep rasps of corvid rookeries, and young kingfishers darting above the sandy mudflats as they travel to the estuary as redwings fill the surrounding trees. Hundreds of thousands of starlings swirl as one against glistening pink skies as skeins of geese fly effortlessly above and barn owls quarter crystal-like fields at dawn and dusk.


These natural wonders and displays simply take your breath away. January is a month for wildlife encounters that can make you feel awestruck and unequivocally small in comparison to the natural world, right here on our doorsteps, so much so that they can make even the most uninterested say, ‘OK yeah, that’s actually pretty cool’ (tried and tested).


Cornwall, where I live, is incredible for wildlife. And honestly, when the conditions are right, there is nowhere in the entire world I would rather be. The most southerly point of the UK, the county is famous for its miles upon miles of white sandy beaches backed by towering prehistoric cliffs, swathes of heath and moorland, and for having some of the last remaining temperate rainforest in Britain. It really is any nature and wildlife enthusiast’s dream.


This New Year’s Day I decided to skip the Netflix hangover floor party as well as the gym membership because I had heard whispers of something much more appealing. Just the week before I had had a tip-off that there was a species I had never seen before in real life frequenting an area about a 40-minute drive further down the coast from where I live. This was too good an opportunity to miss. So, after a quick check of the weather and a phone call to my friend, who was also keen to see this winter visitor, we had our cameras ready and were in the car on our way… to the wild west.


The far west of Cornwall is a world of its own, a mosaic of vast heath, bog, twisted windswept trees, Cornish hedgerows and quaint stone walls cutting through the landscape. The coast path is speckled with granite outcrops, ancient rocks that are part of the Cornubian Batholith, a huge mass of granite that underlies much of Devon and Cornwall and began to form some 280 million years ago. This landscape is the embodiment of wild and it makes the area extraordinarily distinctive, with an open wildness that could have been written about by any great novelist or be used as a set for a high-budget fantasy Hollywood movie. The area where we are headed is known to be one of the largest areas of lowland heath in the UK and is home to a myriad of rare species including the Dartford warbler and the Perkins’ mining bee, and is one of the last found strongholds of the coral necklace plant.


As delightful as all those species are, they don’t include the one on our hit list today. And as we pull up into a tiny lay-by by the side of the equally tiny road (having used Ordnance Survey coordinates to pinpoint the exact location), I look out across a vast expansive windswept field with the North Atlantic Ocean sparkling behind, the winter sun getting low, and say, ‘Is this actually it?’


One thing about searching for wildlife in Cornwall, and as I know in many parts of the UK, in fact anywhere in the world: it’s the locating of the wildlife that is the most difficult part. It may or may not be an easily trackable species (more on that and on how to track wildlife later in the book), but if it isn’t then most of the time you are going on information shared by others that isn’t always spot on, or perhaps was from two to three days ago. But that is just the nature of dealing with wildlife… it’s in the name… it is wild. This means that someone could have amazing views of an animal or bird for a few days in a row, but by the time you get to the location it will have moved on. We are very lucky in Cornwall, however, and have a great network of people and groups, such as the Cornwall Bird Watching and Preservation Society (CBWPS) and the Cornwall Wildlife Trust plus numerous Facebook groups of wildlife enthusiasts based locally who really help one another when it comes to finding wildlife treasures.


So, out of the car we get, the low sun on our faces taking the edge off the slight winter chill in the air. Thankfully, and quite uncharacteristically for the north coast of west Cornwall, there is very little wind today, it is dry, and it’s the right time of day – early dusk – so all in all the perfect conditions for the species in question.


I walk down the edge of the field margin, the mud squelching between my wellies with each step, camera and tripod in hand. I keep looking out across the huge wild expanse, with gulls and crows circling overhead, their calls travelling for what seems like miles, and the far-off mews of a buzzard in the distance. To any passer-by this place would feel empty. It seems as though you are surrounded by open nothingness; to many human eyes an expansive, almost barren wasteland. But of course, as we know, this natural rough grassland and moorland is an intrinsic yet delicate ecosystem, one that is vital for thousands upon thousands of species, one that needs to be protected.


I keep my focus on some old stone walls as I continue along the margin that runs across open fields in front of me. This is where I had been told to keep a watchful eye: the species I’m after is possibly roosting in one of the walls, as most evenings it’s said to have appeared from there.


This bird is not a resident in Cornwall, but it is elsewhere in the UK, primarily in the north of England and Scotland, stretching from the uplands of the north to the Outer Hebrides. We have by no means a large breeding population in the UK, however, with estimates of around 2,000 breeding pairs, a number that fluctuates year on year. These birds are ground nesters, with heath and moorland their favoured habitat, and out of all of its kind found in the UK this is the one species you are most likely to spot out hunting during the day. The individuals we get around the Cornish coast during the winter months are migrants from Iceland, Russia and Scandinavia, which venture to our UK shores to escape the harsh winters. They will usually arrive in late October and leave us again by early March.


I decide to stop and get my camera into position on the tripod set so that I can move it with ease from side to side. I’m so far away from the stone walls that I’m hoping, if it does fly out, it will quarter the field in front of me, and, if so, my position could mean that I’d get a shot of it looking straight down the lens, the shot of all shots…


But, just as I’m extending the tripod legs, I catch, out of the corner of my eye, an extraordinarily fast-moving bird that has appeared from nowhere, and is now on the opposite side of the field to me. It’s incredibly small and nothing like I imagined – seemingly no larger than a pigeon! It is moving so fast and is so far away that I have to do a double take and frantically try to focus on it just to identify what it might be.


Then, as if it has read my mind, it turns its head and holds a prolonged glance to the side, taking a sweeping glide. I see that characteristic white and brown dappled face with jet-black plumage circling two piercing bright yellow eyes. It is a short-eared owl.


The excitement is palpable, and my heart is racing. The feeling of seeing a wild species for the first time is something indescribable – it’s as if a wave of adrenaline, amazement and pure joy washes over you. And for that moment in time, there is nothing else in the world. I watch it twist and turn with speed across the open moors, thinking that I hadn’t realized just how small they were, and I absolutely didn’t think it would move this fast. I knew they were around the same size as barn owls, but when you haven’t caught a glimpse of a particular species before they can be very different to what you imagine.


Sadly, though, this short-eared owl had other ideas, and after I’d been able to watch it with reasonable clarity for roughly ten minutes, it disappeared up over the brow of the moor onto another field far in the distance. In this instance, I didn’t get the shot of all shots – in fact, I didn’t get any shots at all – but I did see my first short-eared owl in the wild. A day I will never forget for the rest of my life.


And to think I could have drawn the curtains and watched Netflix on this New Year’s Day, as I tried to piece together the previous night. Instead, I not only had an unforgettable wildlife encounter, but also a wildlife first. Sometimes, the sofa and Netflix can wait. The phrase ‘new year, new me’ should be replaced with ‘new year, new wildlife adventures’ – the best type of New Year’s resolution.









WINTER SURPRISES


With the sunrises throughout January greeting us politely at around 8am each morning, I’m thankful that I don’t have to get up at 3am to catch the pre-dawn, one of the best times of day for wildlife. The blue hour.


It is twilight: that eerily haunting and enchanting time of day, just before the sun rises and just after the sun sets. It is aptly named the blue hour, given the colour of the sky, but the actual duration is only 20 to 30 minutes. (I guess ‘the blue hour’ sounds a lot better than ‘the blue sometimes 20 minutes sometimes 30 minutes bit of the day’! – it just doesn’t have quite the same ring to it, does it?) But catching this magical time is a lot easier during the winter months and it’s a dream for wildlife photography and filmmaking.


This morning I woke up at 6am, knowing that the site I plan to get to is around a 35-minute drive from my house, north up the coast. Leaving by 6.30am should give me ample time to set up and be in position for blue hour, full dawn and any wildlife that should appear.


Walmsley bird sanctuary is one of Cornwall’s hidden wildlife gems. Tucked away behind the bustling beach tourist hotspots of Rock, Padstow and Polzeath, the site is located adjacent to the Camel Estuary on the fringes of Wadebridge, and is part of Amble Marshes, a designated Site of Special Scientific Interest. It is so well hidden that even when driving along the adjacent roads a passer-by would have no clue it was there, concealed as it is by hedgerows, trees and fields, but it is a secret world brimming with wildlife. It’s an expansive wetland area that also benefits from tidal currents, which make the marshes tidal themselves and so perfect for birdwatching, as the tides push many waders up to the sanctuary at certain times of the day.


Walmsley has now become one of the most vital and acclaimed sites for waders and waterfowl in the county. Thanks to the continued work from Cornwall Bird Watching Preservation Society (CBWPS), who own the site, and warden Adrian Langdon – who has managed the sanctuary for over 20 years and, I must add, is also an excellent photographer – it is now a thriving wetland full of birder delights, especially in the winter.


But, despite the site being known for many incredible waders and waterfowl, on this cold January morning I haven’t come to film the birdlife. I’m after a highly elusive, mostly solitary mammal. One that over the past few weeks has been seen regularly at Walmsley, even during the day. A mammal that is notoriously difficult to see, given their vast home ranges and primarily nocturnal habits. A mammal with webbed feet, thick brown fur, highly sensitive whiskers and a long powerful tail, and which is an excellent swimmer…


I arrive at the site just after 7am. It is dark, with the stars twinkling overhead and a waning moon now low in the sky. I can feel the moisture in the air on my skin. It was misty on the drive over and now I can feel the mist on my hands and face. Whooper swans start calling in the field next to me as I close the car door and I hear a tawny owl in the woodlands opposite. It is that strange, hauntingly beautiful time of day when the night hasn’t yet ended but a new dawn is beginning.


The sanctuary has three hides, one of them a tower hide, and, in my opinion, the best hide in Cornwall. But to get to it I must first cross two fields, in the dark, with cows…


Don’t get me wrong, I love cows. In fact, I love all farm animals. Yet over the last few years, I have developed quite the relationship with species of the domesticated variety. This is mainly because I have spent much of my time in Cornwall jumping fences, trudging through ditches and wandering across fields, which has led to my fair share of run-ins with farm animals, many of them being of the tricky variety. So having to cross fields in the dark where I know cows are roaming is not my ideal way to start the day.


I switch on the torch on my phone as I head across the fields, following the tiny path left by other birders, and get over the first gate. The blue light is now becoming visible but it’s obscured by the mist, giving the morning an unearthly feel. The air is perfectly still and you can hear nothing but the birds: robins fiercely singing in the hedgerows, accompanied by wrens and the occasional melancholy call of a blackbird. I make it past the cows unscathed and through the next gate, and after around a ten-minute walk the Tower Hide is in front of me. I make my way up the wooden stairs and fumble in my pockets for the key to the hide door, having a small panic that I’ve forgotten it (which has happened before!) but thankfully this time I’ve remembered.


The air in the hide is filled with the smell of old wood, that same nostalgic smell that suffused old churches or schools when you were a child. It’s cold as my fingers touch the clasps, as I undo them carefully, one by one, to open the wooden hide windows.


I look out across the marsh as the world begins to wake up. Out on the mudflats I see pintail, teal and widgeon starting their day with a spot of preening. A northern shoveller is already on the water feeding, swaying its spatula-shaped beak from side to side as it filters out plant matter and invertebrates to eat. The two-syllable call of a nearby moorhen carries across the marsh accompanied by the stirring sound of curlew, with lapwings and barnacle geese gathered in the adjacent field. The atmosphere is alive.


I turn the torch off, place my phone on the side, and put my camera bag on the floor as I head to open the last hide window, when suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, I see a movement next to the reed beds just below, fleeting and small, but a movement nonetheless that most certainly wasn’t a bird – it almost appeared to be a flick of a tail.


No, I thought, it can’t be. Number one: I’ve been here all of three minutes and there’s no way I would get this lucky so quickly. This was always a gamble at best and I was more than happy just to enjoy the flocks of overwintering birds! And number two: even though I entered the hide as silently as I could, if it had been there surely it would have vanished into the surrounding undergrowth or swum away having sensed my presence. With these thoughts whizzing through my head, I open the final hide window and cannot believe my eyes. I glance down to the bank below and I lock eyes with none other than an otter!


My heart lurches and I don’t even take a breath. Stunned into a state of complete motionless bewilderment, I cannot believe what I’m seeing. Time stands still and we look into each other’s eyes for what seems like a lifetime, although it must have been all of four seconds, before the otter darts off the bank and under the water.


I mutter words under my breath that won’t be repeated here and I start to shake. It will take me at least a couple of minutes to get my camera out of my bag and set up before I can even attempt to shoot any film. And was that it? Has the otter now left, after looking me straight in the eye? Was that my one and only chance? I try to pull myself together and whip out my long lens, and I can see something thrashing around in the reed beds. It’s still here.


Then I realize another error: I’ve forgotten my bean bag! When filming and photographing in a hide I will always use a bean bag. I do generally have a problem with shaky hands, mainly due to the sheer excitement that comes over me when I see wildlife. When out in the field I always use a tripod, but in a hide situation it’s often near impossible to do that so I often use a photography bean bag, and it makes such a difference. But today of all days, the first time I have a wild otter in front of me in Cornwall, I have left the bean bag at home.


I set up regardless, trying to make as little movement as possible, as the young otter tosses and turns around in the reeds. I think it must certainly be a young one, given its behaviour over the last few weeks. Sightings had been reported here of an otter, but out in the day, which is odd for an otter, as in this part of the country, especially in the southwest, they are mostly crepuscular and/or nocturnal. But the conclusion was that perhaps this was the animal’s first year out on its own and that, quite frankly, it hadn’t yet worked out how to be an otter.


Otter cubs in the wild will stay with their mother for the first two years. The mother teaches all of the skills the young need to survive: how to hunt, where to hide, and even how to swim, as swimming isn’t inbuilt in these semi-aquatic mustelids but is a learned skill. The mother will start these swimming lessons at a few months old, usually by simply pushing the cub into the water. This young otter had mastered the art of swimming, but being seen during the daytime is highly unusual, so perhaps it hadn’t quite got the hang of that part just yet.


I sit and watch, and the otter, while it dives in and out of the water as it hunts, doesn’t seem bothered by my presence, giving me the occasional glance. Its fur glistens as the sun begins to peep through, the marsh now alive with the sounds and colours of a winter wetland paradise, and the lingering smell of old wood still surrounds me in the misty air. The otter swims in and out of the water, and even comes back onto the bank for a short time. I attempt to take some shots but it’s a pointless venture without my bean bag, so I just soak it all in.


As I sit there in silence, wrapped up in a blanket of sound, with winter waders and waterfowl calling, the splashing of an otter as it hunts, and birdsong from the hedgerows filling the air, I don’t even feel the cold. I’m over the moon I got up early on this cold misty January morning. Even in the winter when we don’t feel like it, it is always worth getting up and heading out for wildlife, because you never know. Sometimes the winter is full of surprises.









NATURE’S FIREWORKS


Animal movements, social hierarchy and species interactions. These are all areas of animal behaviour that have fascinated us for thousands of years. Why do lions live in prides, wolves in packs, prairie dogs in coteries, bison in herds and badgers in setts, and dolphins move in pods? These are questions that biologists and animal behaviourists have long studied in order to formulate coherent reasons as to why different species move, behave and live together the way they do. And if there is one thing we do now know, nothing in the natural world is done without reason, whether that be safety in numbers, an increased chance of a successful hunt, improved odds of sharing important resources, communication, obtaining the right to breed, having a better chance of reproduction, or whatever the functionality may be. Every single behaviour, hierarchy and living arrangement has one simple rationale: to secure the growth and survival of the species. But with an estimated 8.7 million species found on planet Earth and currently only around 1.8 million being formally identified, there is still so much we don’t know, and perhaps never will.


It’s 2.30pm in the afternoon. This week has been quite uninspiring when it comes to getting out and filming wildlife; in fact it has been impossible. Huge coastal storms with 100 mile per hour winds have engulfed the southwest of the UK, right the way from Penzance to Bristol. Ancient oaks have toppled over into roads, roof tiles have been lifted from their forever homes, and numerous photographs of children’s trampolines having been hurled into neighbour’s gardens are circulating on social media – much to people’s amusement.


But today, thankfully, the storm has passed, and the winter’s sun is once again beaming through my office window as I look out into the street. Odd bits of rubbish are laden across the road, along with dustbin lids and broken branches. I hear a charm of goldfinch fly overhead. There is a strange stillness in the air as if nothing had ever happened and the carnage of the last week is now a distant memory. And it is the almost perfect day to try to film one of the UK’s greatest winter wildlife spectacles, or, as I call them, nature’s fireworks.


The location that I’m heading to is one of the best places to see this miraculous display – not only in Cornwall but in the whole UK. So much so that the previous year I had a WhatsApp message from one of the producers on the Wild Isles series who asked if I knew anyone locally who had scaffolding as they were rigging the woods to capture a sequence for the series. Scaffolding? In the woods? It did make me laugh. The magic of wildlife filmmaking! But it is, to my knowledge, one of the only places in the UK where this species congregates in their thousands, to roost in pine trees surrounded by undulating moorland and the second-highest point in the entirety of Cornwall. It is nothing short of spectacular (and you will be pleased to know that they got their sequence!).


Desperate to get outside into nature I close my laptop, call my friend, and pack my camera bag. From Newquay, where I live, it takes around an hour to get to the location, and, with the sun due to set just before 5pm, we decide to hit the road.


Along the winding roads up the north coast the landscape is speckled with the first bright yellow flowers of common gorse, snowdrops are in bloom, and even the occasional daffodil is attempting to show their first vibrant petals along the road verges. You would never think that just the day before this landscape was shrouded in relentless rain, with winds charging off the North Atlantic coast that even the hardiest of species would have struggled in.


As we pull up to the location, I get a rush of excitement. It’s that same type of excitement you had as a child when you came down on Christmas morning and saw the tree surrounded by presents, or when you were given your first pet, and is one of the most wholesome feelings of simply pure happiness – one I wish we could bottle and give to those who don’t feel that connection to the natural world.


We pull up and step out of the car. The sky on the horizon is beginning to show shades of dusty pink and orange. It couldn’t be more perfect. Not only have I arrived at one of my favourite wildlife sites in Cornwall having not been able to leave the house for a week, but, to top it off, there’s going to be a pink sky!


If you have followed my Instagram for a while, you will know that a pink sky is my ride or die. It is wholeheartedly, categorically, one of my favourite things in the entire world, apart from fox cubs (more on them later).


If the weather is clear during the winter months when the sun begins to set and descends towards the horizon, a magical transformation takes place in the sky – hues of pink and crimson wash over the open landscape, transforming the familiar daytime blue into a breathtaking display of colours that seem to dance with the fading light, a result of the scattering of sunlight by the Earth’s atmosphere. The shorter, blue wavelengths are scattered to such an extent that the longer, red wavelengths come to dominate, painting the sky with a vivid palette that is like no other. It is the perfect dusk.


Standing along the banks by the side of the road overlooking the open fields filled with sheep grazing, and with ponies high up on the moors, my friend and I are not alone, as other cars pull up and try to get a spot. They too have heard about this magical display. Today it is particularly busy, and I don’t think I’ve been the only one stuck indoors all week waiting for the storm to pass.


As we wait with the other watchers you can feel everyone’s anticipation. This has to be, in my mind, one of those wildlife displays that really does have the ability to captivate and enthral even the most unlikely champion of the natural world, and the fact that we here in the UK are able to see it on our doorsteps is something incredibly special.


‘They’re coming!’ shouts a small boy some way up the road from where we are, but everyone hears him and the crowd looks up. The first of the starlings arrive!


Starlings can be found throughout the UK all year round and were once one of our most common birds. I remember when I was about five years old at my grandma and grandpa’s in Colchester, Essex, where I spent much of my childhood, when it seemed that hundreds would come into their garden every day. I remember sitting at the window with grandma and her pointing out their iridescent plumage and how, when you get a closer look, their feathers shimmer purple, green and blue in the sunlight. I vividly recall just sitting on the kitchen floor for hours watching them. Sadly, though, they have drastically declined in the UK. Studies have shown that starling numbers have fallen by around a staggering 66 per cent in the UK since the 1970s. This can be attributed predominantly to modern farming practices as the use of harmful chemicals on the land destroys a lot of their main food source: soil-living invertebrates. Devastatingly, they are now a red-listed species.


But each winter our UK population is bolstered by starlings from northern and eastern Europe, which migrate to the UK to escape the harsh winters of their summer breeding grounds, and when they arrive they come in their thousands, forming super flocks. During the winter these flocks in the UK are a phenomenal sight. As they gather together each evening to roost, they create jaw-dropping aerial displays known as murmurations as they move together as one creating otherworldly patterns and shapes.


As we stand there, eyes locked to the skies, the different small groups of starlings arrive. Zooming over our heads, they head straight towards the pine trees. But then the magic starts to happen. Small groups converge into one, and you hear it before you see it. That is one thing that you can’t truly experience when watching footage of a starling murmuration on the TV – the actual sound of thousands upon thousands of tiny wings flapping above your head. They almost make their own gust of wind, and, for me, it is one part of this spectacle that really overpowers all of your other senses – the sound.


Right in front of us, over the tops of the pine trees, adjacent to the open moors, thousands upon thousands of starlings begin to dance. The feeling of amazement as the birds move in unison is overwhelming as they create complex and beautiful patterns against a pink sky. The birds move quickly and fluidly, seemingly with a single mind and purpose. Their enchanting dance creates a sense of peace and calmness in an otherwise chaotic world. This stuff is good for the soul!


I use a 500mm lens shooting at 4K at 120 frames per second and follow the action with my lens. And what is even more incredible is how they perform these almost choreographed moves, by simply using the rule of three.


Studies have found that an individual starling will adjust its movements based on the movements of its three closest neighbours, not the entire flock. They avoid crashing by not moving too close, following their neighbour’s alignment, but staying close enough to ensure they are still part of the flock and won’t face any danger. There have been many theories over the years as to why they perform these displays – perhaps to generate heat or share information – but the most likely reason is to evade avian predators such as sparrowhawks, peregrine falcons, buzzards and goshawks. The rule of three is a behavioural mechanism that helps them coordinate their movements into one huge dancing swirl of birds, making predation an incredibly difficult feat for any bird of prey nearby. That said, will we ever really have the answer as to why they perform these displays? Who knows. But, as animal movements and species interactions go, I think the starling murmuration has to be my favourite of all time. Who needs prides of lions or herds of bison when we have starling murmurations right on our doorstep?


As we watch on until the pink sky begins to fade, the oohs and aahs from our fellow onlookers fill the air. It’s not just me who is in total awe of these magnificent birds. That’s why I call them nature’s fireworks: a starling murmuration brings out the same oohs and aahs we hear on New Year’s Eve, but this is a natural phenomenon and there really is nothing like it in the world. It’s the calm after the storm, a calm that should be on everyone’s winter wildlife watching list. Nature’s fireworks.









February
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THE TINY KINGLET


When I first came to Newquay I was 18. Me and my best-and-oldest friend Jessie drove down that summer after one of the muddiest, wettest Glastonburys on record for a weekend of surfing. Neither of us had ever been to Newquay before, but we had about 200 pounds between us, and Jessie had ‘accidently on purpose’ picked up her dad’s business credit card, which we could only use for petrol, otherwise her dad would notice. I vividly remember that drive down as Jessie’s car was covered in mud, just as we were, and we stopped at Exeter services. A man behind the desk dryly asked, ‘Been to Glasto, girls?’ as the other drivers smirked in the queue behind us. They found the state of us so amusing that we got a round of applause on the forecourt!


Together we had our 200-pound fortune, free (or rather stolen) petrol, a two-man tent, no responsibilities, and not a care in the world, with the priority simply being to have a lovely time. The world was ours for the taking. We were only going for a few days, but little did we know that we’d both end up staying, setting up homes, making the best of friends, having businesses, getting dogs and eventually moving both of our mums here too. We fell in love with Cornwall, and it became our forever home.


At that time, I loved nature, but I was far more interested in surfing, boys and getting drunk (not necessarily in that order, and I still love all of these things), and yet, needless to say, I wasn’t coming to Newquay for wildlife adventures. Well, not the type of wildlife adventures I have now.


I remember, as we drove down the A392, that we came to a roundabout and saw our first sign for Fistral beach, one of the best beaches for surfing in the whole country, so we took a right and headed straight there. As we drove up Trevemper Road I looked out to my left and saw a vast estuary. The tide was out and the pools of shallow water sparkled in the summer sunlight; the golden sandbars almost seemed tropical, and the open mudflats were filled with the rich greens of samphire, cord grasses and flower bursts of lilac sea aster. I, of course, had absolutely no idea what those plants were, but I remember thinking how pretty they were. And as we drove up the road to Fistral beach, little did I know that I would end up living next to this exact estuary, and that it would become one of my favourite places in all of Cornwall for wildlife.


The Gannel estuary runs parallel to the west of Newquay and is a haven for wildlife. It is a Site of Special Scientific Interest as well as a designated Marine Conservation Zone due to its ecological significance and its importance for biodiversity. Stretching roughly three miles from Trevemper roundabout to Crantock beach, this tidal estuary flows into the heart of the Atlantic Ocean, and is surrounded by thick hedgerow, woodland on the far side, meadows and farmland. It is a world away from the pubs and clubs that are just a stone’s throw away.


On this February afternoon the mizzle had set in. Mizzle is a term used in Devon and Cornwall for those grey days where the sea fog has engulfed the land and the fine raindrops create a misty drizzle that won’t lift. I personally love the mizzle and find its misty embrace quite comforting. Plus, when there is mizzle that won’t shift, it generally means that there is no wind, which is excellent for wildlife. This February afternoon, however, wasn’t actually meant for wildlife spotting, but was a simple dog walk with Isabelle (my white German shepherd and the love of my life). Even on our daily dog walks I always have my camera bag with me as the most amazing wildlife encounters can often be when you least expect them. And today was one of those days. So, with my wellies on and coat pulled tight, pockets full of old tennis balls, camera bag on and a very excited Isabelle we headed to the Gannel.


There is something quite mesmerizing about a winter’s walk on a grey day. The sky is overcast, the ground soft underfoot, and I can hear the calls of redshank and oystercatchers out on the mudflats. The bare trees without their green leaves add to the subdued shades of the surrounding landscape. The mist hangs delicately in the air and the scent of ocean spray lingers.


We walk along the northern side and I look up to the thick undisturbed scrubby hedgerow as I throw a tennis ball. The hedgerow that runs along the Gannel is relatively untouched; given that the estuary is tidal there is no opportunity for developers to try to destroy the scrub areas by building any further than the road. And during lockdown I spotted more bird species here than I have in most of our designated nature reserves. Yellowhammers, bullfinch, reed bunting, dunnocks, long-tailed tits, blackbirds, greenfinch, lesser redpolls, blue tits, robins, great tits, goldfinch, blackcaps, chiffchaffs, mistle and song thrush just to name a few – which just goes to show the abundance of birdlife a small area can support when we leave nature alone. I wish there were more places just like this.


During the winter months, ivy berries are abundant. The dark green leaves of this hardy evergreen twist through the hawthorn and holly and are covered in deep purple berries. These are a lifeline for many species during the colder months, being both highly calorific and nutritious. I watch on as blackbirds take advantage of this winter bounty, meticulously picking off the berries to eat, as well as a wood pigeon that’s joined them for a snack (although the dear wood pigeon is slightly clumsier).


As I walk along the hedgerow I take in the grey day, with Isabelle at my feet. I hear a bird call that I haven’t heard before, one that is very high-pitched, resembling a ‘zi-zi-zi-zeep’. It sounded close, and in fact was so high-pitched that if I wasn’t walking as close to the hedge I probably wouldn’t have been able to hear it clearly. It wasn’t anything I had heard before, none of the usual suspects, and it was the incredible pitch of the tone that really caught my attention. I turn to Isabelle with a look that says stop and raise one finger to her. She knows that this means to stay completely still and she stops and drops to the ground in an instant, looking up at me, as if to say ‘Mummy, what is it?’


We stay still for around two minutes and I edge slightly towards the undergrowth, and then there it is again, ‘zi-zi-zi-zeep’. It appears to be getting closer. I frantically scan the undergrowth for movement, squinting my eyes with my arm stretched out behind me and one finger raised so that Isabelle knows not to move. And then I see a tiny flash of black and white, crowned with the most exquisite vibrant orange, but it disappears almost immediately. On a mizzle-filled grey day like today the sheer brightness of that orange plumage seemed almost like something artificial, the smallest traffic light in the world. But of course it was moving so it couldn’t be, so I thought to myself, it can’t be anything else, it has to be a firecrest!


Firecrests are tiny. Weighing a mere 5g (⅛oz) to 7g (¼oz), which is the same as a 20p coin, they are not only the smallest bird in the UK but, coupled with their cousin the goldcrest, they are also the smallest birds in all of Europe. They are part of the kinglet family, whose name comes from the genus Regulus, which translates as ‘little king’ in Latin. There are six different species across the world, spanning North America to Asia, but here in the UK we have only two species: the firecrest and the goldcrest. These miniature songbirds are notoriously difficult to photograph, given their size. They are constantly moving in order to support their metabolisms, and they flutter around tree branches in search of tiny prey such as spiders, small insects and moth eggs. They have a preference for coniferous forest and there is a small breeding population that resides in the south and southeast of England. But during the autumn and winter we get an influx of these tiny birds from across the North Sea, and these winter migrants can be spotted from Cornwall right the way up to Scotland. But given their size, speed and movement, they are incredibly difficult to spot, and are a bit of a bucket-list bird for any wildlife photographer.


In all my years of walking this route with Isabelle I have never laid eyes on a firecrest! I quickly drop to the ground – knees first – swinging my bag round my body and with the lens already on the camera as I whip it out of the bag. I get very muddy – but this was a firecrest, and my first! Who cares about muddy wet knees!?


Crouched down by the side of the hedge I wait and hope that it will reappear. I can still hear its song in the undergrowth. I get a few odd looks from passers-by, but this is nothing unusual. After years of searching for wildlife while covered in mud, crouching in ditches, I’m more than used to a few strange looks. Then – it reappears! – this time darting about on top of a bramble bush. I take my chance, holding my finger down on the button with the highest shutter speed the light will possibly allow in the hope that I will get at least one half-decent non-blurry image. It flits around the brambles ‘zeep-zeeping’ away while picking off tiny insects to eat, and then it disappears. I quickly get up and try to follow it along the hedgerow, but it’s gone. I never saw it again, and, in fact, I haven’t seen one since.
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