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In memory of my mother, Sara Wilkinson,


who filled my life with love, imagination and animals.
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What is the city but the people?


William Shakespeare, Coriolanus, Act 3, Scene 1




Foreword


[image: Image]





A damselfly whirs on intricately laced wings, dipping its slender blue abdomen in and out of the water. A coot forages amongst the pondweed, while its scruffy-looking chick balances on a nest of twigs, mouth gaping as it waits impatiently for its next meal. The water is almost perfectly still, save for the odd bubble when a fish pops up to the surface to snatch at an insect. A weeping willow solemnly bows its head and a cabbage white butterfly rests on a nettle.


Overhead, gulls cry and a swift, living up to its name, darts and wheels through the virtually cloudless sky. The sun beams down on a jet-black cormorant standing on the bank, with wings theatrically outstretched as if about to perform a magic trick. At the water’s edge a gang of sparrows chatter querulously, flitting in and out of the undergrowth.


The cormorant fans its wings, feathers not yet fully dry. It turns its head and fixes me with a defiant gaze. We remain locked in this staring contest for several moments, until we’re interrupted by a loud clattering. I become conscious of a sharp ringing in my ears and an almighty creature with armoured head, arched back and legs spinning comes hurtling towards me. ‘EXCUSE ME’, it hollers, seemingly put out. I step back just in time to avoid being mowed down as the Brompton bicycle whooshes past.


The cormorant remains unmoved, but for me the spell has been broken. A woman jogs past, ponytail swishing. A man in a suit marches purposefully on towards his next meeting, while a couple push a buggy in the other direction. Horns beep, trains rumble, motorbikes growl, narrowboats chug – this is rush hour on the towpath of the Regent’s Canal, about halfway between London’s King’s Cross and Camden Town, and five minutes from my home. To my left lies St Pancras International Station, where trains thunder to and from the Continent, to my right the famous Camden Market, which draws in thousands of tourists every day.


If you ask most people where you should go to get closer to nature, they will likely reel off a list of remote or exotic locations – dense woodlands, rushing rivers, open seas; maybe the Serengeti, even, or the Arctic tundra. We use the phrase ‘the natural world’ as if it exists in a bubble, divorced from our everyday lives. The implication is that nature only belongs in places that are ‘natural’. Cities are ‘man-made’, and therefore inherently unnatural.


Such arguments ignore the fact that we humans are animals ourselves, and in any case nature does not respect these imagined boundaries between the ‘natural’ and the ‘man-made’. Where we see a tower block, a peregrine sees a cliff. What looks to us like an old canal tunnel could easily resemble a cave to a bat. For bees and other pollinators, a hanging basket is a tiny wildflower meadow. Even the famous Trafalgar Square fountains have served as ponds for a passing mallard or two.


Until 2007, more people on our planet lived in rural areas than urban, but in that year, for the first time in human history, the balance tipped the other way. The UN predicts that by 2030 one-tenth of our planet will have been urbanised. By 2050, the world’s population is estimated to reach 9.8 billion, with nearly 70 per cent of these people projected to live in urban neighbourhoods. In fact, city-living has long been our preferred lifestyle across Europe and North America – more than eight in ten Brits are urban dwellers, according to government statistics.


Meanwhile, large swathes of the countryside have become inhospitable to our native wildlife due to industrialised farming, land management practices and pollution. These inescapable realities are forcing nature to find new ways of surviving (and even thriving) in an urban environment.


But not everyone is willing to welcome nature in all its guises into our towns and cities. While most people are happy to see a robin on their bird feeder, far fewer will roll out the red carpet for the pigeons in their local park. Feral pigeons derive from domestic pigeons, which were bred from wild rock doves. They have adapted especially well to city life, taking up residence in spaces that were never intended for their use. And now businesses install mean-looking spikes to deter them, people allow their children and dogs to chase them, councils put up nets in which they often become hopelessly entangled.


Other less-than-welcome urban visitors include gulls, which have taken to snatching food clean out of our hands, and grey squirrels, which come under fire for displacing our native reds. Anyone who has recently visited a park or green space of some description in our capital city has probably also encountered the thriving population of ring-necked parakeets. Easily identified by their piercing shriek or lurid green plumage, there have been calls for a mass cull by those who argue that they do not belong here.


Living in ever-closer proximity creates new tensions in our relationship with nature. Anything that doesn’t conform to our need for cleanliness and order – or transgresses the artificial limits we place upon it – is sanitised out of existence. Parks are pruned and manicured. Gardens are decked or paved over. Yet at the same time we increasingly feel a longing to connect with our wilder roots and rebuild a little wilderness in our own back garden, if we’re lucky enough to have one. Our idealised version of nature doesn’t always match up with the messy reality. But when our towns and cities have already taken over so much of the world’s liveable space, is it right that we should become the self-appointed arbiters of what constitutes ‘wildlife’ and what becomes a ‘weed’ or a ‘pest’?


This proximity also offers opportunities to engage with nature in new ways. Growing up in semi-rural Essex, I’d never seen a kingfisher up close, or come into contact with a cormorant, yet I’ve gained both these experiences since living by the canal in central London.


Urban geographers and sociologists have spilt plenty of ink debating what we mean by a city. In some parts of the world, cities are defined by the density of their population. Here in the UK, city status is mostly administrative; our seventy cities have been granted their status by the monarch and can claim certain state benefits as a result. I’ve visited a number of them as part of my research, but I’ve also taken the liberty of including examples from towns too, my interest being in wildlife rather than technicalities.


This book is a journey into why we should embrace, celebrate and support nature in our cities. I’m not a biologist, botanist, ecologist or entomologist (although I could now introduce you to plenty of each). I’m just someone who loves both city life and wildlife in equal measures. And as a writer and journalist, I’ve used what comes naturally to me – researching, asking lots of questions and listening – to explore how wildlife is changing and adapting to an increasingly urban environment, as well as the actions we can take both individually and collectively to help it thrive. Like planting bee-friendly flowers, creating a small garden pond, or generally leaving our green spaces to grow uninhibited, resisting the urge to strim and mow.


Nature is not a moral force, but as conscious beings we can acknowledge that we’re not the only species to which this planet belongs, and we have the power to undo at least some of the damage we’ve already wrought upon it. Promoting urban wildlife benefits our own species, too – for better or worse, we are all affected by life in the city. We’ve long known the negative impact a lack of access to adequate green spaces can have on our mental health and that of our children. Engaging with urban nature can provide a vital point of reconnection that so many of us crave. And it comes back full-circle; without this connection, how else do we persuade future generations to protect the wildlife on their doorstep and beyond?


I began writing Wild City before all of our lives changed in ways we could never have imagined, as the coronavirus pandemic swept through this country and across the globe. I continued my research through the multiple lockdowns we endured, adjusting to the reality of self-isolation, or the ‘new normal’, as it euphemistically became known, our worlds shrinking down to the hyper-local. As part of this process we became more aware of our surroundings and the preciousness of our urban green spaces. Friends got in touch to tell me about the birds visiting their gardens or balconies, and we all took solace in the renewal of spring in 2020 like never before. An initial reduction in traffic and noise pollution gave our ears the chance to re-tune to the sounds of nature in the heart of the city.


As our worlds grew smaller – restricted to our homes and perhaps a daily walk around the block – the wild creatures living nearby became more notable, meaning ful, essential. Never had I more greatly appreciated the nest of bumblebees travelling back and forth on their quest for pollen through a hole at the bottom of our fence. Blue tits, great tits, robins, blackbirds, thrushes, sparrows, jays – all of a sudden I was able to develop a relationship with the birds in our garden, attending to their preferences, likes and dislikes and growing accustomed to their behaviours. After a rather unpleasant personal encounter with COVID-19 over Christmas, the first thing my partner Ben and I did once our allotted ten days of house arrest were up was to go for a long walk on Hampstead Heath, where we took in big gulps of the icy air, savouring the delicious crunch of our boots stomping through the frozen grass.


As a final note, I don’t want anyone to think I am suggesting that with a few small tweaks here and there nature will be just fine, while urbanisation continues unabated. Or that we don’t need to concern ourselves with the impact of habitat loss and the tree-felling, exhaust-spewing, air-polluting consequences of urban living. Far from it. Like anyone who cares about biodiversity and the environment, I intensely believe that we must do everything in our power to preserve those remaining pristine habitats that still exist on this planet. Like others, I shed a tear when I read that the US will be using the beautiful island of San Cristóbel in the Galápagos, which I was once lucky enough to visit, as an airfield for its military planes. I felt the same pain when images emerged of a polar bear wandering listlessly through the streets of a Siberian city, forced hundreds of miles away from its home through hunger and desperation.


But when we talk about habitat loss, we should also look at habitat gain, and here our cities offer great potential. Though rooftops, canals and remnants of industry might be of human construction, they can provide the conditions for many species to survive and flourish.


In 2015 I launched a birdsong recognition app called Warblr with my co-founder Dr Dan Stowell. People soon started telling us that after downloading our app they kept hearing birds. In their back gardens. At the train station. While walking through the streets of London, Bristol, Birmingham and Edinburgh. Most of these people hadn’t expected to find wildlife in their city, so they had somehow tuned its frequency out of their everyday lives. But in truth it was there all along.





CHAPTER 1




Welcome to the Urban Jungle
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From:                                 


Sent: 18 December 2014 10:26


To:                  


Subject: Foxhunting


Dear Neighbours,


Coming home late last night, I was astonished to find a resident of                  Road deliberately feeding a fox on the pavement. As several emails have shown, these verminous animals are coming into our houses, stealing food, and infecting our own domestic animals with mange and other diseases. I would like to enter a plea to anyone else who may be encouraging their local existence, to think twice. It is tantamount to feeding rats.


In fact, for some time I have been wondering about instituting a hunt, for those of us equipped with bicycles and dogs, perhaps operating by night. A Boxing Day Meet might be a good Christmas tradition to inaugurate this year.


Season’s Greetings


                            


Email from a north Londoner to their local residents’ association


ESCAPE TO THE CITY


I’m standing on an unremarkable street, just five minutes from the estate where I live. To my right is the towering eighteen-storey council block that I can see from my back garden. Facing me is a slightly tired-looking period conversion – the kind you find across much of London. Two 360-degree CCTV cameras blink up from the basement flat. To the side of the building, in between a jumble of plants, compost sacks and garden waste bags, is a mesh crate with a black metal frame and a mechanical trap door that’s slightly lifted. On top of the crate is another CCTV camera, encased in Perspex to protect it from the elements.


‘So this is where Derek lives. He’s probably watching us on his cameras now,’ Karen states matter-of-factly. ‘Watch where you step,’ she cautions, gesturing at the pavement; ‘that’s probably fox poo there.’


I got in touch with Karen, the founder of my local fox rescue, some time ago, hoping to get her thoughts on why we’ve seen such an increase in urban foxes over the past few decades. She has been hard to pin down, despite living just around the corner – caring for Camden’s wildlife is the equivalent of at least two full-time jobs, it seems. In addition to foxes she rescues pigeons, feral cats and pretty much anything else she comes across. After a lot of back and forth, Karen finally suggested I could join her on one of her regular walks around the neighbourhood to see how its non-human inhabitants are faring. I tell her I wasn’t expecting her to be so well groomed, as someone who spends their time literally picking unfortunate creatures up off the pavement. She laughs.


The contraption we’re looking at, Karen explains, is of Derek’s own making. It’s designed to administer medication for the treatment of mange – the second-biggest killer of urban foxes, after traffic. Derek is pretty much housebound, but he has found an ingenious way to help foxes with the infectious skin disease, which is caused by parasitic mites and is more common in urban animals that live in much closer quarters than their rural cousins. Treating foxes is tricky; the best method is to conceal the medication in some food, but since these are wild animals there’s no guarantee that the right fox (or even the right species) will consume it. Derek’s invention solves this conundrum. He uses his cameras to watch what’s going on in real time and is then able to remotely open or shut the trap door, so that the right fox gets access to the right meds. He’s already saved one fox’s life using this method, and now he and Karen are looking at using his invention as a prototype which could potentially be rolled out in other areas too.


Karen started rescuing urban foxes a few years ago, when a female with a broken leg turned up in her garden. She soon found herself the first responder for every hapless creature that presented itself thereafter: ‘As soon as the neighbourhood got wind, that was it!’ she explains, describing how she took on the mantle of north London’s foremost fox rescuer. Karen grew up outside the city, and yet her encounters with foxes only began when she moved to London in her twenties. This very much tallies with my own experience. Growing up in semi-rural north Essex, I would on rare occasions spot a shadowy vulpine silhouette through a car window, ears pricked and nose raised skywards. But it wasn’t until I moved to London in my early twenties that I met with a red fox up close. After that first encounter, foxes would appear in the corner of my eye as I made my way home after a night out, or early in the morning when I was putting out the bins.


When I moved into a flatshare in Kentish Town, a fox family moved in too. Into the garden, at least. Hearing the males’ strange human-like screams during mating season, we initially considered calling the police. ‘It’s mating season at the moment,’ Karen observes, shaking her head; ‘their hormones are running wild. We find many more dead on the road at this time of year.’


Living in such close proximity to these wild canids can result in some interesting experiences. One fine summer’s day a few years back, my former flatmate Nick went to take his morning shower. Pulling back the shower curtain, he found himself confronted by a young fox hiding in the bathtub. The night before, someone had left the garden door open to let in some air. The bushy-tailed interloper must have made its way up the wrought-iron staircase – which we struggled to negotiate ourselves after a few drinks – into the living room, up a further flight of stairs and through the bathroom door. After a call to the RSPCA for advice, Nick used an old mattress as a makeshift ramp, allowing the fox to climb out and make a hasty exit.


If housebreaking wasn’t daring enough, in February 2020 a fox made it through one of the nation’s most advanced security systems and into the Houses of Parliament. The creature reached the fourth floor of Portcullis House before police, reportedly wearing large gloves, were finally able to capture it in a box and set it free nearby.


The rise of the urban fox is a relatively recent phenomenon and helps shed light on how some animals are carving out a niche for themselves in towns and cities. The occasional fox was recorded on London’s Hampstead Heath from 1912 onwards, but regular sightings only began in UK towns and cities in the 1930s. During the First and Second World Wars, and the period in between, urban foxes really began to flourish, with housing developments, the rise of suburbia and increasing numbers of large gardens all contributing to their success. Cities offer valuable shelter, including plenty of safe places to reproduce. While country-dwelling foxes expend considerable time and precious energy digging into the ground or under tree roots to create their dens, their urban counterparts have quite literally got it made. Sheds, basements, sub-floors and decking only need small modifications before they can be converted into a snug little home, ideal for raising the cubs.


By the 1940s there were enough foxes in the capital for the government to deem them a problem. Foxes became victims of their own success, and hunters were hired as part of an eradication programme that ran for thirty years, but with little discernible effect. Today there are an estimated 150,000 urban foxes in England. The highest concentration can be found in Bournemouth – twenty-three foxes per square kilometre – followed by London, Bristol and then Newcastle.


Nor is this urban success restricted to British foxes – foxes have taken up residence in cities worldwide, in both their native ranges and in non-native areas where they’ve been introduced. Populations of urban foxes can now be found across Europe, in Australia, Japan and North America – wherever they find an opportunity they seem to take it up, making them the world’s most successful wild carnivore.


The field of urban ecology traditionally places species within three categories: urban avoiders, urban adaptors and urban exploiters. Urban avoiders cannot adapt to an urban environment, often having complex and specific needs for their lifecycles. They usually suffer the most from growing urbanisation, and are at the greatest risk of extinction as their habitats are overwhelmed, ornamentalised, fragmented and destroyed – species such as the rare sand lizard, which can only reside in sandy heathlands or dunes, the brown hare or the turtle dove. Urban adapters do well in moderately developed areas and have learnt to live with us humans; they are opportunists that will gladly populate our gardens. These are creatures such as robins, great tits and badgers which, on the whole, are met with a warm reception from humans. Urban exploiters are those hardy omnivores that can thrive in the most concrete of jungles, our cities’ permanent residents – pigeons, sparrows, mice and foxes. Not all so warmly welcomed by us.


Living in increasingly close quarters with humans also means that many species of urban wildlife have become accustomed to our presence and learnt that most city dwellers are unlikely to prove a threat. Studies show that urban blackbirds, for instance, are less afraid of humans than their rural counterparts (and may even be evolving towards a separate species). They’ll happily raid bins in the local park when it’s filled with people, or take food from garden bird feeders. Both blackbirds and foxes are adaptable animals: they are able problem solvers with what scientists call ‘behavioural plasticity’ – which is key to their urban success.


And while the average lifespan of an urban fox is just eighteen months – sadly, large numbers get killed on the road – city living clearly has enough appeal to make it worth their while. Karen tells me that, contrary to popular belief, she never sees a starving fox, so great is the abundance of food available to them. Foxes are smaller animals than many people realise – long-legged and with sizeable tails, they give the impression of being greater in stature than they really are. So when people see a fox close up they often mistakenly think it’s underfed. In fact, the average female weighs just 5–6 kilos, and the average male around 6–7 – not much bigger than my Pomeranian dog (whom, as it happens, we named Fox, due to her passing resemblance to these fellow canids). ‘They do get skinny and they lose a lot of weight if they’ve got mange, because malnourishment is part of the problem,’ Karen explains, ‘but that’s not for want of food. Foxes are self-regulating – there wouldn’t be so many of them if they weren’t thriving – I mean, there’s rats, birds, mice everywhere …’


She pauses, glancing down at the ground and screwing up her face; as if to prove her point, there’s a half-eaten mouse carcass on the pavement. ‘And then they eat worms, protein, berries, fruit,’ she adds, stepping tentatively around the remains of the mouse, ‘and all the rubbish we leave around. People feed them too.’


Like most urban exploiters, as generalists – unfussy and unspecialised eaters – foxes are thriving on the all-you-can-eat buffet that cities provide, whether they fancy a spot of fried chicken, a strawberry Frappuccino or a mouse kebab.


TRAVEL COMPANIONS


There’s a fierce chill in the air. The ground itself is frozen and crunchy underfoot, veiled by a thin layer of grasses, mosses and lichens, which form a carpet of ochres, oranges and reds. Only the odd shrub at ankle or knee height serves to break up the treeless landscape.


These days best known for its football club, 440,000 years ago Tottenham, in the north London borough of Haringey, was a very different place. Not far from the Tottenham Hotspur grounds lay the toe of a vast sheet of ice of up to 2 kilometres thick at its greatest extent. The ice sheets of this period held so much frozen water that global sea levels were over 100 metres lower than they are today. For much of this time, the North Sea ceased to exist at all, allowing animals, including early people, to wander all the way across from Africa virtually uninterrupted.


When the first humans arrived here, following a long and gruelling migration, they were short and stocky – well-adapted to cope with extreme environments – their brows more pronounced than our own and their chins rather less so. Though we’re related, Homo heidelbergensis was a different species from our own. They hunted across the tundra, using flint-headed spears and hand-axes made from nodules of rock. The creatures they sought were huge and lumbering, liable to charge and stampede: woolly mammoths with oversized tusks and woolly rhinos with reddish-brown coats; musk ox, bison and bears, as well as smaller and less risky quarry such as deer.


Fast-forward another 320,000 years, to 120,000 years ago. The people are gone from what will one day become London – both Homo heidelbergensis and the later arrivals, the Neanderthals. Prehistorians aren’t sure why humans were absent during this period, but there’s no evidence of their presence in the fossil record. They’re missing out on an age of exceptional warmth, with average temperatures reaching 2–3 degrees higher than today. Across the savanna-type landscape roam straight-tusked elephants, along with the woolly rhinos and bison. In what is now Trafalgar Square the lions are real, not statues, as are the hippopotamuses, which wallow contentedly in the space where the two fountains now stand. We know this because remains – both lion and hippo – have been uncovered in the area, a discovery which turned the centre of our capital city into the most important prehistoric site in Britain for this period.


Leaping onwards by 114,000 years, which takes us to 6,000 years ago, things have changed significantly in prehistoric London. The savanna is gone, the tundra is gone and the future city, like the rest of the country, is cloaked in broadleaf deciduous woodland. The human settlers – for they are now finally starting to settle, rather than merely roaming through – are venturing into farming, with herds of domestic animals, although their agriculture is still supplemented by hunting. Brave gangs return home after an expedition with wild boar, red and roe deer and aurochs – wild cattle with sizeable horns, nearly 2 metres high at the shoulders, the long-lost ancestors of domestic cattle.


Our landscape and its accompanying flora and fauna has always been in a state of flux as temperatures have fallen and risen again, but it was during this period that we humans slowly began to make our mark on the land, felling trees and hunting to extinction most of our remaining megafauna (those giant animals that no longer grace these shores and, where they do still exist, are under constant threat across their remaining global ranges). Over time, our ancestors learnt how to cultivate crops and successfully rear livestock, until they could produce enough from one portion of land to finally abandon the hunter-gatherer lifestyle. They supplemented what they raised and grew by foraging locally for items such as nuts, berries, fungi and medicinal herbs. They formed small settlements and set about clearing more and more of the land for agriculture and an increasing population.


It wasn’t until the Romans arrived in Britain that we could begin to describe any of these settlements on our islands as urban. But in Mesopotamia, which comprised present-day Iraq and parts of Iran, Turkey, Syria and Kuwait, the increase in productivity brought about by the Neolithic revolution led to more people living together in higher densities. This population density resulted in new benefits for humans, such as the sharing of ideas and resources, communal care for children and the elderly, the development of markets, reduced transportation costs and access to amenities like running water and sewage disposal. These were the first cities.


The rise of the human city affected other species in different ways. Habitat loss drove many into extinction, but there were others that found our company beneficial: those that actively sought out an association with humans and the habitats we create. Some creatures took it one step further, spending their whole lives within the city limits and even developing a commensal relationship with people, becoming fully reliant on us for morsels of leftover food, and on our buildings for shelter. (The word commensal comes from the Medieval Latin commensalis, literally meaning to ‘eat at the same table’.) On the whole, these commensal species, such as rats and mice, caused neither direct harm nor benefit to us. They tended to be smaller, hardy, adept at adapting, with high reproductive capabilities, and for better or worse our homes became their homes. These fellow travellers have gone on to colonise each and every corner of the globe with us, playing their own part in shaping the ecology of our urban centres.


On 5 August 2019 I was sitting in a café, drinking a hot chocolate and watching one such commensal creature – a house sparrow, as it carefully picked at some crumbs near my feet.


My local congregation of sparrows has taken to spending all day long on our bird feeder, elevating our commensal relationship to new heights in which I have become their willing servant, changing their water twice daily and furnishing them with vast quantities of suet balls. Sparrows aren’t nearly as common in the UK as they once were – ecologists aren’t entirely sure why, but over the past few decades their numbers have been declining. In the capital this began in the late 1920s, but the rate of decline increased in the 1990s to the point where they disappeared in many parts. Only in the past ten years have we seen a partial reversal of this decline. London’s Cockney Sparrows – both the human East Enders and the birds after which they were nicknamed – are much rarer than they were in my childhood, so I’m keen to support them.


But that’s not why this particular encounter in the café was surprising, nor why I kept a precise note of the date. It was surprising because of where the café was situated: far from London, the UK and from Europe for that matter, 2,182 miles from the nearest continental point, on Easter Island, where house sparrows have been introduced by humans. Watching this little brown bird far from home with the crashing waves of the South Pacific as its backdrop, I felt a sense of belonging – something we lose when we separate ourselves from nature – and a connection with our shared histories, which are closely interwoven.


As far as we know, house sparrows have lived with humans ever since we began to live in houses, or structures of some sort, feeding on whatever we leave behind. Sparrows, or rather their close ancestors, first appear in the fossil records around 10,000 to 20,000 years ago in what is now modern-day Israel – not far from where those first cities were founded in Mesopotamia. They made their way to Europe with humans and the spread of agriculture, and from there they’ve followed us ever since, even to Easter Island.


Ironically, it was another commensal creature that may have caused the destruction of Easter Island’s precious resources, and much of the human suffering that followed. It’s still widely believed that the Rapanui people were responsible for the fall of their own civilisation, as they chopped down the island’s lush green palm trees to transport their famous statues, the vast stone heads that we associate with the island. A lesser-known fact is that when the settlers first arrived at this uninhabited island, between 600 and 900 AD, they brought with them Pacific rats in their canoes. Whether this was unintentional or planned (perhaps as an emergency protein source for the journey), the arrival of rats had an undeniable impact on the ecology of the island. While the human population grew to around 12,000 at its peak the rats, with no real predators, are thought to have reached a number of several million. They developed a taste for the seeds of the unique Easter Island palms, which most likely prevented the trees from reproducing. By the time the islanders began removing ever-greater swathes of trees to transport their statues, the real damage to the island’s delicate ecosystem may well have already been done.


Another species that evolved alongside human settlements is the ever-ubiquitous house mouse. Thought to have originated in parts of India, house mice spread to the eastern Mediterranean about 15,000 years ago and have followed humans ever since. The tiny rodents didn’t arrive in the rest of Europe until around 1000 BC; the lag is thought to be due to their need for urban density – human settlements must be above a certain size for them to thrive. In the early sixteenth century, house mice arrived in the Americas on the ships of Spanish explorers and Conquistadors, and 100 years later the British, along with French merchants and traders, transported them to North America.


As their name denotes, house mice have become reliant on us for their very existence. Their needs are modest – to stay warm, dry and to eat just three grams of food a day (contrary to popular belief, their preference is for cereals and grains, not cheese). And as masters of adaptation they will burrow, gnaw, hide and climb in order to fulfil these needs, nesting in wall voids, cellars, storage spaces and lofts. There’s a population today that live out their whole lives on the London Underground; a friend’s father, who worked for the travel network, reported witnessing passengers falling on to the tracks while watching the mice instead of minding the gap.


Though the lions and hippos and aurochs are long gone from British cities, through the movements of our much smaller, more adaptable commensals it’s possible to trace our own migrations. Taking advantage of the urban environment, they have adapted with us, and their original niche may have now disappeared. Evolution, of course, is a fluid process, so many more plants and animals may come to rely on our cities in the future too. The idea that we’ve ever been somehow sheltered or separate from other wild creatures is an urban myth. They have been living alongside us all along.


AN URBAN NATIONAL PARK


It’s a drizzly day in January – not so wet as to justify an umbrella, but persistent enough to cause a constant dampness on the surface of the skin. Geographer Dan Raven-Ellison has asked me to meet him by the Narrowboat Pub on the Regent’s Canal, in between north London’s Islington and King’s Cross.


Dan and I met a few years ago when he asked me to speak about my birdsong recognition app, Warblr, at an event he was organising. He has been looking at cities differently ever since he embarked on a project to visit every single one of the UK’s national parks over a six-month period. As is so often the case, being away made him think about home, and he began to reflect on the relative value of the city where he lives as a space for nature. ‘It was during that journey,’ he tells me, ‘that I began to wonder why it is, when you look at the family of national parks around the world, they represent every major type of internationally recognised landscape apart from the fastest-growing landscape in the world – urban areas.’


It’s very true – when I was a child I had a Dorling Kindersley encyclopaedia of nature in the form of a CD-ROM, which I would insert into my dad’s old Apple Macintosh computer. It was organised around the five great ecosystems of our planet – aquatic, desert, forest, grassland and tundra. Cities didn’t even get a look-in.


Dan was so struck by the idea that urban environments could and should be valued as part of the natural world that he spent the next few years campaigning to get London recognised as the world’s first ‘National Park City’ (a phrase which some people might consider an oxymoron). In July 2019 he succeeded, when London Mayor Sadiq Khan held a summit at City Hall to make the announcement, which was followed by a National Park City Festival. The campaign has now spawned a foundation, encouraging other cities across the globe to follow suit.


Wearing a sensible rain jacket and comfy shoes, Dan is much better prepared for our wet walk than I am. Since we last met he’s gained an impressive beard, which is now collecting tiny droplets of rain that glisten as he speaks. As is often the case, I’m less suitably dressed for inclement weather, in heeled boots with no grip and a bright pink coat that isn’t nearly warm enough, which I’m supposed to be reserving for ‘smart’. My mother used to despair at my wardrobe choices – when I went travelling after university I packed high heels over walking boots and two blazers instead of a waterproof.


We follow the canal for just a few minutes before reaching the spot where it moves underground (only boats can pass through the tunnel), so we climb the stairs back up to street level, preparing to rejoin the towpath when it re-emerges. Despite my living nearby and Dan having previously rented a flat in the area, we quickly find ourselves lost in the surrounding streets, the canal beneath our feet, wandering in entirely the wrong direction. This detour sparks a conversation about how we might make our cities greener. ‘Most city planners only think in terms of horizontal planes,’ Dan observes, ‘but just look at the ivy growing up the front of those houses – what a difference it would make if we planted vertically more often – think of the food and shelter it could provide for birds and other animals.’


After finally returning to the canalside we make it as far as King’s Cross – so not very far at all – but at least we now have our bearings. This area has changed unrecognisably even in the seven years that I’ve been living here. Disused coal sheds have gained a new lease of life as swanky boutiques and bars, designed to entice well-heeled Eurostar passengers and tech-company workers; both Facebook and Google are moving en masse to purpose-built offices close to the station. The towering old gasholders have been transformed, with swish new apartment blocks erected inside the vast cylindrical frames (starting at £800,000 for a one-bed). Even the small-but-perfectly-formed Camley Street Natural Park, run by the London Wildlife Trust, has undergone a makeover with a stylish new visitor centre.


Dan and I gaze up at one of the new blocks of flats that seem to have sprung out of nowhere, such is the speed of development here. ‘You could compare the side of this building to a windswept cliff face in a glacial national park,’ Dan muses; ‘both have their own attributes, but actually the “cliff face” of this urban canyon in London may be richer in pickings for a peregrine falcon that’s looking for pigeons.’ I’m reminded of a recent, unappealing incident in which I witnessed a herring gull dashing a pigeon off the side of this very building and onto the road beneath, before feasting on its still-warm body. ‘So just taking rock for rock, surface for surface,’ Dan continues, ‘I would argue that the urban environment always has value, no matter how gnarly and aesthetically unpleasing an individual may find it.’


Since we’re now nearing my house, Dan heads off towards Paddington, with quite some distance left to go before it turns dark. Meanwhile I return home, continuing to muse on urban cliffs, vertical planting and the different dimensions of our National Park City.


The following day I head to London’s Natural History Museum to meet with Dr John Tweddle, an ecologist and head of the museum’s Angela Marmont Centre for UK Biodiversity. John is a kind-looking man with a neatly groomed beard, bright blue eyes and the slightly cautious manner of someone who thinks carefully before committing to anything. ‘In London alone, over 15,000 species of multi-celled life have been recorded,’ he informs me; ‘that’s 20 per cent of all species found across the UK as a whole, and more are being spotted every day.’


Peering through the glass at the Natural History Museum’s carefully stuffed and mounted specimens is, ironically, the closest many urban-dwelling children get to experiencing nature in the city. But John, who leads the work here on urban wildlife and citizen science, is doing his best to increase engagement not just within, but beyond the museum’s four walls.


John starts our tour by taking me behind the scenes into the cocoon-shaped Darwin Centre, where the collections that are not on public display are stored, to show me some urban-dwelling plant and insect specimens. The room is carefully climate-controlled, maintaining a low temperature and a very low humidity – I can feel the dryness at the back of my throat instantly. You can get a headache from spending too long in here, John warns. These conditions are necessary to safely preserve the nation’s natural history collections from pest species that might otherwise chomp their way through the archives. It’s impossible to prevent this altogether, but keeping the room cold and dry at least reduces the chances of any such creatures reproducing here. (For the same reason, John asked me to take off my coat before entering in case I’m harbouring any stowaways.)


The collections are stored in rows of tall metal vaults, which give added protection in case of a fire or flood. Rather than looking for urban species in particular, John suggests we start by taking things out at random to see what we find. He turns a metal wheel, opening one of the vaults containing British flowering plants, and pulls out a large folio. Attached to each page are plant specimens that have been dried and pressed, much like I used to press flowers as a child.


Turning to the first page, we’re confronted by a rather sad, weedy specimen of a plant known as yellow-rattle. It might not be much to look at when it’s dried and pressed, but yellow-rattle plays an important part in conservation. Named after the rattling sound its tiny seeds make as their brown pods shake in the summer breeze, yellow-rattle is a partial parasite of grasses, which is what makes it special. Through preventing grasses from taking over by attacking them at root level, it allows wildflower meadows to flourish – like those being replanted throughout London’s Royal Parks and urban rewilding spots across the country. It can even be found in the Natural History Museum’s own wildlife garden.


John wants to show me something a bit fancier next, so he suggests we move over to the orchid section. I find myself wondering how he’s going to relate this to urban wildlife – to my mind orchids are strange and exotic plants in alien shapes and colours, prized by obsessive collectors with large greenhouses. I’ve been given orchids in the past, and if I’m honest I’m not fond of them – they’re temperamental things and too gaudy for my taste. The folio John pulls out contains bee orchids. Although the specimens themselves don’t do this plant much justice – orchids lose their colour when they’re dried – bee orchids are truly impressive plants that often appear on nature programmes, a perfect example of one species masquerading as another. Their flowers, which branch from a single upright stem, comprise three pink petals, with a ‘bee’ hovering in the centre as if collecting pollen.


[image: Image]


I had always assumed that bee orchids, or any wild orchid species for that matter, must be exceptionally rare. Not so, says John. Like yellow-rattle, bee orchids thrive in grasslands, and as a Mediterranean species they are actually benefiting from our climate becoming warmer and drier, especially in cities. ‘They’re pretty tough little things,’ John tells me; ‘I’ve seen them in Tesco car parks. In fact, we get them across London – we have them here in the wildlife garden too, but we planted them ourselves, so that’s cheating!’


We move on to the insect section, where John pulls out a drawer of moths and caterpillars from another row of vaults. ‘The colours on all of these caterpillars are real – they’re not painted or anything,’ he explains; ‘they’ve just been dried very carefully – blow-dried, if you like. A caterpillar is essentially a tube with a head at one end and, well, the opposite at the other, so if you put warm air through it you can dry it from the inside out.’ In my head I imagine a miniature hair dryer inflating the caterpillar like a wind sock.


These specimens are of hawk moths, including the spectacular elephant hawk moth, which can be spotted after dark in urban gardens towards the end of the summer. Named after its caterpillar, which looks uncannily like an elephant’s trunk and can grow up to 8.5 centimetres long, the adult moth has an olive coat, daubed with psychedelic pink lines and dashes. Also part of this collection is the delicate hummingbird hawk moth. Often subject to a case of mistaken identity as actual hummingbirds (even though hummingbirds don’t live in Britain), its wings beat so fast that they produce an audible hum as it darts from flower to flower. Hummingbird hawk moths are migratory, so you may see considerably more individuals from one year to another. They feed in the daytime, making them particularly easy to identify; I’ve spotted them across the city in parks and pub gardens.


Both John and I are starting to get a bit chilly in the archives, so he suggests we grab our coats and head out to the museum’s wildlife garden, a charming patchwork of lowland habitats lovingly recreated in miniature, here in one of the most polluted corners of London. It’s a dull winter’s day, but amidst the constant roar of traffic I can hear robins and blackbirds singing and the trickling of a tiny ripple pool where honeybees stop to drink in the summer.


In the twenty-five years since the garden was first established, the museum’s resident naturalists have recorded over 3,300 species of wildlife here. It provides a valuable example of the mosaic of often isolated habitats that form our urban ecosystem; from remnants of ancient woodland to ponds, gardens and the surrounding roads, pavements and buildings.


It is a common misconception that such diversity of life is only found in the countryside. Conversely, much of our British ‘countryside’ is dominated by farmland, which can be even less welcoming to wildlife than the most urban of environments; especially following the widespread removal of trees and hedgerows. Farmland is often restricted to just one type of crop, with the use of pesticides and weed killers removing any remaining signs of life. A standard, comparably sized piece of arable farmland or pasture is likely to be considerably less rich in terms of plants and insects, and the animals coming to feed on them, than the Natural History Museum’s small one-acre inner-city garden.
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