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TO HARRY GREEN, WORCESTERSHIRE NATURALIST,
 CONSERVATIONIST AND FRIEND, WHOSE COMPANIONSHIP
 AND KNOWLEDGE IN THE FIELD HAVE INSPIRED
 MANY OF THE ENTRIES IN THIS BOOK (B.W.)


*


TO CHARLIE, GEORGE AND DAISY,
 WITH THANKS FOR SHARING SOME OF MY
 MOST MAGICAL MOMENTS IN NATURE (S.M.)




INTRODUCTION


This afternoon, a short stroll in the garden reveals the sharp call of redwings piercing the canopy of yellow birch leaves, connecting the neighbourhood to Iceland. It’s already Hallowe’en, but three species of shield-bugs are basking in a shaft of late sunlight. Below them in the grass is a huddle of turquoise-capped verdigris agaric toadstools. Droneflies and wasps are crawling woozily over late ivy blossom. Only a fleeting survey, five minutes at the most, but a small cornucopia, just a few paces from the back door. 


There’s a common misapprehension that wildlife only turns up where naturalists live. ‘We don’t get those round here’ or ‘I’ve never seen that before’ are frequent complaints. There’s a suspicion that, assuming they’re not making it all up, naturalists have special powers of vision, hearing or insight that allow them to detect the presence of plants and animals. That’s not true: anyone can be a naturalist, but it does help if you know where, when and how to look.


Wildlife is everywhere, not just in the remotest rural spots or nature reserves. All we need to do is step outside – or, sometimes, stay indoors – and simply look and listen in a different way. It is, as someone once said, a wonderful world. 


Wonder can feel a somewhat old-fashioned emotion today. But wonder can be both an aesthetic experience – the awe we feel at the frosted geometry of a spider’s web or the synchronised swirling of 100,000 starlings over their reed-bed roost – as well as a fascination with the unexplained or seemingly impossible: the swallows that return to the same barn each year after wintering in South Africa; trees that are virtually immortal but dependent on the fungi that simultaneously rot their heartwood and yet sustain them through their smallest rootlets. Like Lewis Carroll’s Alice, the twenty-first-century naturalist can still be spellbound by the surprises that the natural world can spring: it’s those surprises that we want to reveal to you in this book. 


Wonderland is our day-by-day account of a wildlife year in the United Kingdom. It would take a superhuman effort to see all the animals and plants we describe in a single year: the 366 daily entries in this book have been cherry-picked from our trips throughout Britain over the last forty years or more. Many of them are based on our own home ranges, Brett’s through the woods and farmland of the West Midlands and Stephen’s among the grazing marshes and reed-beds of the Somerset Levels. But although a few are local specialities, most of the plants and animals that we write about are much more widespread.


This is not a field guide. Instead we’ve tried to convey the wonder of experiencing plants and animals in the field. There’s room for familiar creatures such as foxes, badgers and buzzards of course, but we’ve also found it impossible to leave out our own favourites which is why the strange and rarely noticed snow flea and Wolffia duckweed (our smallest flowering plant) also pop up in these pages. British wildlife may be the most intensively studied of any region, but there’s always something new or obscure to look for and we hope that you’ll be inspired to find your own lemon slugs or wild boar.


Go for a walk – almost anywhere in Britain from a city-centre park to a remote offshore island – and the chances are that you will come across a naturalist (or, as they may prefer, birder, botaniser, wildlife-watcher, or nature-addict …).


What are the giveaway signs? They might be carrying a pair of binoculars, and gazing either up into the sky or down towards the ground. Every now and then they may pause and cock their head, to listen to some distant sound; or crouch down to pick up an object to take a closer look.


If you stop, and ask them what they have seen (perhaps using the classic birder’s greeting of ‘Anything about?’), they are likely to be friendly, eager to discuss their latest sighting with another enthusiast. Having shared your mutual enjoyment of the natural world, you will both continue on your way.


When we were growing up, such encounters were less frequent and usually less friendly. Most people out and about in the countryside were birdwatchers (to use the old term), and it often seemed as if they had chosen their hobby to allow them to escape from the rest of humanity and indulge their mildly sociopathic tendencies. Just occasionally, you would meet a kindred spirit: willing to share their sightings and to enthuse about yours in equal measure. But meetings like this were few and far between.


Fortunately, during the last thirty or forty years, things have improved. Most naturalists are only too eager to offer help and advice. The former dominance of the older male birder has given way to a far more mixed bag, with old and young, men and women, families and groups of friends all out enjoying the natural world. 


This is a very British phenomenon: no other nation has embraced the natural world quite as strongly as we have. But how did this come about? How did the British learn to fall in love with nature? And what does this story tell us about the very varied ways in which we interact with the natural world today?


For most of humankind’s existence, the notion that we would enjoy nature – ‘consume’ it, if you like, as we do art, music, sport and so on – would simply not have existed in anyone’s mind. 


Nature was present, certainly; indeed playing a much larger part in our ancestors’ lives than in ours. But it was not there to be enjoyed, but to be exploited: as Genesis, the opening book of the Bible explains, we were given dominion over the beasts of the field and the birds of the air. Wild animals and plants were primarily there to be killed or picked and eaten, to sustain human life. Any consumption was purely visceral, not intellectual. 


Fairly early on, though, our ancestors began to view the wildlife around them in subtly new ways. Ancient cave paintings hint at a growing appreciation of nature: the cavern at Lascaux in France, dating back at least 17,000 years, is decorated with some 600 painted and drawn animals (and only one human figure). Numerous horses and red deer, bison and big cats run across the walls. The detail is impressive – the animals are well observed. Archaeologists believe these depictions were used as totems to ensure enough animals would be there to hunt and to ward against natural predators. 


With the shift from their earlier nomadic, hunter-gatherer existence into farming, which began about 10,000 years ago, our ancestors’ relationship with nature changed and deepened again. The crops that they farmed and their dogs, sheep and cattle were all domesticated versions of the nature around them. Now fixed in one place, they relied on watching the comings and goings of seasonal visitors such as migrating birds, and noting other time-sensitive markers including the emergence of insects or the blooming of wild flowers, in order to plan when to grow and harvest their crops and how best to husband their livestock. 


Birds in particular attracted plenty of folklore (some still around today) regarding their supposed human characteristics – based on their observed behaviours, crows (the clever eaters of carrion) were seen as evil, while colourful robins were friendly, and so on – whereas many plants were enlisted as cures and medicines, some of which worked, and some did not. One example from medieval times is birthwort, a continental plant whose uterus-shaped flowers seemed, by the principles of the Doctrine of Signatures, to have been signposted by God as a remedy for problems in childbirth or to bring on abortions. This ‘cure’ was based more on devotional belief than its medical efficacy, but didn’t stop it being grown in convent gardens. 


But none of these uses really touches on the way we regard the natural world today: as a source of pleasure and interest, fuelled by a spirit of curious enquiry. The first seeds of this were sown in ancient Greece and Rome, by careful observers and thinkers such as Aristotle and Pliny. After going into abeyance for many centuries, this way of looking at nature was resurrected first during the Renaissance and later by the Enlightenment, two movements that created what we know today as ‘science’.


It was between roughly 1500 and 1800 that a major shift happened in the way the natural world was regarded, particularly in Britain: a change Dr Rob Lambert of Nottingham University calls the progress from ‘Use to Delight’; from exploiting nature without any concern for its well-being, to enjoying it for its own sake. Historian Keith Thomas also traces this major shift in attitudes in his masterful book Man and the Natural World. 


This period saw the rise of men (and a few women), who first called themselves ‘naturalists’. Perhaps the first self-acknowledged British amateur naturalist – and a hero of ours – is Gilbert White (1720–93). White was a curate who wrote the bestselling Natural History and Antiquities of Selborne, the Hampshire village where he was born and where, after moving to Oxford, he finally settled in 1755. Here he meticulously noted the comings and goings of local wildlife. In his words: ‘Men that undertake only one district are much more likely to advance natural knowledge than those that grasp at more than they can possibly be acquainted with.’ White was what we’d call today a supreme ‘patch-worker’ – someone who becomes intimately associated with the wildlife of his own neighbourhood. But he was far from parochial: the questions that White asked about wildlife had a wider relevance and he was always willing to challenge the observations of respected naturalists. He was right, for example, to query the claim of seventeenth-century zoologist Francis Willughby that cuckoos laid their eggs in chaffinch and ring-dove (woodpigeon) nests.


Gilbert White was also making discoveries of his own: he was first to distinguish the songs of the chiffchaff, willow warbler and wood warbler and he found and named the harvest mouse as a new British mammal. Impressive enough, but he also seasoned his scientific observations and communications with other naturalists with a poetic flair for describing his finds. A harvest mouse nest is ‘a wonderful procreant cradle, an elegant instance of the efforts of instinct’. It’s small wonder that his natural history is still in print today and as eagerly read as it was following publication in 1789.


Women naturalists were fewer, though they famously included Eleanor Glanville, who lived during the second half of the seventeenth century and who posthumously gave her name to the Glanville fritillary, one of our rarest butterflies. Her will was famously set aside on the grounds that beating bushes to obtain caterpillars and going ‘in pursuit of butterflies’ was regarded as evidence of an unsound mind. But eccentric or not, one trait that linked the growing band of naturalists is that they went out into the world to see for themselves how nature worked. Some leaned towards science; for others pleasure was the primary motivator. Yet just like modern naturalists, they sought to understand the wild world around them. 


The growing movement towards cataloguing and categorising the natural world was not, of course, exclusively British; indeed the godfather of natural history, Carl Linnaeus (1707–78), lived and worked in his native Sweden. But it was the British who recognised how important his work was and Joseph Banks (Darwin’s great friend and an early director of the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew) brought Linnaeus’s library and manuscripts to London where they remain to this day. Charles Darwin (1809–82) was a true giant among naturalists, as intrigued by earthworms as he was by apes, spending time when not travelling southern oceans observing orang-utans at London Zoo in Regent’s Park. He is most celebrated for his revelations on evolution by natural selection, studying, among many other subjects, barnacles and the intimate relations between some orchids and their pollinating insects. On seeing a Madagascan orchid with an enormously long ‘throat’, he predicted correctly that a moth would eventually be found with a proboscis long enough to reach its nectar. 


During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the rise of the naturalist was more marked in Britain than elsewhere, for one simple reason. This period saw the greatest population movements in our history, as the onset of the Industrial Revolution impelled millions of rural people to move into towns and cities. 


You might imagine that this would have had a negative impact on their passion for nature; but in fact it had the very opposite effect. Nostalgic for the countryside they or their parents and grandparents remembered so fondly, they sought to return. But not, this time, to work the fields, but to enjoy their new-found ‘leisure time’ in the pursuit of nature. 


The Victorian era saw this passion for all things wild multiply apace. Helped by the arrival of the railways, hordes of botanisers, birdwatchers, ramblers and entomologists flocked to the wilder parts of Britain. Some of this, of course, was accomplished down the barrel of a gun, in an era when a lack of good quality optical aids meant that anything unusual had to be shot to be properly identified. But many people – especially a growing cohort of independent women of means – enjoyed nature in more benevolent ways. The novelist George Eliot was inspired to write her first novel by spending a summer observing the life that went on in a rockpool. London-born Beatrix Potter dedicated her enormous wealth to preserving the Lake District as a National Park. 


As railways, canals and roads spread across Britain and the population snowballed, the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw the formation of many of the great conservation organisations we know today, including the RSPB, the National Trusts and the Wildlife Trusts. This was partly driven by a concern for animal welfare and partly a new worry, that Britain’s countryside was under threat. Being a naturalist was now something you could do with other like-minded souls, and a host of smaller clubs and local societies – many still going today – were founded around this time. 


There was also a boom in cheap, popular books on natural history, many of which were aimed at children. Titles such as The Boy’s Own Nature Book, by W. Percival Westell, encouraged young people to engage in hobbies such as finding birds’ nests and catching butterflies. These two pastimes were later discouraged because of their potentially destructive consequences, but they schooled whole generations in the details of natural history.


In the years between the two world wars various nature-related hobbies, especially birdwatching, gained increasing traction, with the founding of organisations such as the British Trust for Ornithology. From the early 1930s onwards, pioneering birdwatcher-ornithologists such as Phil Hollom and Max Nicholson enrolled so-called ‘amateur naturalists’ (mostly experts in their own right) to take part in nationwide surveys, which still contribute a huge amount to our collective knowledge of Britain’s wildlife and its changes in status. 


About this time, an interest in natural history also began to filter down the social classes. During those earlier eras, pursuing birds was mostly the preserve of the upper echelons of society, as only aristocrats and the landed gentry had the means to afford guns and the land on which they could shoot. Working-class naturalists mostly gravitated towards entomology, which required less money and could be done around their local area. 


But all this changed once decent binoculars and affordable motor transport arrived in the middle years of the twentieth century. The Second World War both interrupted and encouraged nature study – many naturalists were confined to the area around their home, while others were sent to far-flung places abroad – but as soon as the war ended there was a real thirst for a greater understanding and appreciation of nature. 


The post-war years saw a surge in wildlife-watching, helped from the mid-1950s onwards by the early television programmes from influential conservationist Peter Scott. On radio, James Fisher and Julian Huxley became household names through programmes such as ‘Nature Parliament’, part of Children’s Hour, which like its TV counterparts influenced new generations of naturalists, many still active today. 


Nature writing, too, continued to be popular: books such as the pre-war classic Tarka the Otter, by Henry Williamson, and Gavin Maxwell’s Ring of Bright Water (also featuring otters), became bestsellers. 


Meanwhile the first proper field guides – to start with mainly on birds, but soon including all forms of wildlife – began to appear. New publishing ventures such as the Wayside and Woodland series and the Observer’s Books sold millions of copies, allowing amateur naturalists to identify what they found far more quickly and easily than before. 


For those of us who wanted more than field guides, the advent of what’s come to be known as the ‘new nature writing’, focusing on our relationship with the natural world, was a revelation. The publication in 1973 of Richard Mabey’s The Unofficial Countryside was an affirmation that wildlife didn’t only thrive in the remotest, most cosseted reserves, but was busy insinuating itself into our towns and cities. Among its pages was vindication for our childhood obsessions with tracking down plump elephant hawkmoth caterpillars among willowherb thickets and for mild trespass in the overgrown factory yards and canalsides now known as edgelands. It gave burgeoning naturalists like us permission to wonder at the adaptability of our wildlife. For Brett, living in the urban West Midlands, Bunny Teagle’s report on urban wildlife in the Birmingham/Black Country conurbation, entitled The Endless Village, was a spellbinding discovery. Stephen was likewise influenced by the writings of the campaigning journalist and broadcaster Kenneth Allsop. Not only did these post-war naturalists take notice of city wildlife – they appreciated its value too, even of one of Britain’s largest spiders that had made its home under the concrete supports of Spaghetti Junction. A car journey over what was then a new section of motorway was doubly exciting, knowing that fanged monsters lurked beneath the serpentine coils of the carriageway. 


Since then, thanks to modern pioneers such as Chris Baines, urban wildlife has become a mainstream interest and appears regularly in this book. Our streets, gardens and parks are natural laboratories, often the best places to see the latest arrivals and for us to monitor the changes in status and distribution of plants and animals, whether native or introduced. 


From the mid-1960s onwards, conservation organisations such as the RSPB and the Wildlife Trusts saw a huge rise in membership, the RSPB growing from just 20,000 members at the start of the 1960s to over 1.2 million today. Other, smaller organisations also proliferated, covering everything from bugs to butterflies and mammals to plants, so that nowadays virtually every group of organisms has its own charity or society, where enthusiasts can gather and share their knowledge and sightings. 


Radio and TV helped spread both knowledge and a passion for the natural world much further. Much of the credit for this must go to the people who present these programmes. Bill Oddie and Kate Humble, Ellie Harrison and Chris Packham, and of course the great Sir David Attenborough, have become household names, and in doing so have helped to make natural history mainstream again. A key recent turning point in transforming Britain into a nation of self-taught naturalists was a long-running BBC series we’ve both been involved with – Springwatch. What was so refreshing about it was its focus on intimate portraits of common creatures rather than the more exotic and far flung. The ongoing drama of the nature going on all around us was far more gripping than any soap opera.


The Internet has also allowed the immediate sharing of knowledge, observations, photos and videos. So if you should find some unknown insect lurking in your flowerbed or local wood, you can immediately get an accurate identification simply by sharing images online. This in turn has fuelled a new fascination with hitherto obscure groups such as caddis flies (a favourite with Brett) and slugs (another one). Those of us who struggle to identify much beyond birds and butterflies can only watch in awe. 


Perhaps even more importantly for the future of natural history in Britain, social media has also enabled a new generation of young naturalists to connect with their peers, publish their own observations and opinions via blogs, and provide a much needed injection of energy and enthusiasm. Ten years ago, articles appeared that glumly predicted the ‘death of the naturalist’. But these now look both overly pessimistic and premature, as organisations such as A Focus on Nature and Next Generation Birders help hundreds of young people discover and share the joys and pleasures of wildlife-watching. 




Whether you spend all your holidays searching for rare orchids, or have devoted your life to the study of a single species of beetle, or simply enjoy watching the blue tits on the bird-table, you are a naturalist. There’s no set definition, but it helps to have an inquisitive mind and to enjoy asking questions and discovering answers. You don’t need much equipment, though for birds a pair of binoculars is more or less essential. Clear glass or plastic tubes and a sweep net will considerably improve an entomological trip and allow you to search for and examine all invertebrates more easily. Bat detectors, fishing nets and hand lenses are also important accoutrements at different times. A camera or mobile phone is now a must for the modern naturalist if only to act as a visual diary. If you’re feeling flush, a microscope, either portable or back at home, will be invaluable for identifying smaller specimens. 


There’s an abundance of field guides, either in book form or on online, which make it much easier to identify your chosen groups of animals or plants. The Internet offers a phenomenal amount of information on nearly everything you’re likely to find. But please don’t spend all your time hunched over a book – even this one – or staring at a screen. Instead, get out and meet other inspirational naturalists. You can do this by joining a national organisation such as the British Trust for Ornithology, the RSPB or the National Trust, to name but three of the most important: there are many more that focus on different interest groups. Most counties have their local Wildlife Trusts which are excellent for meeting fellow enthusiasts and finding out more about the wildlife in your area: there’s no better way to learn than being shown by other helpful and experienced people, and we have both benefited enormously from the expertise of friends and colleagues. 


One last tip: keep a notebook. While Mae West’s claim ‘always keep a diary and one day it will keep you’ might not apply strictly to naturalists, your diary will remind you of the extraordinary (and more ordinary) days out, help you to fix identifications in your memory and, as information builds, allow you to follow changes in the status of different species whether on your local patch, in the garden or across much larger areas. We’ve found our notes invaluable in compiling our own wildlife year. 


As we’ve already mentioned, this is as much a book for urbanites as well as country dwellers. For many of us a brush with natural history occurs as we go about our daily business: commuting to work, walking the dog, or taking the kids to school. Often by default, our towns and cities are becoming important habitats for many species from hedgehogs and buzzards to dragonflies and frogs. But wherever you live in Britain, within a couple of hours’ drive there is a variety of different habitats all of which have their own signature species: here’s a whistle-stop tour of a few of our most typical, starting, as we all do, on the doorstep.


TOWNS AND CITIES


The urban scene is a crucible of change, the place where colonising plants and animals, brought in by us deliberately or otherwise, make their first footholds. Many London parks now echo with the screeches of rose-ringed parakeets while city waterways throughout the British Isles are lush with exotics such as giant hogweed and Himalayan balsam. Not all city life is introduced: the black redstarts that sing scratchily from old buildings gained a foothold here after the bombing raids of the Second World War. The latest new birds on the block are herring and lesser black-backed gulls which nest high above shoppers on inner-city rooftops and trading estates, and peregrine falcons which pursue street pigeons – and in London, parakeets – through canyons of concrete and glass. 


GARDENS


Our gardens can be complex habitats in themselves, a mixture of meadow (the lawn), scrub (shrubs), rocks (patios and paths) and woodland edge (older trees). Individually this might not seem a great deal, but on a landscape scale it adds up to a vast mosaic of micro-habitats which flying creatures are particularly good at exploiting. Some insects, such as bumblebees, seem to be faring better in urban areas than they are in less flowery, agricultural landscapes. Birds, too, know no boundaries and take what they need from our neighbourhoods: an old tree with a nest-hole, shrubberies in which they can roost, and, of course, a smorgasbord of delicacies laid out on the array of backyard bird-tables: each of our gardens and parks adds up to a greater whole. With garden wildlife, the secret is providing a varied structure for feeding and breeding, so if you can squeeze in a pond, a log-pile and spare a few spots from the strimmer, you’ll reap the wildlife rewards, and so will your neighbours.


FARMLAND


The richest farmland for wildlife includes wetlands, old hedgerows, meadows and woodland around which most of its plants and animals concentrate. The open fields themselves are home to skylarks and brown hares, but, increasingly, agricultural intensification has reduced the typical farmland species to a fraction of their former abundance. Birds such as yellowhammers, tree sparrows, corn buntings, lapwings and grey partridges are now scarce in many places, but always good to find. Similarly, cornfield plants such as cornflowers and corn marigold have declined sharply because of herbicide use, though poppies can still put on a dramatic display on well-drained soils. In winter, find a weedy field and you may see twittering flocks of finches and buntings. In some agricultural landscapes, wintering lapwings and golden plovers find a home and gaggles of pink-footed geese fly in from Iceland to grub for beet and potatoes under wide-open skies.


GRASSLANDS


Older grasslands including downs, commons and hay meadows are often superb places to study bees, beetles and butterflies. A handful of the best locations are home to specialist insects such as the rare wart-biter cricket and the Duke of Burgundy butterfly. Limestone grassland, grazed moderately by livestock or rabbits, can be rich in wild flowers, including orchids. 


Old hay-meadows, untreated by herbicides, are scarce finds today. In northern England and Scotland they will be sulphur with buttercups, interspersed with white cow parsley and purple wood cranesbill. In other places green-winged orchids and hay rattle put on a fabulous show in May and June and may be buzzing with grasshoppers later in the summer. If you’re lucky you may stumble on a breeding pair of lapwings.


Some of our favourite grasslands are the rolling commons of the Welsh borders, when autumnal bracken turns russet and the turf is studded with brilliant yellow and red waxcap fungi: in a few select spots, delicate autumn crocuses join them in pushing through the sward. 


HEATHLAND 


There are several types of heathland and for simplicity we’ve divided them into two broad groups: upland and lowland heath.


A high-quality lowland heath crackles and buzzes with wildlife from the pebbly calls of stonechats and the grinding song of Dartford warblers to the hum of bee-wolves attending their burrows in the loose sand. Usually dominated by heather and gorse, the best surviving heaths are on well-drained sandy or gravelly soils that are poor in nutrients. The largest are in south and south-east England in places such as the Thames and Poole basins and in the New Forest. Some are home to sun-loving reptiles such as sand lizards and smooth snakes and are especially rich in solitary bees and wasps. Boggy patches on acid heaths often contain insectivorous plants such as butterwort and in summer glisten with the leaves of sundew and wings of dragonflies. Visit on summer nights and listen for the eerie song of nightjars. 


Upland heath is known generally as moorland, the habitat of red grouse and in places intensively managed for this bird. A wildlife-rich moor will have a mixture of other plants including rushes, sedges and bilberries among the grass. In boggy places on northern moors, snipe, golden plover and dunlin nest, but the classic moorland sound in spring is the bubbling of displaying curlew.


DECIDUOUS WOODLAND


A beech wood in May, light filtering through a million leaves on to pools of bluebells is probably as good as it gets. Most woods, apart from the dullest plantations, have this in common: the interplay of light and leaf, the illusory feeling of isolation and the sense of being personally re-wilded, however close to home you are. The more woods you visit, the more of a connoisseur you will become. No two woodlands are the same and their wildlife varies according to their age, their structure, their location and their constituent species: beech woods and oak often have very different floras and faunas. Ancient deciduous woodland, that is woodland on land continuously forested for 500 years or more, is often very rich in wildlife, especially if it has a strong understorey of shrubs, open glades and rides and pools or streams. 


There are too many woodland delights to list here, but most of the joy that comes from visiting a wood derives not from any one species, but the sense of being in what can seem like primeval or undisturbed habitat. Few experiences beat walking through autumn woods echoing with the groans of rutting fallow deer. In a few places, such as the Forest of Dean in Gloucestershire, wild boar are taking re-wilding to a new level. They’ve released themselves from captivity relatively recently, but even so it’s thrilling and slightly unnerving to stumble on their muddy wallows and realise that they’re among us again, as sharp-tusked and bristling as they once were in our medieval forests.


CONIFER WOODS


Most conifer woods in the British Isles are plantations, the first of these established during the years after the First World War in a bid to restore our depleted timber reserves. The conifers grown then were often quick-sprouting non-natives such as Douglas fir, larches and Norway spruce which thrived on damp moorland and heaths. Their dense foliage and thick planting shut out light and acidified the ground, making the new plantations unfriendly to most wildlife. But as the conifers matured and were thinned or felled, they attracted birds such as crossbills, goshawk and long-eared owls; clear-felled areas in the south are now popular with nightjars and woodlarks. Mature plantations such as those in Kielder Forest in Northumberland have been colonised by red squirrels and in Scotland pine martens have moved in from the native Scots pine woods.


There are native conifer woods too. The most extensive of these are the Caledonian pine forests in central and west Scotland. A visit is essential and one excellent site is Abernethy Forest near Aviemore, where turkey-sized capercaillies display among the bilberries and red squirrels and crested tits scold from the huge old pines. There are pine martens here as well and a wonderful range of rare fungi. 


HILL COUNTRY


The high tops of the Cairngorms are probably the closest we come in the British Isles to having an Arctic flora and fauna. Here, where scouring winds have reached a UK record of 194 mph and snow lies all year round in sheltered corries, only the hardiest wildlife survives: ptarmigan, dotterel and snow buntings all breed here and there’s even a free-ranging herd of reindeer. One August, while watching ptarmigan among the scree, I was amazed to see a mother reindeer plodding below me along the contour of the hill, new-born calf in tow. These and other Scottish mountains also have a scattering of golden eagles which patrol the slopes for mountain hares.


On lesser, but still impressive hills, look for ring ouzels and wheatears in spring and summer. Walk the high ridges in winter, though, and all you’ll have for company are ravens. 


WETLANDS


There is a vast diversity of habitats, from bogs and mires to rivers, lakes and floodplains, which are lumped together as wetlands and at any time of year they are wildlife magnets. In autumn and winter our lakes and marshes are a refuge for millions of waders and wildfowl that breed in northern climes and come to our milder waters to feed and roost. These range from the Icelandic whooper swans, among the world’s heaviest flying birds, to the mallards that dabble for bread on the park lake: not all are as local as you might think. 


For all its rain, much of the British Isles is comparatively dry, though this has been balanced in places by the creation of conservation wetlands and water supply reservoirs. Chains of pits remain after mineral extraction and these in such places as the Cotswold Water Park can be locally important for birds. Reed-beds are being planted to attract flagship species such as bitterns and bearded tits and in the Somerset Levels are luring in great white egrets and even little bitterns. On winter evenings, the starling murmurations above their reed-bed roosts are mesmerising. 


Slow or fast-flowing, many rivers are gradually recovering from pollution and otters have returned to most parts of the UK. Although fish, invisible to most of us, are the forgotten members of our fauna, they can put on impressive displays: the leaping salmon that power upstream on many swift-flowing rivers are an important part of many a naturalist’s calendar each autumn. In late 2016 Scotland officially recognised the beaver as a native mammal once again after extermination centuries ago for its fur. Now reintroduced animals are swimming in a few select spots. 


Even your garden pond is a small wetland and will be colonised as if by magic soon after you create it. Within a day of filling it, a frog can be lounging in the shallows and a southern hawker dragonfly laying its eggs. 


THE COAST: MUD AND SAND


Muddy shores, shifting with the tides, are jam-packed with food and are magnets for wintering birds. The Wash alone draws in up to 400,000 birds including oystercatchers, knot, dunlin and grey plovers, to feed on molluscs and crustaceans hiding in the nutritious mud. Brent geese and wigeon graze on eelgrass on exposed muddy shores around our coast. Brave the winter blasts and you might see harriers and short-eared owls fanning over saltmarshes, hoping to flush roosting birds.


In summer the mud has rich pickings for us too as we forage for succulent samphire or dig for cockles in the sand. On sandy beaches, ringed plovers feign broken wings to lead people away from their nests and terns defend their chicks with ear-splitting shrieks 


THE COAST: ROCKS


Rocky shores are rare in the south-east of England, but frequent elsewhere. Our finest spots support seabird colonies and a visit in June is a must not only for the sights but also for the sounds. Braying guillemots, wailing kittiwakes and belching shags are all testament to the richness of our surrounding seas. Smells too – a gannet colony in the breeding season is one of our most pungent and yet most beautiful sights: from a distance the snow-globe swirl of arriving and departing birds is breathtaking. 


What could be better on a summer holiday than a rockpooling expedition? During the Victorian aquarium craze of the 1850s and 1860s, some rockpools were regularly plundered, their inhabitants doomed to die in suburban parlours. Now though, armed with a field guide or an app, we can identify and photograph crabs, anemones, prawns and blennies, or simply watch them through clear-bottomed buckets. 




During our lifetimes, we have witnessed unprecedented changes in the way we watch, enjoy and learn about Britain’s wildlife. Fifty years ago, no one could have predicted the way wildlife-watching would go from a niche hobby (memorably described by one sneering journalist as ‘organic trainspotting’) to a mainstream activity enjoyed by tens of millions of people. 


There is, however, a looming cloud on the horizon. During the past seventy years or so (from roughly 1945 to the present day), much of Britain’s wildlife has gone into what may prove to be a terminal decline. Modern industrial farming, habitat loss and fragmentation, and the biggest issue of all, global climate change, have all combined to make life increasingly difficult for many of our best-loved species. Even thirty years ago, the notion that hedgehogs and house sparrows would suffer major falls in numbers, and disappear from large swathes of our urban and rural landscapes, would have been simply inconceivable. 


Our natural history is undergoing huge changes in a relatively short space of time. Many of these changes begin close to home: the arrival of the harlequin ladybird, the ivy bee and the tree bumblebee have happened since 2000 and their presence is most obvious in town. From the west native polecats and ravens have returned in force and in the south-east introduced parakeets and Egyptian geese are part of the urban scene in many places. We live in changing times and while some species are arriving, others are becoming hard to find, often as a result of human influence. Everything in the garden is far from lovely, but the news isn’t all bad and so we’ve tried our best to reflect the varying views of twenty-first-century naturalists. 


Despite the challenges, we do tend towards optimism. There has never been a better time to be a naturalist. 


The irony is that there is less to see in terms of abundance. Once familiar birds such as the cuckoo, turtle dove and willow tit are now hard to find in many places. The garden tiger is one of a host of large moths that are fast disappearing. The times when swarms of insects would flutter in our headlight beams or splatter against our cars on long journeys are gone. 


Once these losses would have been unthinkable, but it’s depressing that, as a nation, most people accept the decline of these creatures as necessary sacrifices to progress in the form of cheaper food and faster road and rail services. Collectively, we are slow to recognise the potential effects of neonicotinoids on our insect life, still insist on drenching most of our arable land with herbicides and pesticides, and we continue to import trees and their associated fungal pests.


It’s not all bad, though. The creation of large-scale reserves, especially wetlands such as those in the Somerset Levels and East Anglia, is attracting new birds to breed and providing home for many insects and plants. Introductions of common cranes and white-tailed eagles have been remarkably successful. Even beavers and wild boar have defied the nay-sayers by re-establishing themselves. 


We live in exciting times and as naturalists it’s up to us all to keep wildlife in focus, to do our bit as volunteers, as recorders, as local nature defenders or as society members to remind those who don’t notice wildlife that it is worth saving, for its own sake but also because of what it does for us. We hope that Wonderland spurs you to explore the area around your own home, and further afield, and that you end up getting as much delight from Britain’s wildlife as we continue to do. 






There is a pleasure in the pathless woods, 


There is a rapture on the lonely shore, 


There is society where none intrudes, 


By the deep sea, and music in its roar; 


I love not Man the less, but Nature more.


Byron, from Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage
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A NEW YEAR, and the slate wiped clean. 


Why the shift from one year to the next makes such a difference is hard to fathom. Why do we look at birds on New Year’s Day that we ignored on New Year’s Eve, just because we are on day 1 rather than day 365? 


Competition, albeit against oneself, is one reason: most birders I know keep a ‘year list’, of the various different species they see during the next twelve months, and today’s the day to get it off to a flying start. We do so partly because we like the order of lists; and partly to remind us, many years hence, of what we saw in the past. But as I get older, I wonder if there’s another, more deep-rooted reason for this sense of urgency. Maybe it’s because, mixed with the thrill and anticipation of the seasons to come, we are unconsciously counting down the years to the point at which either we won’t be here, or nature won’t be. 


We live in a changing – some would say terrifyingly changing – world. Climate change, habitat loss and a host of other problems are affecting the wildlife we love and cherish, and at times it seems as if there is nothing we can do about it. But then I step outdoors before dawn on 1 January, and within seconds I encounter my first birds of the year: a robin singing unseen in the nearby shrubbery, followed by a ragged jackdaw flying overhead in the lightening gloom. 


That sound, that sight – that sensation of being there at a new beginning – banishes all thoughts of mortality. In the next hour, as more and more birds appear, I see each one anew; and appreciate them all the more for that. 


What I see, in and around my home on the Somerset Levels, depends on two factors: the weather – cold and icy or mild and wet – and how long I am able to stay out. Later in the month I may venture further afield – January is a great month for seeing bird spectacles: the ducks, geese, swans and waders that spend the winter here in vast numbers on our coasts and estuaries. 


But today, even if I only spend an hour or so engaging with nature on the morning of New Year’s Day, I feel refreshed, renewed and ready for anything the year can throw at me. I think ahead to the first swallow of spring, the (hopefully) long hot days of summer, and the fading beauty of autumn, and I feel what can only be described as a mixture of expectation and joy. 


S.M.





 


 


 


THE CHALLENGE OF struggling out of bed on a grey dawn, with an hour’s drive in front of me, has set the pattern for 1 January over the last fifteen years or so. Four of us, all naturalist friends, tour the south of Worcestershire, pulling in at gateways to count winter thrushes, poking in ivied hedges for hardy insects and spiders and scanning floodwater for rafts of wildfowl. 


Our wanderings have settled into a pilgrimage of sorts, seeking affirmation that the natural world, locally at least, is still on track. The markers are simple: the first crocuses and snowdrops blooming precociously in an Avon valley churchyard; a lesser celandine like a sunburst gleaming among fallen leaves and, if we’re lucky, blackcaps guzzling mistletoe berries in windswept lime trees. 


We don’t ask for sensation and we rarely get it. What we’re searching for is a renewal of shared interests and companionship. Swapping local wildlife anecdotes, or whingeing about unsympathetic land management, are an essential part of our New Year ritual. Underlying it all is the hope that spring can’t be far off. 


It is of course. Those snowdrops and celandines are false prophets. January can be unpredictable and sometimes harsh. As a gateway to the natural year, it offers more ends than beginnings: in icy weather, it’s a hungry season for many birds and in mild winters sleeping butterflies and bees are lulled by mould and other infections into everlasting slumber. If insects are your thing – and increasingly they’re mine – January is a month to weather with fortitude. There’s little to see, so with the New Year in its infancy, I’m hungry for signs of spring: the skirl of mistle thrushes from the high treetops or the faint ripples of frogs in the garden pond. On wet days, I riffle through diaries and notebooks, planning trips and imagining splendours to come. Not all will materialise, but naturalists love to dream.


B.W.




BLACK REDSTART


1 January



A parents vs kids football match on a wide, windswept beach – the perfect way to blow away the cobwebs on New Year’s Day. Above the shouts of excitement, the cries of herring gulls echo away across the receding tide, while the deep croak of a raven fills the air, as this huge black bird sails over the clifftops above. 


Out of the corner of my eye I notice a brief movement on the huge granite rocks at the top of the beach. A robin perhaps, or maybe a stonechat, flicking its wings as it lands on the top of a raggedy bramble? 


At first, as I scan from side to side, I see nothing. Then a bird pops up, perching on top of a rock as if it owns it, which for the moment it does. Neither a robin nor a stonechat, but a far more enticing prize: a black redstart, a scarce species on the edge of its range here in Britain, and one that I rarely encounter. A splendid male, whose sooty black plumage is set off with a rust-coloured tail and, when he opens his wings, contrasting flashes of white. Like other members of the chat family, he has a brisk, jaunty air – each movement both deliberate and graceful.


Black redstarts are curious birds. Not for them the woodlands of their migrant relative, the redstart. They prefer bleak industrial sites in the urban jungle, where their metallic song, like that of a robin performed on a synthesiser, fits rather well with the stark, concrete landscape. 


In autumn they head south and west, most leaving our shores. But a few – including the bird sitting right in front of me – choose to spend the winter on our rocky coasts, where the milder climate produces plenty of tiny insects for them to feed on, such as shore flies. This one certainly appears to be settled in for the duration.


The name ‘redstart’ often puzzles people. Like so many of our bird names, it comes from Old English, and simply means ‘red tail’. Other of its European names, especially in languages related to English, such as German and Scandinavian, follow the same pattern. But my favourite of all is the Italian: codirosso spazzacamino, which translates as ‘red-tailed chimney-sweep’, the perfect rendering of this perky little bird. 




HOOF FUNGUS


2 January


The boundaries between living and non-living are blurred, especially in early January, when the countryside is stripped bare. On a stroll through local birch woods today, I spot an anthracite excrescence on one of the dead trees. It’s the size and shape of a shire-horse’s hoof and seems more mineral than vegetable, layered with tough accretions like sedimentary rock. It looks older by some magnitude than the host whose life it has sapped. 


But this odd growth is alive: a hoof fungus. It’s a kind of bracket fungus, named for its shelf-like fruiting bodies which project from the bark of trees and which can last for many years. These are simply the visible signs of a much larger organism, most of which lies underground. 


Although hoof fungus is widespread and locally common in northern England and Scotland, until very recently it has been rare in my neighbourhood. Now, though, it seems to be increasing in this corner of the West Midlands. It’s hard to associate with the usual suspect, global warming, as its southward spread seems counter-intuitive, but the comings and goings of fungal life are mysterious affairs, to me at least. 


For the few victimised trees, it’s a fatal attraction because hoof fungus rots their timber and kills them. That’s good news for the local wildlife. As the birches succumb, sunlight can reach the woodland floor and create a gap for young trees to sprout. Soft birch timber is food for a host of insects and furnishes perfect nest-holes for woodpeckers, tits and redstarts, whose song will fill these airy birch woods when April comes.


Hoof fungus has been useful to us too. Its woody brackets burn very slowly and make good kindling. When the body of Otzi the Iceman was found in 1991 – preserved after 5,000 years of cold storage in an Alpine glacier – among the fungi he carried were slivers of hoof fungus, presumably as fire-lighting aids whose benefits he was never to enjoy. 




SMEW


3 January


Crisp frost encrusts the leafless hedgerows, and as a January dawn begins to break, a tight flock of even frostier-looking birds floats serenely on the still, grey waters. They are smew – one of the scarcest and most attractive of all our ducks. 


Smew breed on remote lakes in Scandinavia and Siberia, and in autumn head south to the Dutch polders. But when these glaze over in hard weather, and the ducks can’t find the food they need, they flee south and west in search of ice-free waterbodies. One favourite destination is an unlikely spot for such a wary bird: the gravel-pits squeezed between the arterial roads and perimeter of Heathrow Airport, which stud the Ordnance Survey map of west London like scattered pearls. This is where I grew up, and where, back in the 1970s, I first encountered these rare and charismatic birds.


They still gather here each winter in tight, compact flotillas, easily spooked by the dog-walkers, joggers and fishermen who share their winter home. When not keeping an eye out for danger, each bird dives, disappearing beneath the surface for a minute or more before bobbing up again, often with a tiny fish held in its stubby, serrated bill. 


Shy and suspicious, smew are easily flushed, and over the years I have learned the hard way to approach the flock with great care, so as not to scare them. I tread slowly, using the line of trees along the edge of the water to conceal myself. Peering through the foliage, I can see that most of the birds are females or immatures. They are known as redheads from their dark, rusty crowns, which set off their snowy throats and pearl-grey bodies. Another folk name is weasel duck, also from the russet coloration of their heads. 


Attractive though the females are, they are easily outshone by their mates. A male smew is white with a black mask, and has a cheeky black tail sticking out behind like a boat’s rudder. Subtle grey scribblings known as vermiculations (after the Latin for ‘worm’) wriggle across its flanks. Its cowl-like head pattern gives the bird another of its many folk names – white nun – while fine black fault-lines craze across the pure white body like clumsily mended porcelain. 


Smew don’t call very often, even if they could be heard above the constant rumbling of passing aircraft, but it’s their soft, whistling sound that earned them their curious name. 


When one bird, warier than the rest, finally spots the intruder, the show is abruptly over: the flock whirrs skyward in a blur of wingbeats. Given that they are so panicky about people, why they choose to spend the winter here beneath the Heathrow flightpath is a mystery. Yet they do, and one fine day in early March they will eventually depart, heading north and east to Scandinavian lakes to breed. 




WINTER HELIOTROPE


4 January


In south Devon, visiting family, I notice several clumps of winter heliotrope in bloom by a Plymouth roadside. The washed-out lilac flowers and broad, green, kidney-shaped leaves, spattered with mud from passing cars, are not exceptional; this relative of coltsfoot and butterbur flowers from December onwards, even in cold winters. It’s the memories that they’ve evoked that are so powerful.


Although the plant’s name refers to its supposed sun-seeking habit, it thrives in the dullest weather, though it doesn’t always flower, spreading instead by rhizomes. These thick root-mats often preclude other competition, and allow the heliotrope to commandeer extensive patches of road verge.


We should be surprised that it survives here at all, because this unremarkable plant is native to the Mediterranean basin and was introduced to the British Isles by horticulturalists eager for winter cheer. Whether its pale mauve tassels supply this depends on your taste, but for me it’s a Proustian plant that recalls New Year holidays spent on the south Devon coast and a particular series of books that I treasured as a young boy – and still do. 


The Ladybird ‘What to Look For’ series described the natural world in spring, summer, autumn and winter in lucid text accompanied by masterful illustrations by Charles Tunnicliffe. Among the many paintings in the Winter book is a Siamese cat eyeing blue tits in overhead branches surrounded by flowering winter heliotrope. Each of these intimate scenes is a miracle of compression, unquestionably authentic and, as a result, enduring. 


Revisiting them, I’m whisked back to a time when a jam jar full of tadpoles or sticklebacks was my main wildlife experience. When I did eventually see winter heliotrope, it was already an old friend. And now each time I see the plant I’m transported back to my first experience of this marvellous quartet of books. 




BROWN RAT


5 January


On this fine, clear morning, through a windowpane framed in frost, I watch the birds flocking around the garden feeders, jostling one another to get to the energy-rich seeds within. Below them, trailing its long tail in the frozen husks of spilled seeds, a sleek, furry creature scavenges the fallen food, while always keeping a beady black eye out for danger.


Brown rats first arrived in Britain in the early eighteenth century, probably via trading ships from Russia. In the 300 years or so since, they have completely displaced an earlier invader: the black (or ship) rat, widely thought to have carried the fleas that spread the deadly bubonic plague, and which is now almost extinct here, with the last few individuals clinging on in the remote Shiant Islands off the north-west coast of Scotland. 


The oft-quoted ‘fact’ that you are never more than fifteen feet from a rat (the actual distance appears to vary depending on the teller) is an urban myth. Nevertheless rats do live right beside us, with plenty of opportunities for our paths to cross. When they do, if you watch them for a while, and set aside your prejudices, you will begin to appreciate why they have become so successful. 


Brown rats are omnivores, a double-edged sword when it comes to survival. Being able to eat virtually anything means they are unlikely to starve; on the other hand it also makes them very vulnerable to eating the wrong thing, and being poisoned. 


As a result, rats have a highly developed fear of anything new or unusual – a trait known as neophobia – which stands them in good stead in a world where humans make every effort to kill them. So once a rat has discovered a new source of food, it will usually sample small amounts for the first few days, to ensure that it is safe. 


There are no such worries for the rat squatting beneath my bird table on a cold winter’s day. It knows that if the food is okay for the birds to eat, then it will be fine for it too; and so enjoys a free meal at my expense. 




UNSEASONAL HOGWEED


6 January


There are hints of summer on the road verges even in the depths of winter. Take hogweed for instance, a bristly member of the carrot family known to children as a winter source of hollow peashooter sticks. Every January, I can guarantee hogweed flowers in bloom on local road verges. These freaks are anaemic versions of the robust panicles produced in June and July, their umbrellas of creamy blossom held high on bristly stems, irresistible to insects. 


But the winter flowers mock us with hollow promises of sunny days to come. Dripping with mist under a lowering January sky, they look lost and unfulfilled. It’s hard to imagine any biological advantage to blooming this early. Maybe there isn’t one and these are simply sports like the famous Glastonbury thorn, a variety of hawthorn that flowers at the end of the year and again in spring.


When the sun shines, though, even these unseasonal hogweed flowers have visitors. Fuzzy yellow dung-flies forsake the warmth of cowpats for this serendipitous nectar source and may even perform a pollination service if the weather remains mild enough for them to travel between the umbels. Here, at winter’s heart, we have a pale imitation of summer, but no less welcome for all that.




FIELD VOLE


7 January


Just because an animal is common, doesn’t mean you see it very often. Although there are more field voles than people in Britain – about 75 million at the last estimate – I can tally on the fingers of one hand how many I have seen in the past few years. And when I do spot one, it is usually a brief, unsatisfying glimpse of a small, brown rodent dashing away as fast as it can across my garden lawn. 


The field vole – also known as the short-tailed vole, because of its rather stumpy tail – is elusive for a very good reason. During its brief but eventful life it has just three main aims: to eat, reproduce and avoid being eaten. 


There are certainly enough predators queuing up to have a go: kestrels and barn owls from the air, and foxes, stoats and weasels on the ground, all make short work of catching and despatching this endearing little rodent. Indeed some species – notably kestrels and barn owls – mostly depend on voles to feed their young.


When voles have a good year, so do these birds. Vole populations go up and down in roughly four-year cycles, and owl and kestrel numbers tend to rise and fall likewise, depending on how many voles are around. 


So even though I may hardly ever see them, I know when field vole numbers are booming, as there are barn owls quartering the fields behind my Somerset home, and kestrels hovering motionless in the winter skies above. In bad vole years, both are much harder to find. 


The best way to see the voles themselves is to put a sheet of corrugated iron in some long grass. Voles often take refuge under these, so if you lift one quickly you may be treated to a momentary sight of the animal as it scuttles away to safety. 


I did once enjoy a longer, closer view of a field vole, when a neighbour popped over with her mammal traps. We set the devices overnight, baited with a morsel of food, and the next morning checked to see if a curious vole had fallen for the oldest trick in the book. 


It had. Close up, this wriggling little ball of fur was quite distinctive. Voles have a more rounded snout, smaller eyes and furrier ears than mice; and the field vole also has that distinctive short, stubby tail. They are greyer than the more reddish-brown bank vole, and have smaller ears.


Given that field voles don’t usually start breeding until March or April, you might not expect them to be active as early as January. But when it snows, they seize the opportunity to breed beneath a thick, protective layer of white, which keeps their young warm and safe from predators. So as soon as the snow begins to settle, voles start digging tunnels through the snow with all the enthusiasm and effort of the inmates of Colditz.


After such a good start, a female field vole can have six or seven litters of up to six young in a single year. She needs to, for very few voles live longer than a few months, and the vast majority will die or be killed long before then. 




YEW TREES AND HAWFINCHES


8 January


A red sandstone church on the forest edge is encircled by sombre yews, beaded with red berries, which attract thrushes. Today there are redwings balancing precariously on the trailing twigs and a rattling mistle thrush trying to see them off. 


Yews are staple trees of churchyards. They were sacred to our pagan ancestors, and it’s likely that some churches, built on ancient sites of pre-Christian worship, inherited their yews from these sites. Others suggest that they were planted when churches were founded following the Norman Conquest. The sombre evergreen yew needles may carry intimations of a dark afterlife; or given the great age to which a yew tree can live – 2,000 years is not unusual – life eternal. Yews may also have been deliberately planted in churchyards to discourage livestock from venturing in, as their leaves, bark and seeds are poisonous. 


Today, there are so many discarded yew stones that they crunch underfoot like vegetable shingle. The tiny kernels inside these stones are sought by a very special bird: on cue a hawfinch flies up from the path and is lost in the cascades of leathery foliage. Later it perches, blunt-tailed and big-headed, at the very top of a lime tree, broadcasting its ticking alarm call. 


The hawfinch’s massive bill, used to crack open fruit stones and seeds with a force of 180 pounds per square inch, is feared by bird-ringers keen to unravel the mysteries that shroud one of our most secretive birds. 


Where, for example, has this bird come from? Is it one of the dwindling local breeders or an immigrant from the Continent? The ringing of hawfinches in west Wales reveals movements between continental Europe and other sites in the British Isles. With such a mobile population, low numbers and secretive habits, hawfinches are hard to find, but you could do worse than check out winter churchyards and their ancient yews. 




WILD BOAR


9 January


A winter’s walk through an ancient woodland can be a dull affair, enlivened only by the distant sounds of a flock of small birds as they forage in the leafless canopy. But look down, and you may find evidence of a recent addition to our fauna: patches of freshly turned soil that indicate the presence of wild boar.


Hunted to extinction by the fourteenth century, wild boars remained absent from Britain for hundreds of years. Then, some time during the 1990s, reports began to surface of these mighty animals in the Forest of Dean, Dorset and Sussex. The wild boar was back.


But how? Birds and insects can colonise Britain from continental Europe simply by flying across the Channel, but mammals have no such option. However, having been responsible for their extinction, we were also vital to their reappearance: it was soon discovered that pig farmers had imported wild boars from mainland Europe to make sausages and other meat products. Some animals had inevitably managed to escape and, finding our woodlands an ideal place to live, had begun to reproduce. 


For anyone who lives alongside wild boars, their presence can be rather terrifying. At over a metre tall and weighing up to 175 kilos (more than twice the weight of the average human being) the wild boar comes second only to the red deer as our largest terrestrial mammal. 


Yet for such a huge beast they are both shy and elusive, staying deep in the forest where they forage for (mostly vegetable) food such as acorns, bulbs and berries. As with many mammals, you’re more likely to see the signs of wild boars than the creature itself. Look out for areas of turf that have been rolled back as the animals dig for food; or smooth areas on trees where they have rubbed away the bark with their bulky bodies. 


These new arrivals have been the subject of some hostility, especially when they venture out of their woodland home. When they do our attitudes towards them can be contradictory: witness the sheer panic when one was seen in a school playground, or the anger when they dug up a football pitch; yet not very far away, people are queuing up to feed them in a forest car park. 


For conservationists, the boar’s unexpected return presents a dilemma. Some argue for eradicating the animals, especially as many of them may not be pure-bred wild boars at all, having been crossed with domestic pigs when in captivity. They also claim that because the boar’s natural predators – including bears and wolves – are now lost to Britain, the population is likely to explode over the next few decades. 


But most welcome this animal’s accidental comeback. After all, we are not exactly over-endowed with large, charismatic mammals, and the presence of such a huge and fearsome-looking beast reminds us that even a routine walk in the woods may provide us with an unexpected thrill. In accepting the boar we are, in some small but crucial way, rewilding ourselves.




WINTER MOTHS


10 January


Translucent petals trapped in a cobweb slung between the roots of a hedgerow oak tell a poignant tale on a freezing January day. On closer inspection, they turn out to be the severed forewings of winter moths, one of our few species of moth that flies in January. You’ll see these insects on damp nights, fluttering weakly in the car headlights, scraps of living tissue that look utterly vulnerable and ill-equipped for such a harsh season. Visually, they are not much to write home about: a drab greyish brown, with a few markings that guide the proficient moth expert in identifying them.


Examining the web more closely, I find another insect trapped in its mesh. Leggy and desiccated, it sprouts the greyish remnants of wings, small tattered triangles that are clearly useless for flying. It is a female winter moth and unwittingly, by falling into this trap, she has lured several potential mates to their deaths. 


The female winter moth doesn’t have wings. After emerging from her pupa in the soil, she climbs a tree-trunk or fence-post and broadcasts a cloud of invisible scent particles – pheromones – into the winter night. This olfactory summons is picked up by the males’ sensitive antennae. Tuning in on a windless evening, they spiral towards her. Normally this ends in mating. This time, though, she has fallen into a spider’s web and her mating signal has become a siren song, luring her hapless suitors to their doom. 




WINTER REEDS


11 January


Walking along a path fringed with tall stands of reeds is always a strange experience, especially at dusk on a dull winter’s day. The tall stems wave in the bitter wind, their dark, feathery plumes filtering the late afternoon light and scattering it in shards through the chill air. As the wind strengthens, so a whispering sound reaches my ear: the muffled conversation of tens of thousands of swaying reeds. 


Phragmites australis – the common reed – is actually a giant grass. They grow far taller than us, dwarfing other vegetation and soon crowding out any but the most determined competitors. Reeds are also opportunists, quickly colonising any damp patch of ground or newly dug lake or pond, growing like the proverbial Topsy, and forming dense stands known as reed-beds.


Reed-beds are an unusual and very specialised habitat for wildlife: not many creatures can live there, as they need to adapt to what is essentially a vertical way of life. When spring comes to my local patch reed warblers, just back from Africa, weave their neat, cup-shaped nests between these upright stems, while harvest mice clamber around using their prehensile tails to avoid falling into the water below. 


Marsh harriers and bitterns breed here too, each making their nest on a platform of reeds to prevent their eggs and chicks getting waterlogged. Smaller inhabitants include the plum-reed aphid, a tiny insect that starts life on plum and damson trees and then migrates to reed-beds in midsummer, providing much needed food for the reed and sedge warblers, as they prepare for their long journey south. 


But now, in the depths of winter, the only bird in view is a solitary, morose-looking reed bunting perched near the top of a reed stem. Small, brown and streaky, its feathers are hunched up against the cold like an old man wearing a coat several sizes too big for him. 
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