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INTRODUCTION


The British countryside affords some of the best landscape for walking or just getting out and about. Everywhere you look you are rewarded with breathtaking views, from sweeping valleys with their patchwork of fields, stitched together with hedges, to dense ancient woodlands alive with animals and birds. Within these pages you’ll find advice on everything from how to forecast the weather by looking at cloud formations before venturing out, to tips on birdwatching and identifying flora and fauna. Each section provides an array of curious country facts and suggestions for activities and excursions to help you to get the best out of the British countryside all year round. And for those who would like to enhance their country wisdom, there is a Further Reading section which gives details of more in-depth resources.


So what are you waiting for? Have your walking boots and binoculars at the ready while you read on and let your enthusiasm take you away!
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SPRING
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Buttercups and daisies – Oh, the pretty flowers, Coming ere the spring time To tell of sunny hours.


Mary Howitt, from ‘Buttercups and Daisies’
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INTRODUCTION


Spring: the marker of new beginnings, when blossoms can be seen budding on trees, and plants and flowers are breaking through the thawing earth. The first official day of spring varies each year, falling around 19–21 March, due to the earth’s orientation to the sun. It’s a great time to sight wildlife, such as bees, hedgehogs, frogs, toads, snakes and lizards, waking up from its winter slumber. A brand new, beautiful countryside awaits you, so put on your wellies and start exploring.
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SPRING HAS SPRUNG


BLUEBELLS


A carpet of dainty bluebells is one of the most iconic and romantic images of springtime that can be enjoyed in scores of woodlands across the UK. These plants favour moist and shady conditions and, contrary to their name, can actually produce white or even pink blooms (though if they are pink, chances are the plant is the Spanish cousin of the English bluebell). The best time to see them is between late April and May, though this may vary from region to region.
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COWSLIPS


You’ll often see vast swathes of cowslips on motorway banks and roadside verges in April, May and June – a teaser of the yellow blankets you can find in the countryside. This pretty yellow flower likes open ground, such as fields, meadows, coastal dunes and clifftops. Its name is thought to derive from the Old English for cow dung – as the plant was often found growing among the manure in cow pastures! Closely related to the primrose, cowslips are widespread throughout Britain and Ireland, except in the far north.
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COUNTRY LORE


The cowslip flower (Primula veris) has many reputed uses, one of the more fantastical being the ability to split rocks containing treasure.





CROCUSES


Crocus flowers are among the first to herald spring. They are easily identified by their delicate, cup-shaped blooms in shades of lilac, purple, yellow and white. There are more than 80 species of crocus and they are great at attracting bees, keeping their interiors warm by up to 10˚C higher than the temperature outside to encourage nectar flow. (If you have a penchant for gardening, why not plant some of these – the bees will love you for it.)
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In the country they are found in meadows and woodlands in the earlier months of spring, though some crocuses bloom in the autumn. The spice saffron is obtained from the stamens of a particular autumn-blooming crocus called Crocus sativus (or saffron crocus).


DAFFODILS


Daffodils are a much-loved spring flower. Another name given to them is the ‘Lent lily’ as their cycle often coincides with the Lenten period. Their bright yellow trumpet-shaped petals can be seen cheering up the sides of roads, and in woods and fields across Britain. While we usually associate daffodils with the colour yellow, there are about fifty species and their colours range from white and yellow to orange and even pink. These distinctive blooms are at their best in March and April.


[image: images]


 


 


 




If one daffodil is worth a thousand pleasures, then one is too few.


William Wordsworth
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PRIMROSES


Primroses start flowering in earliest spring, while most other plants are just beginning to emerge from their winter slumber. They usually grow to a height of about 8–12 inches and have pale yellow flowers, though white or pink forms can sometimes be seen in nature. Primroses grow best in partial shade and damp conditions so you’ll tend to find them in woodland and hedgerow settings.
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SNOWDROPS


Snowdrops herald the end of winter and the beginning of spring. These tiny white flowers can often be seen poking up from beneath a layer of snow. This isn’t where they get their name, however. Their proper name, Galanthus, comes from the Greek meaning ‘milk-like flower’, as the petals look like three drops of milk hanging from the stem. Snowdrops prefer cool, moist conditions and are best spotted on forest floors and along riverbanks in March and the beginning of April.
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WILD CYCLAMEN


These put on a spectacular display in Mediterranean countries; Rhodes is beautifully carpeted with them in April and Athens in October. Despite the gruelling weather of the UK, this plant has become a more and more common sight over the years and is now naturalised in many areas, particularly in Kent. It has marbled leaves and upswept petals, which may be white, pink or purple. It prefers dappled shade so is often found in woodland settings. Some species of wild cyclamen, such as Cyclamen hederifolium, are very hardy and can survive freezing winters and last into spring.
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VIOLETS


Despite its name, these flowers can range in colour from violet through to shades of blue, yellow, cream and white. They date back to 500 BC when the ancient Greeks cultivated them; now there are approximately 400–500 species of the flowering plant around the world. The most common wild violet in the UK is the dog violet. It has purple flowers and heart-shaped leaves. It flowers from April to June and it is found all over Great Britain, often in woods and hedge banks. Unlike other types of violet, the dog violet is not scented.
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WILD GARLIC


Wild garlic is native to Europe and Asia and is one of the most popular wild foods in Britain. Between March and July, look out for a carpet of spear-shaped leaves and little white flowers that resemble exploding fireworks. You’ll find wild garlic in damp areas, such as woodland or riverbanks. However, be careful you don’t mistake it for the lily of the valley, which looks very similar but is poisonous. The main difference is that wild garlic smells of, well, garlic. If you’d like to try foraging it yourself, go to p.80 for a brief summary on safe practice and for further information there is plenty online and in other books. Always remember: if in doubt, leave it.
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WILD GARLIC SOUP


Turning what you’ve foraged into something tasty you can eat is rewarding and fun. Why not give this recipe a go?


 


Ingredients


25 g butter


2 medium potatoes, cut into 1 cm cubes


1 medium onion, chopped


1 litre vegetable stock


4 big handfuls of wild garlic leaves, chopped


100 ml double cream


Salt and pepper to taste


 


Method


1. Heat the butter in a large saucepan until it starts to bubble. Then add the potatoes and onion and stir to coat evenly with the butter.


2. Season with salt and pepper.


3. Reduce the heat to low, cover with the lid and cook for 10 minutes until the vegetables have softened.


4. Add the stock and bring to the boil, then add the garlic and cook for 2 minutes. The leaves should appear wilted.


5. Transfer the contents from the saucepan into a bowl and mix with a hand-held blender until a consistent liquid. Then return to the pan over a low heat and stir in the cream.


6. Serve with hot, crusty bread.





WILD ORCHIDS


Orchids are among our most beautiful wild flowers. There are about 50 species in Britain and their exotic petals range in colour from pale lilac to purple. They are generally found in calcareous soils (i.e. chalk and limestone) and they flower from April to September. Orchids have a reputation for being hard to find, but you can sometimes spot them in their hundreds if the conditions are right.
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WOOD ANEMONE


This pretty spring flower grows in ancient woodlands. It has a short red stem and 6–7 star-like white petals. In March and May, swathes of wood anemones can be seen on forest floors. It spreads at a rate of six feet in a hundred years – so a carpet of these wild flowers is a good indicator of ancient woodland.
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People from a planet without flowers would think we must be mad with joy the whole time to have such things.


Iris Murdoch
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NATURAL WEATHER INDICATORS


PINE CONES


The pine cone is one of the most reliable of all natural weather indicators. In dry weather, pine cones open out as the scales shrivel up and stand out stiffly. When it is damp, the cone returns to its normal shape.
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CAN COWS PREDICT THE WEATHER?


A popular old wives’ tale states that when cows sit down in a field it means that rain is on its way as they want to keep the patch of ground that they are lying on dry. They also dislike the rain on their faces, so they will sit with their backs to the rain too.


RHODODENDRONS


You can tell what temperature the air is by looking at a rhododendron plant. At 0ºC the leaves are closed but as the temperature rises, the leaves unfurl. When the temperature reaches 15ºC, the leaves are completely open.


FLOWER FRAGRANCE


The old saying ‘Flowers smell best just before rain’ has a ring of truth to it. When the air is warm and humid, a flower’s scent molecules are more readily vaporised. These molecules are able to travel further when carried by a water molecule, and are easier for our noses to detect.


CLOSED PETALS


Many flowers fold their petals before it rains in order to protect their pollen. Dandelions, tulips, chickweed, wild indigo and clovers all close their blossoms before rain.


DEW


Look out for dew on the grass at sunrise. The presence of dew means it probably won’t rain that day. If the grass is dry, it means clouds are around (often accompanied by rain).
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It is not easy to walk alone in the country without musing upon something.


Charles Dickens
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WHETHER THE WEATHER BE FINE


Before venturing out, look to the heavens as the clouds will provide an accurate forecast of any sudden changes in the weather, for example:


 


Altocumulus – a rolling mass of cloud that appears in layers or patches, which also goes by the name of ‘mackerel sky’ as the cloud pattern is reminiscent of the markings of a king mackerel. As the saying goes, ‘Mackerel sky, mackerel sky. Never long wet and never long dry.’


 


Altostratus – a relatively featureless layer of middle-level, grey cloud, through which the sun, if visible, appears as if through ground glass and casts no shadows. It often thickens and becomes nimbostratus.
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