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I’d like to dedicate this book to my wife Charlie. We thoroughly enjoy long walks in the countryside, and both have a love for the natural world. It provides a great source of pleasure through its visual beauty, the endless ability to learn and the opportunity for our senses to revel in every changing moment.









Introduction


On clear, crisp early mornings when the fields sparkle with frost and the little lanes around the farm are still empty, I love to lean against the gate and look out across the slumbering countryside. If I crane my neck enough, and concentrate hard, I’m able to hear the distant chimes of St Edward’s Church clock; the faint sound floating through the air from Stow-on-the-Wold, four miles away as the crow flies. For almost five hundred years a church clock has marked time in the old market town, close to an ancient crossroads in the highest settlement on the blustery Cotswold hills, eight hundred feet above sea level. It’s no wonder there’s an old rhyme that goes: ‘Stow-on-the-Wold, where the wind blows cold.’ Take it from me, it’s true! But the chill is more than compensated for by the view I enjoy every morning, across some of the most celebrated countryside in the world. It inspires me to think that the soft, undulating landscape all around has hardly changed since our Iron Age ancestors first farmed here.


This farm, these fields, those hills and hedgerows, the river valleys, the green meadows and the beech trees on the horizon have been the landscape of my life. But I’m as guilty as the next person of not always taking the time to truly notice just how beautiful and harmonious it all is. Life and work somehow seem to get in the way all too easily. I was delighted to see the sudden love for the countryside and the appreciation for nature that was expressed by millions of people during the coronavirus lockdowns. In terrible times our surroundings served as an unexpected antidote to the bad news all around, with people having more time to listen to birdsong and notice the tree blossom in their gardens. I wanted to write this book to help keep that joy alive now that our lives have sped up once more. I’ve always thought of myself as a lucky man to live and work in the great outdoors, but I can’t pretend it hasn’t also brought me some headaches! Most people probably know me as a TV presenter, but first and foremost I’m a farmer, and being a farmer is hard work, I can tell you. So, in many ways, taking time out to really research the things I see and hear around me and gather together the stories of the British Isles and its differing landscapes has given me the perfect excuse to stop and appreciate the wonders of the countryside myself. Crikey, have I managed that! I feel very proud to call this group of islands in the North Atlantic my home, and I hope by the time you’ve finished this book, you’ll feel the same.


The title for this book is borrowed from a well-known nursery rhyme about magpies:




One for sorrow,


Two for joy,


Three for a girl,


Four for a boy,


Five for silver,


Six for gold,


Seven for a secret,


Never to be told.





Why is two the number associated with joy? Just about everywhere, seeing two of anything is a joy; two swans swimming on a calm river, a doting mare with her new-born foal in a paddock, two lambs suckling a ewe with tails wagging in the air or two brown hares ‘boxing’ in the March sunshine. Although in this instance, I think the old rhyme is clear – it’s the relief and happiness in discovering that it’s not a lone magpie that’s hopped into view! In Great Britain, a magpie on its own has been looked on as unlucky for centuries, and while I’m not a superstitious man, even I salute a solitary magpie when I see one and will him on to find his ‘wife’.


I never take the beauty of the landscape or the wonder of wildlife for granted. Hand-in-hand with appreciating the natural world around me is the reality that there is struggle and conflict in the pursuit of food, territory and a mate. The success of the food chain depends on there being life and death, light and shade, yin and yang. There’s much more going on within a field-edge thicket or below the soil in a neatly tended garden than meets the eye, as I’m hoping to show you in this book. Magpies are the perfect example. There’s the bold, striking appearance and the beautiful iridescent feathers which shine and shimmer in the light – in total contrast to their notorious behaviour for predating on chicks and small mammals. Mother Nature can seem like a cruel mistress but we shouldn’t be shocked by it – we need the magpies just as much as we need the chicks they feed on. Once upon a time, farmers were happy to have them around because they helped to keep rodent populations on farms in check. I hope I can help you to appreciate this aspect of the countryside, along with the newborn lambs and dewy spring days.


I’ve lived almost all my life at Bemborough Farm where we grow arable crops and breed commercial sheep, with a large area devoted to a much-loved tourist attraction called the Cotswold Farm Park. In fact, one of my earliest memories is the day my father, Joe Henson, threw open the gates of the farm and invited the general public in to see his collection of British farm breeds. He had always been enchanted by the historic, slow-growing livestock of the British Isles, such as Gloucester cattle, Old Spots pigs and Norfolk Horn sheep which were becoming ever rarer in the post-war rush for intensive farming and the drive for highly productive quick-to-mature animals. So he thought the time had come for a rare breeds visitor attraction.


No one had done anything quite like it before and just about everybody thought it was a bad idea; the locals objected, his farming mates thought he was mad and he was even told that the Cotswolds wasn’t the sort of place for tourists! It dawned on him that it was going to be an enormous gamble, putting the family business and his own reputation at risk. But with the help of his best friend and business partner, John Neave, and the unstinting support of my mum, he forged ahead with the idea and in the spring of 1971, the attraction was launched. It was the first farm park in the world and a blueprint for rural attractions everywhere – an early form of farm diversification. Almost immediately the sceptics were proved wrong with people thronging to meet the breeds and discover their farming heritage, and more than half a century later my dad’s great innovation continues to thrill, and to thrive. For all his incredible work, he received an MBE in 2011 for services to conservation. What a legacy!


Since I was in short trousers all I had ever wanted to do was follow in my father’s footsteps and become a farmer. That happened in 1999 when I took over the farm tenancy from him, alongside my old college friend, Duncan Andrews. And working on TV must also be in the Henson genes because in the 1970s and ’80s Dad was a familiar face on much-loved shows like Animal Magic. Typically he’d bring one of his rare breed calves, a lamb or perhaps a little pen of wriggling piglets to the studio to be fussed over by that legend of children’s television, Johnny Morris.


One of the precious things Dad passed on to me was an understanding that agriculture is part of a much bigger picture; that farmland is just one landscape of many in the patchwork quilt of the British countryside, and while we spend our days tending crops and caring for farm livestock, there’s a greater living environment all around us. Take conservation grazing for example. Rare and native breeds of cattle such as Belted Galloways and Dexters feed on overgrown scrub and woody vegetation in a way that helps wildflowers to thrive. The blooms entice pollinating bees and butterflies while the cattle dung attracts beetles and bugs, which in turn provide food for endangered farmland birds and bats. Livestock management like that is a win-win and my dad was doing it decades before anyone had heard the phrase ‘environmental agriculture’. Farmers take enormous pride in being the guardians of the countryside – maintaining and preserving the sort of scenery that inspires writers, artists and millions of visitors every year. It comes at a cost of course. Agriculture can offer a marginal existence with low incomes and a tough life for many farmers and their families. In the chapters that follow, I’ll reflect on these realities, as well as the things that make country life so worthwhile.


I’ve made lots of TV programmes about farming – Lambing Live, Springtime on the Farm and Countryfile, of course – but it’s only on rare occasions that I have an opportunity to make films about other aspects of the countryside. So in this book I’m going to share my fascination for British mammals, wild birds, stunning landscapes and rural traditions. You don’t need to visit dramatic landscapes like the Giant’s Causeway in Antrim, Cheddar Gorge in Somerset or Malham Cove in West Yorkshire to appreciate all these things (although I can recommend all three). In every corner of the land the earthquakes, volcanic activity, glaciers, ice sheets and floods which forged the British Isles millions of years ago have left the deep valleys, craggy outcrops, steep bluffs and broad, lush vales that we know so well. Geologically we can claim to be one of the most diverse nations on earth and it’s that rich, complex range of terrain from the Scillies to Shetland which dictates what plants grow where, and which creatures thrive. But if geology has wrought the landscapes we love, it has also shaped our sense of place and identity. If you’re proud of coming from, say, Yorkshire, Cheshire, Essex or Kent then it is nature you have to thank. Rivers and estuaries, hill ranges and mountain ridges, woodlands and forests are natural boundaries and in feudal times those borders became the basis for the counties that have existed for a thousand years.


Two for Joy is a celebration of the uniqueness of the British countryside and its fascinating past, but in addition it’s a journey through the seasons. I’ve often thought how boring it must be to live in a country where the weather stays much the same for the entire year. Not so here. I remember hearing the famous ‘birder’ and former Springwatch presenter Bill Oddie on the radio, being asked about his favourite season. ‘Well, I like spring,’ he replied in a heartbeat, ‘summer’s not bad either, autumn I’m fond of, and I’ve always enjoyed winter!’ He said it with tongue firmly in cheek but I had a feeling there was more than a grain of truth in his smart response. I know that I couldn’t choose one season over another – they all have their particular magic: a carpet of bluebells in spring; the warm rain of a summer storm; autumn’s first blackberry; starling murmurations in winter. And, of course, working on a farm means I’m wedded to the seasons – lambing, shearing, harvest, ploughing, planting all have their place in the strict rotation of the year.


With the seasons leading us, and with joy as our aim, let the following pages be a trusted guide to the British countryside – the things we can see, hear and taste as well as places to go and activities to do throughout the year. Whether your interest is in cattle or conkers, corn-dollies or crab apples, there’s a discovery waiting beyond the garden gate and over the fields. Perhaps your family has lived in the same village for generations or you’ve moved to the country in recent years. Maybe you love rural rambles and weekends away or you’re relocating to escape the city and want to swap the sound of Bow Bells for cow bells! Whatever your connection to the countryside, I hope you will find plenty here to surprise, delight and enlighten. After all, the more we learn about the countryside and its flora and fauna, and find happiness within it, the more we’ll want to cherish and protect it.


Accompanying me on this journey and helping to get down on paper everything the countryside has to offer has been an old family friend, Vernon Harwood. He’s been writing and broadcasting about farming and the countryside for decades, and he first came to Bemborough in 1991 to interview us about our beloved rare breeds. I’ve worked with Vernon on all sorts of projects over the years, including a radio documentary about Dad and his life’s work, and I know we feel the same way about the living, working, wildlife-rich countryside. So come with us as we roam through rural Britain; exploring the heritage, explaining the mysteries and even exploding a few myths along the way. Don’t forget your wellies …









Before we begin …


How to read this book


As the year is divided by the four seasons, so this book is arranged in four parts, starting with spring. If you read it from the beginning through to the end I’ll be delighted, of course, but this isn’t a novel or an autobiography, so if you want to dip in and out as the relevant season rolls around, it will still make sense.


A note on walking


In each part of this book, I’ve offered what I think is a compelling subject for ramblers and walkers to enjoy, to help them notice things about the countryside they haven’t spotted before which are relevant to the season. If you’re not a walker, or you’re an armchair adventurer, I hope you’ll enjoy the information just as much.


We’re fortunate to have public access across large parts of the British Isles with footpaths, bridleways and trails in every conceivable terrain from sandy bays to rocky moors and heathland. But with those rights come responsibilities, and wherever you roam keep the Countryside Code in mind. It includes reminders …




•Not to feed livestock, horses or wild animals


•To leave gates and property as you find them


•To stay on marked footpaths, even if they are muddy, to protect crops and wildlife


•And to always keep dogs on a lead or under close control





The entire Countryside Code with the latest updates is on the government website, which you can find here: www.gov.uk/countryside-code


Walkers and ramblers are welcome just about everywhere and have access to most of England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland’s best scenery and natural features. But there are restrictions on some routes and not all open land is free to roam, so it’s important to check maps and signposts to avoid private property and the threat of trespass. I’ve included a guide to signposts at the back of this book on page 257.



Make sure you forage safely


There are many edible delights in hedgerows and woodland, provided free by nature, and I talk about some of them later. Bear in mind, however, that not everything is edible and some harmless-looking produce can, in fact, be poisonous. Before you eat anything, be absolutely certain you know what you’ve picked.


The Woodland Trust (www.woodlandtrust.org.uk) is an excellent organisation with expert knowledge of what berries, nuts, seeds, fungi and flowers are in season and what’s safe to eat. Meanwhile detailed information about foraging and the law is available from Wild Food UK: www.wildfooduk.com









SPRING




March brings breezes loud and shrill,


stirs the dancing daffodil.


April brings the primrose sweet,


Scatters daisies at our feet.


May brings flocks of pretty lambs,


Skipping by their fleecy dams.





From ‘The Months’ by Sara Coleridge
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Introduction


Birdsong, bumblebees and bursts of cherry blossom – the signs of spring are everywhere and only the most cold-hearted curmudgeon could fail to be cheered by warmer weather and the sights and sounds of Mother Nature as she shrugs off her winter cloak.


Everyone knows that the first day of spring is 20 March, the date when the hours of daylight and night-time are exactly the same length – the spring equinox. Unless you’re a meteorologist, in which case spring starts on 1 March. Or you follow the Irish calendar, where the season begins in February. What about the old country saying ‘spring has come when you can put a foot on three daisies’? And don’t Morris dancers welcome spring as the sun comes up on the first of May? Well, just like the buttercups that carpet our fields and gardens, you can take your pick! It’ll certainly give you plenty to think about on that first walk of the brand new season.


Whenever spring decides to arrive, it travels through the British Isles at walking speed. Starting on the south-west coast it rolls slowly north across the country towards the highlands and islands of Scotland at about two miles an hour. We know this because for years observers from the Woodland Trust and teams of ecological researchers have been recording the seasonal changes as they occur geographically. The signals include the first sightings of seven-spot ladybirds and orange-tipped butterflies, hawthorns flowering, English oak trees in leaf and the return of swallows from their winter grounds in Africa. The speed of spring means that it takes three weeks to cover the length of the British mainland from Land’s End to John O’Groats.


For me, spring is when the buds are bursting from the branches with their fresh green sheen and when the ornamental cherry trees on our farm drive start to blossom. Before my mum passed away, we would have our photo taken under those very trees every year. Now the profusion of pink and white flowers always reminds me of her. They say smell evokes positive emotional memories and although it may sound a little strange, I also love the scent of the soft wool on a lamb’s head when it’s just a few hours old. I wonder if other farmers feel the same at lambing time? I hope I’m not alone!


Aside from that, spring means putting on my best suit and tie for a very special annual event. Every Easter the Malvern showground in Worcestershire hosts a one-day celebration of food and farming, called CountryTastic, with the aim of introducing under elevens to the idea of life on the land. By the end of the day I’ll have seen the look of wonder and delight on the faces of thousands of children as they bottle feed lambs, stroke a donkey or cuddle a goat kid for the first time. There are also cookery workshops, gundog displays, willow weaving and big farm machinery on show, and the setting is pretty special too. The Three Counties showground sits near the plain of the River Severn with the stunning Malvern hills as a backdrop. I’ve been at every CountryTastic since it started in March 2008, and I always come away impressed and inspired by the youngsters’ thirst for knowledge and their interest in farming and the countryside.


Once spring has sprung it never fails to put a smile on my face. It feels as if the whole world is waking up and there are signs of new birth and renewal all around. In fact so many changes take place when we eventually emerge from winter that it’s impossible to include them all here. It’s been a difficult job choosing the ones which mean the most to me, but I hope my selection helps you appreciate spring more than ever.









1


The Birds and the Bees


One of the most joyful things about spring is the return of the dawn chorus – the unique sound of early morning birdsong which seems for all the world like Mother Nature’s alarm clock. Waking up an hour before daybreak on a fine spring day, wrapping up warm and sitting outside for a personal performance of a musical masterpiece is one of the best ways to slow down and appreciate the countryside.


The dawn chorus is essentially the avian equivalent of speed dating, and it takes place from March onwards when the world warms up and the days get longer – meaning there’s more food available. Singing is an energetic business, so the birds need to be well-fed to do it. The better fed they are, the stronger, sweeter and more spectacular the song they produce – a way for the males to prove to the females that they’re a healthy mate. The dawn chorus is also a territorial warning: the birds are sending a message to their rivals that they have arrived and are prepared to defend their little domain.


But why do they do it at dawn? Well, when the light is dim, even if you’re making a song and dance, it’s hard for predators to spot you. In addition, at that time of day birds can’t do much else – just as we’d struggle to find anything good for breakfast in a dark kitchen, so birds can’t find their meal until the sun is up.


The dawn chorus is loudest in May and June when migrating species join the ranks of birds like robins, which are here all year round. This means that if you want to single out a robin from the cacophony of other birdsong, the gentler dawn chorus in March is a good time to try. The robin has a very varied, twittery song, made up of lots of different notes and whistles, each verse lasting for a few seconds apiece. Given how confident robins are, you’re bound to have one land near you and chirp away at some point; try to memorise it and then the next time you hear the dawn chorus, see if you can pinpoint it in the wall of sound. Being able to tune into different birdsong is a satisfying skill.


My favourite songster is the blackbird. These aptly named black birds have bright orange-yellow beaks and rings around their eyes, although confusingly females have brown feathers, often with streaks and spots on their breast. Blackbirds bookend the day: they’re the first birds to rise before dawn and often the last to roost after dark. Listen out for a short burst (no more than a second or two) of fluty verse often followed by a sequence of squeaks. There’s plenty of country lore surrounding blackbirds too: an old superstition states that if a blackbird makes a nest on your roof then you’re in for some very good luck, and even something as routine as seeing two together can mean good news is on the way.


Turn the page for a few more birds to listen out for …


Song thrush














	Song


	Notes of interest







	Similar to the song of the blackbird but much less musical – it repeats the same five notes continuously.


	If you see pieces of broken shell around a flat stone, you’ve found the thrush’s anvil – the very fitting name given to nature’s version of the blacksmith’s trademark tool. Song thrushes feed on snails and to get to their lunch they smash the snail shell violently against a rock or stone with a seasoned flick of the head.








Wren














	Song


	Notes of interest







	It’s loud, proud and can sing hundreds of notes every minute, some high-pitched ones followed by bursts of soft trills.


	While it isn’t quite the smallest bird – that honour goes to the goldcrest and its much rarer cousin, the firecrest – the wren is certainly a tiny bird and used to be featured on the smallest British coin, the pre-decimal farthing. I’ve heard them called ‘the mice of the bird world’ because if you get a brief glimpse of something scurrying around at the bottom of a hedge, it’s much more likely to be a wren than a rodent.








Great tit














	Song


	Notes of interest







	Listen out for a dodgy wheelbarrow with a squeak at the front! The two-syllable song of the great tit is made up of a strong high note followed immediately by a gentler low note which sounds like teacher-teacher-teacher.


	They’re among the most colourful of all the garden visitors, with green and yellow feathers, a glossy black head and white cheeks.








Chiffchaff














	Song


	Notes of interest







	It sings its name! Listen out for chiff-chaff chiff-chaff.


	This small green warbler is the first of the summer visitors, having spent the winter in southern France or the Mediterranean. Chiffchaffs eat caterpillars and spiders but their party trick is to fly out from a tree and snap an insect in flight.








Woodpigeon














	Song


	Notes of interest







	The loud husky cooing of woodpigeons is the brash alternative to the soft call of the feral pigeons we encounter in city centres. There are five coos in a quick-slow-slow-quick-quick rhythm and it’s easy to imagine the woodpigeon imitating the phrase My toe bleeds, Betty. Then for a finale, it always ends with a single short coo.


	Britain’s largest and most common pigeon. It’s no longer found exclusively in woodland and forests but has expanded its habitat to parks, gardens, farmland and even urban sites all over the country. There are around five and a half million breeding pairs in the UK.








Nightingale














	Song


	Notes of interest







	Despite what people say, it doesn’t just sing at night. It can be heard at any time with its crisp fluted notes. It’s a mesmerising song full of rippling whistles, tweets, trills and guttural chugs with a range of notes that’s unrivalled in the bird world. Impossible to compare with any sound in nature, it’s thought the nightingale’s repertoire includes a thousand syllables and once heard, it’s never forgotten.


	It’s a fussy performer, singing from the centre of bushes but only ones surrounded by open ground, so to hear one is very special. Various predators prey on nightingales given the nests are built low down in the scrub, so they are easy pickings for a hungry stoat or weasel; sometimes even squirrels will take an egg. Sparrowhawks will also take their chance and it’s thought tawny owls take advantage of being night predators to help themselves too.








Magpie














	Song


	Notes of interest







	This is the noisy, interrupting motor mouth of the countryside. The loud chattering chak-chak-chak will have other birds scattering but the magpie’s vocabulary also includes short harsh ch-tak calls and high ch-ulk sounds. If you’re very lucky you might even hear one mimicking other birds’ song.


	Nothing else in the countryside quite compares with the bold, insistent and unmistakable magpie. The long-tailed scavenger with the black-and-white plumage is a member of the crow family and lives in thorny shrub and high up in tall trees. On average their life expectancy is about three years but the oldest magpie on record was a remarkable twenty-one years old.








For me though, there’s only one bird that symbolises spring and it’s the cuckoo. As the old country rhyme goes:




The cuckoo comes in April,


Sings his song in May.


In the middle of June


He changes his tune,


And in July he flies away.





Cuck-oo, cuck-oo was such a familiar sound when I was young, and being a country boy I looked forward to the cuckoo heralding the onset of spring. Though I hear them less often these days, it’s still worth listening out for one around the end of March and in early April, because it’s an incredibly exciting moment that will make you feel certain spring has arrived.


Their distinctive call is matched by their unusual appearance; imagine a cross between a dove and a sparrowhawk. Cuckoos are sleek with long tails and pointed wings which droop when they perch. They have blue-grey feathers on their heads, backs and chests but a black-and-white striped pattern, known as barring, on the underside. Look for the thin yellow ring around the eyes and their yellow feet and you can be sure it’s a cuckoo. Being a traditional harbinger of spring begs the question, where do cuckoos spend the winter? The answer is central Africa and amazingly their migration route to the UK in spring is different from the journey they take back across Europe a few months later. Mystery still surrounds the story of cuckoo migration but scientists believe they switch routes to take advantage of favourable winds or to avoid bad weather. It’s satnav as standard courtesy of Mother Nature, and I only wish the system in my car was half as good!


Their reputation as a much-loved seasonal visitor glosses over the fact that cuckoos are cunning cheats and brood parasites. As the phrase ‘cuckoo in the nest’ implies, instead of building a nest in the mating season, the female finds another bird’s nest and when the host is away she removes one of its eggs before laying her own in its place. After about twelve days, when the cuckoo chick hatches, it pushes the other eggs or chicks out of the nest and then mimics the call of a whole brood so that it can steal all the food brought back by the hoodwinked host bird! As terrible as the cuckoos’ behaviour in the nest is, I can’t help but be impressed by their unbelievable survival instincts and navigation skills. When summer comes around and the adults begin their long migration back to Africa they leave their fledglings here, continuing to be fed by their hapless hosts and never having contact with their parents. Weeks or even months later, when they’ve grown their flight feathers, the juvenile cuckoos make their own way south to Africa for the first time, without needing to learn the way from experienced adults. It really is a marvel of nature.


Whether it’s a cuckoo, the delightful call of a blackbird or the familiar coo of a friendly woodpigeon, listening to springtime birdsong is a calming, reassuring thing to do. Taking a few minutes to watch birds fly and flit about your garden or a local park is another simple and cost-free way to reconnect with nature; a pleasant distraction we’re beginning to realise is vitally important for our well-being.


Putting food out for the birds is something that millions of people do, but it’s easy to go one step further than just scattering seeds and kitchen scraps on the grass. Think about planting fruit and berry trees or bushes in the garden to encourage and feed our feathered friends. Holly, hawthorn, sunflowers, blackberry and elderberry are all good for starters and even wild roses, teasel, yew and ivy will bring them flocking in. It’s not all about food though; just like us, birds need plenty of clean water to survive. They don’t just drink it – they need to bathe in water too to keep their feathers in tip-top condition. If you haven’t got a bird-bath, any shallow container with sloping sides will do. In the winter you can stop it icing over by putting a ping-pong ball in the water; it will bob around and keep the water moving when the temperature plummets. The more bird-friendly your garden is, the bigger the reward will be in the diversity of species and sheer numbers which visit you through the year.


Birds eat all sorts of food but a big source of protein for them is insects. Mating time for most birds is spring because that’s when their food supply becomes bountiful – so it follows that spring is a great time for insects too. Bees, bugs and beetles might not be an obvious source of joy and there’s definitely a limit to how many I’ll put up with inside the house! But they are essential to the ecosystems and health of the countryside, and I think spotting insects and understanding what they’re doing can be endlessly fascinating. Even the ones we dislike the most have hidden talents to appreciate.


When it comes to getting a bad rap, the bluebottle has to be at the top of almost everyone’s list of ‘filthy flies’ and the Latin name – calliphora vomitoria – gives us a clue why. Yup, they have to throw up on their food; the enzymes in their saliva turn the food to liquid so they can drink it up. Bluebottles are a species of blowfly and their maggots can infest livestock, so they’re a major hazard for sheep farmers like me. Nevertheless, these big shiny metallic-blue flies with their loud buzzing noise do play an important part in the cycle of life. Believe it or not, adult bluebottles feed on nectar and can help pollinate certain types of strong-smelling flowers. In fact, some plant breeders have used them instead of bees to pollinate carrots. They’re also incredibly useful in forensics. Female bluebottles lay their eggs on dead animals and humans, and by examining the size of the maggots and pupae, experts can work out when the flies arrived and then pinpoint the time of death. Think of it as a sort of insect version of CSI.


If bluebottles are unpopular, wasps are our ultimate nemesis. Like everyone, I’ve had my fair share of disrupted picnics thanks to the arrival of a greedy wasp or two, and I’m more nervous than most as I’m allergic to stings and swell up unless I can get an antihistamine pill down sharpish. But like pretty much everything in nature, these notoriously insistent insects have their benefits. Like blowflies they’re useful pollinators as they fly from plant to plant in search of sweet, sugary nectar. They’re the gardener’s friend in other ways too thanks to their voracious appetite for invertebrates; without them we’d be overrun by spiders, caterpillars and greenfly. They’ll even consume other wasps! But the adults don’t eat their prey themselves – they’re carb lovers that only feast on sugars. Instead, they feed their victims to their young.


Spring is the crucial season for wasps and the start of their life cycle, the time when fertile queens begin looking for suitable places to build a nest and start a new colony. A queen will lay up to three hundred eggs a day and the young develop from the eggs into larvae, then pupae through to fully formed ‘worker’ wasps while still inside the nest. The wasps’ ongoing survival hinges on the behaviour of the queen at the end of summer, when she lays eggs which become new queens and productive males. The new queens are fertilised by the males before finding a place to hibernate. Wasps are starved of food in winter which kills off the nest and colony while the cold weather wipes out many of the hibernating queens. The few that do survive in underground burrows, old log piles or inside lofts and garages will reappear the following spring to start the circle of life again.


So what other flying, creeping and crawling creatures have a surprising secret life?


Giant house spider


















	Life cycle


	Predator and prey


	Appearance


	Did you know …







	One of the 650 species of spider in the UK. The spiderlings hatch from the eggs in spring and are active all year round. Like most spiders, they come into homes in autumn when the males start roaming, looking to mate with females that may have spun a web indoors.


	Giant house spiders spin sheet-like webs in corners to trap small insects, beetles, flies, moths and even crickets. In turn, they provide a tasty meal for birds such as blackbirds, crows and pigeons.


	Despite its name this brown, long-legged arachnid with its hairy body isn’t the UK’s biggest spider (that honour goes to the cardinal spider) but it is the fastest.
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