
[image: illustration]


[image: Image]


 

 

[image: Image]


[image: Image]


CONTENTS

Introduction

January

February

March

April

May

June

July

August

September

October

November

December

About the Author

Acknowledgements

Index


INTRODUCTION

There is a common turn of phrase that turns up a lot in books about nature, which goes something like this: ‘If you are really lucky then you may catch a glimpse of a bearded tit/otter/purple emperor butterfly’ (delete as applicable).

I am sorry to break it to you, but no, you won’t. What these books should say is: ‘If you accompany an expert to exactly the place where these rare things are found, at exactly the right time of year – and you look where the expert is pointing – then you might have a chance of seeing the rear end of the creature in question as they fly away/dive under the water.’

I have been fascinated by nature for most of my life, but there are still lots of things I have never seen. So, this type of advice is not only discouraging, it also reinforces that sense that being interested in nature is simply a quest to fill in some long list, perhaps in the hope of a prize. There is always something brighter, rarer, more exciting just around the next corner.

Somehow nature has become the preserve of the experts. You have to appreciate it in a prescribed way, with the right equipment. You have to get the names right (don’t call it a ‘seagull’). You are required to dismiss some beautiful things because they are not native or invasive, which is ironic, given that just about everything that lives in this country had to invade after the ice last retreated fifteen thousand years ago.

This book is about another way to watch nature. It is about noticing the commonplace, marking the cycle of the seasons and taking time to study things closely. It’s not about heading off to distant parts in order to find a creature; rather it is about looking at what is under your nose, and in writing this book I have had to spend time re-educating myself about the apparently simple business of ‘how to see’.

The book is inspired by the work of an eighteenth-century vicar. Gilbert White’s The Natural History of Selborne followed the turning of each year for more than two decades. Aside from time and a great sense of curiosity, the Reverend had the great advantage of not being distracted by rolling news from far away. So the eve of the declaration of American independence is greeted by an observation about the cherry-stealing habits of blackcaps. The storming of the Bastille passes him by while meditating on the habits of nightjars. I am not persuaded that he was much the poorer for it.

While writing, I too have ignored the news in favour of a daily dose of nature. It has reminded me how essential that is for my own wellbeing. Like many people, I find the descent into the dark days of winter saps my spirits and causes me to hunker down. The antidote is to notice things and take delight in them, to get as much fresh air as you can, stomp outside in the rain, go out on a freezing dark night.

We have somehow come to think of nature as something fragile that lives far away. Instead it is something huge and powerful that is all around us. If we take the time to slow down and observe, then the turning of the seasons can add great meaning to our lives. Looking at nature is also a helpful antidote to our own self-absorption. It reminds us that we live on a small island on the north-western fringe of a giant continent – many of the things we see in our gardens have travelled half the world to be here.

This book is meant as an inspiration to help you find and enjoy nature wherever you may live. It is not about the kind of nature that is restricted to nature reserves or remote places. Instead it is deliberately about things you will find in a garden, a park, a hedgerow or a road verge.

Expertise is not required; in fact it is overrated. You don’t have to know exactly what something is called to appreciate it. Let me say that again: you don’t have to know exactly what something is called to appreciate it. Curiosity and imagination are the currency of this book.

Notice a little bit of nature every day. It may change your life …
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Gorse bushes.

JANUARY

 

What is there to commend the month of January?

It can be a month of leaden skies and wild winds. Birds flock in gardens and field edges hunting for food and shelter. Bones of hawthorn hedges clatter in the winter breeze.

Yet, when the wind turns east, there can be glorious, crisp days with air so dry that it catches your breath and the crunch of a frozen puddle underfoot.

This is a time to appreciate the skeleton-spare beauty of winter, bark and branch, stone and soil.

Although it doesn’t feel like it, we are imperceptibly tilting back towards the sun each day. If you look carefully enough, nature is beginning to waken.

1 JANUARY | NATURE WALK

We are in the depths of winter, but let me tell you the nature watcher’s secret: spring starts in January. You have to look carefully, but as the year turns you can step outside and find something that tells you that the long nights are coming to an end and that the heat of the sun is slowly returning.

If you can watch a little bit of nature every day in January then the rest of the year is going to be a breeze. You have to work much harder to find nature in the winter, but that makes what is there all the sweeter.

So, today is the day to start as you mean to go on and force yourself outside for a breath of air as the rain pours and the wind howls. Walk, run, hop on a bike – whatever suits you – but get outside you must, even if it is just for a few minutes.

Keep your eyes open as you go: for although they are subtle, this month contains all sorts of little milestones that mark the turning of the year.

2 JANUARY | GOLDFINCH

I have a charm of goldfinches before me; clustered on a bird feeder, they are as charming as can be. It’s hard to believe that these exotic birds, with heads of red, white and black and the brightest flash of gold on each wing, can just materialise in our gardens.

If you do nothing else this year then try to feed a goldfinch. This is the thistle finch, with a pointed beak for extracting tiny seeds from spiky flower heads. Goldfinches absolutely love little black niger seeds. Wherever you live, your feeder may bring you a finch one day.

News seems to travel fast among goldfinches. They are a constantly twittering gang, so advertising your feeder will not be necessary – word of mouth (or beak) will suffice. In fact the word for a flock of goldfinches, a charm, derived from ‘cirm’ or ‘cyrm’, the Old English word for this twittering song.

3 JANUARY | GORSE FLOWER

It’s said that you should kiss your beloved when the gorse is in flower. Happily, you could even find a flower now – on wasteland or a common or tucked in beside a wall – and the whole of the rest of the year too if you are so minded.

Even among the snow, the lemon-yellow flowers scatter the fringes of these dark, spiny bushes. Be warned though, they are fiercely prickly.

The gorse is the ‘furze’ of the Thomas Hardy novels; it burns hot and was used for cooking fires and bakeries. The furze cutters made a harsh living wrestling these spines – in the The Woodlanders (1887) he writes, ‘every individual was so involved in furze by his method of carrying that he appeared like a bush on legs’.

Remember where you found this flower and make a note to return on the hottest day of summer, when you can bathe in the coconut scent of gorse while listening to the seedpods cracking like fireworks in the heat.

4 JANUARY | VENUS

It is a clear evening and the evening star shines low in the western sky. Even in the city it is bright enough to see. It is often the first star to shine as the sky darkens; only the moon and sun are brighter.

But this is not a star at all, nor does it always appear in the evening. This is the strange, blue planet Venus. She does not deign to follow the stars as they wheel above. Instead, for nine months she follows the sunset as the ‘evening star’ and then disappears below the horizon for a month or two before reappearing for a spell of nine months as the ‘morning star’. Named for the Roman goddess of beauty, love and fertility, she is our nearest neighbour, a hop and a skip of 25 million miles away if you time it right.

If you can hold binoculars still enough you can just see a tiny disc, not a point of light. Venus might be our neighbour, but she is nothing like our beautiful Earth. She is boiling hot, with carbon dioxide clouds and sulphuric acid for rain.

Make a point of bidding goodnight (or good morning) to our strange friend as she walks a unique path across our skies.

5 JANUARY | WASSAIL

Go and hang some toast in a tree. Go on, I dare you. If anyone mocks you then tell them proudly that you are upholding a great seasonal tradition.

Twelfth night is the night for wassailing – once unfairly described by a friend as ‘dangerously close to folk music’ – but in January, any excuse to get outside should be embraced.

If you can find a fruit tree then now is the time to scare off the evil spirits by making as much noise as you can and wishing for a blessed harvest. Or just breathe in the bracing winter air for a moment and clear your head. You can even take a drink with you, as that is part of the tradition too.

In this depth of winter it seems as if the dead trees will never wake again. They will, however, even without your blessing, but you will have to wait a few months yet.

6 JANUARY | DUNNOCK

Get to know a dunnock. One of the first things to do as you take an interest in nature is to get to know your resident birds in winter. Make friends with them now and they will keep you company for the rest of the year.

If you have ever watched a bird table you are likely to have seen a dunnock, but you may not have noticed it – like someone who hides in the kitchen at parties.

Be careful not to confuse him with a hedge sparrow (as some books do). This is a neat, insect-eating bird, not a raucous sparrow, and, despite appearances, it is not even in the sparrow family.

The dunnock’s haunt is the ground and I much prefer their old name: the shufflewing. While other birds fight for the bird food on the table or hop among the trees, the shufflewing is quietly busy below, picking at the insects on the ground, steel-grey with a sparrow’s brown back.

Once you have noticed them you will see them a lot, rarely flying far and full of character; marching to their own drum beneath the hedgerows.
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7 JANUARY | EAST WIND

‘Our Saxon forefathers called this month, with no small propriety, wolf month, because the severe weather brought down these ravenous beasts out of the woods among the villages’.

So wrote Gilbert White in January 1776 at a vicarage in Hampshire as he watched ice form on the inside of the windows.

In winter the east wind brings our weather straight from the Russian steppes, sometimes bright and clear, but more often a flat, grey sky with a flint wind that bites at your bones.

Unless you are a fan of rare birds, which this wind can sometimes bring but are not the subject of this book, I can think of little to commend the east wind in winter. Nonetheless it is a nature companion too. But for his taciturn company, we may treasure the south wind less.

8 JANUARY | YELLOW LICHEN

On a dark day the twigs of elder bushes are the brightest things in the grey winter scene. They are covered in yellow lichen, as if they have been dipped in oil paint.

Lichen is strange stuff; a combination of fungus with an algae or bacteria. This yellow lichen loves a small, rough twig, or a stone wall. It likes a bit of nitrogen pollution, too, so you are even more likely to see it in a town or near a farmyard.

This is the same lichen that grows by the sea, above the high-tide mark. It coats the roofs of St Ives, Cornwall, turning them yellow-orange, and this organism helped form part of the colour palette for Alfred Wallace and Patrick Heron of the St Ives School.

Be on the lookout for it – there is always room for a flash of yellow in your life.

9 JANUARY | WINTER MOTH

It’s a bitter night and there is a moth on the window; small, triangular and drab with softly curved wings. I want to open the window and ask, ‘What are you doing outside on a night like this, Mr Moth?’

This is a winter moth and I know how to address him, because the females are all but wingless. If you see a moth in the lamplight or fluttering in the car headlights then it will most likely be a winter moth. They occur right across the Northern Hemisphere and in some countries are abundant enough to be regarded as a pest. Here, though, they are much loved by blue tits to feed their first brood of chicks in the spring, so as far as I am concerned, the more of them there are the better.

10 JANUARY | WOLF MOON

Look at the moon in winter. If you can find a telescope then so much the better, but you don’t really need one. We always see the same face of the moon, so you can become familiar with it. You can see craters with a pronounced white rim and great dark plains of basalt lava called ‘seas’.

Recently we seem to have adopted the Native American habit of naming our full moons. The first moon of the year is the wolf moon, and I rather like the idea of howling at it – even if wolves no longer exist in the wild in the UK.

A full moon brings high ‘spring tides’. It is not just a wonderful spectacle, but represents the huge force of nature on oceans across the world. That is something to make you feel incredibly small as you gaze upwards at the wonderfully named Sea of Tranquillity on our cold little satellite.

11 JANUARY | SHELTER

It’s a wild day with the trees clattering together in the wind. On a day like this, it can seem as if the world has been emptied of all living things.

Today is the day to learn the value of shelter; that is where all of nature is hiding. Everything is tucked up in the midst of ivy-clad trees, among the heavy conifers or in the scruffy overgrown places that no one has thought to tidy up.

If you can find a sheltered spot then you might hear the chatter of birds. I once poked my head into a big ivy thicket and came face to face with a tawny owl (and nearly had a heart attack). Everything with any sense is tucked up somewhere.

Getting to know nature involves rewiring your mind. Tidy does not equal pretty; it often equals sterility. By contrast, untidiness is good: it may be the only place where something can survive when the weather turns fierce. For that reason it has a very particular type of beauty.

12 JANUARY | MOSS

Moss is amazing. It can grow on bare stone, bark or the poorest of soils. It stores water, provides homes for numerous insects. It is dogged, humble, soft and serene, yet on a misty morning it can sparkle with tiny droplets.

The Japanese know this: it is central to their gardens and their culture. A garden featuring moss-covered stone is highly prized – and indeed would be incomplete without it.

January is a good time to notice moss. It covers the interior of hedgerows and tucks into the cracks between roof tiles. If you can find a woodland stream then you may discover whole carpets of moss. If you look really closely, a patch of moss is like a miniature forest unfolding before your eyes.

Moss can even show you the way – it favours the north side of trees, where the sun cannot reach. Notice it, the plant of modesty and refinement.

13 JANUARY | LONG-TAILED TIT

There is no point going to look for a long-tailed tit. If they wish to visit you they will, but waiting for them is like watching a kettle coming to the boil.

However, if you feed the birds for long enough then you may be blessed with a visit from a squadron of long-tailed tits – much as the Red Arrows might drop by your village fête if they happen to be passing.

These are tiny, black-and-white birds, towing an improbably long tail like an advertising banner from a plane. They are quite beautiful and excel at aerobatics.

They are not rare, but they are definitely not something you can rely on. You might even see them along a road or by a hedgerow, but they do not turn up to order. You can often hear them coming as they career towards you, squeaking to each other to maintain close formation.

Once you see one, then you may see a dozen, invading the bird feeder in a big gang: the collective noun should be a blessing of long-tailed tits.
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14 JANUARY | SNOWDROP

A January ritual is to find the place where the snowdrops grow: a garden, churchyard or a wood. Look closely and you will be rewarded with the sight of sharp, grey-green spikes poking through the grass and moss.

If you can hunt out a southern sunny bank or a light sandy soil then you may even greet the New Year with the flowering snowdrop. Here, on our cold clay soils, more patience is required.

Now all you need to do is imagine away a few weeks, when you will find woods carpeted with flowers as white as fresh fallen snow.

15 JANUARY | ROOTS

In January it sometimes feels as if nothing is growing. Everything is stuck and we are destined to live forever in a leafless landscape of short days and drear.

This isn’t true for roots. As soon as the year turns, many roots start to grow beneath the ground, as long as the temperature is above freezing.

Roots have some remarkable chemistry that allows them to ‘feel’ their way in the dark, a little like when you get up in the night and navigate your way around without turning on the light. While all is still above, the roots of many plants are getting ready for the growth season to come.

16 JANUARY | WINTER ACONITE

This, for me, is the second flower of spring. It’s a frequenter of churchyards, lagging a touch behind the snowdrop.

The bright yellow flowers emerge head first from the grass, towing a ruff of green leaves behind them. Like snowdrops they spread naturally into yellow drifts if left to their own devices.

One of winter aconite’s local names is ‘choirboys’, referring to the ruff of green leaves that encircles the neck of the flower. They were introduced from southern Europe a long time ago and are enough to make you burst into song on a January morning.
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17 JANUARY | BLUE TIT

How do you know a blue tit from the other birds? Answer: blue tits are the ones with the punk haircut. They look as if they have emerged from a teenager’s bedroom after an ill-advised experiment with blue hair dye.

Blue tits will keep you company throughout the year, if you are kind enough to feed them. They are perky little birds that twitch to and fro and have a buzzy little call.

Once you get to know them they are not punkish at all. They are hardworking and mild, not minded to pick a fight when ousted from the bird feeder. That said, the one with the bluest hair has the best chance of getting the girl …

18 JANUARY | MALLARD

Ducks have a pretty rough time of it in my view. They get taken for granted for starters (and that is even before we mention duck decoys or orange sauce).

Don’t take a mallard for granted. They might be the archetypal duck, the parent of countless domestic fowl, but they are stunningly beautiful wild birds.

The drakes have a shimmering green-blue head, white collar and beautiful grey back, and the brown females share the blue diamond flash under each wing.

Were they a rare bird, we would be celebrating their wondrous beauty and they would be pursued by people in camouflage with a spotting scope as soon as they appeared. It’s funny that we don’t notice their beauty simply because they are commonplace.

So, make amends and go and show them your appreciation. At this time of year you can be sure to find them on any lake or stream, where you will be able to watch them feed by upending themselves in the water, dabbling for food and showing a tail that is reminiscent of a Teddy boy haircut.

19 JANUARY | LAKE

If there is no nature in sight and you need a winter fix, then get yourself down to a lake or pond.

Unless it is frozen solid – and if so, this in itself is a reason for a visit – then a winter lake always has a little noise and life.

The intermittent quack, squeal and honk of birds on a winter lake has a sedate, calming air. Nothing seems to be in a rush. You might hear the whispers of reeds standing dead in the winter breeze, and perhaps the odd ripple of a fish.

The presence of water lifts the quality of the daylight even on the greyest day. This is nature watching with a zen air, soaking up a mood rather than looking closely. So wrap up warm, tune in and slow down. Make like a winter lake-dweller.

20 JANUARY | GHOSTING GNATS

Ghosts are stalking the park. There is just the faintest breath of heat from the January sun and a smoky haze of tiny insects is catching the light.

These are winter gnats and they really are a kind of ghost, feeding on dead and decaying plants and turning them into new life. Even in the depths of winter, you can see them on any day when the sun breaks through the clouds.

Tiny insects like these are to be treasured. Not only do they bring dying plants into new life, but they also provide a source of food for all sorts of larger creatures: beetle, bird or bat. They are barely noticeable, but in a low sun they dance like fireflies.

So, cherish that mass of dead leaves under the hedge and leave the stalks of last year’s plants a while yet. Among the decay lies the prospect of resurrection – the seeds and eggs of new life.

21 JANUARY | PIED WAGTAIL

You will have seen a wagtail strutting somewhere around town. Their name is revealing as they constantly wag their long black-and-white tails while wandering across a verge or a car-park.

They are sharply dressed birds, somewhere between a pirate and a waiter – with a white face-mask and trim, monochrome jacket. They fly with a distinctive, looping style.

Pied wagtails seem to have taken to towns (perhaps because they are warmer places to roost at night). John Clare, the wonderful eighteenth-century poet, called them ‘the little trotty wagtail’ and he also noted their preference for a warm bed – ‘your home is nigh at hand and in the warm pigsty.’ I can’t see one without thinking that it would be the friend that would slope off to a B&B when you were on a camping trip …

22 JANUARY | HAZEL CATKIN

The hazel trees on the edge of woods and in hedgerows and gardens are festooned with little kitten’s tails. From a distance the pale yellow flowers look bright in the winter sun.

You can usually tell a hazel in winter by its shape. When cut it produces a flush of straight vertical shoots – good for walking sticks and pretend weapons for children.

This month no such observation skills are required; the catkins are all you need. We may not always think of trees as having flowers, but nearly all of them do. Every catkin on a hazel tree is a cluster of flowers, each hanging delicately from a silver-grey branch.

Hazel is a magical tree, said by the Celts to be the source of wisdom and inspiration. On a January day, an abundance of catkins is inspiration enough for me.
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23 JANUARY | BLACKBIRD

Blackbirds are always reliable. In January they hang around on any patch of grass that they can find. The males are black with a yellow eye and the females a handsome brown.

This morning they are attacking an apple on the lawn. A bright yellow beak dives into the fruit’s flesh while the other birds stand smartly around, watching like the doormen at a London hotel.

Most of our blackbirds are here year-round, so the chances are that these ones will be singing high on telephone wires later in the year, nesting in any quiet corner and screeching an alarm call if you get too close.

However, in winter they are also joined by some relatives from the Continent, so while I watch I like to speculate about which ones might be transient European visitors. If they are then they seem to rub along with the residents just fine.

24 JANUARY | HELLEBORE

If you have any space to grow anything at all, then please try to grow a hellebore. Anything that flowers in January is worth its weight in gold, even if it then does absolutely nothing else until the same time next year.

My hellebore is a deep purple, almost black, with creamy-coloured stamens in the nodding flower. It’s quite improbable that such a huge and exotic bloom should appear at this time of year.

This plant is used to it, though – it comes from tough Alpine stock. I have seen a hellebore high up in the Corsican mountains, just beneath the snowline.

Our native green hellebore is a scarcer plant, found in ancient woods, but I suggest that you content yourself with one in the garden or in a pot so that you can relish the start of the spring flowering season from your window.

25 JANUARY | HOUSE SPARROW

I love sparrows in winter. If I go for a winter walk there is nothing better than stumbling across a gang of chattering sparrows hiding in a bush or mass of ivy. They are handsome too, patterned in brown, white and grey.

There is no quiet winter snooze for these birds. All is noisy and busy in the world of sparrows, like a New York taxi rank or a classroom when students are taking their seats.

Later in the year the sociable sparrows will all be finding a place to build some nests side by side, but for now they are scouting about for food, chirping gossip to each other as they go.

26 JANUARY | STARLING

Starlings make blackbirds look staid and sensible. At a distance they look quite similar, if slightly smaller. But, if you get a chance to see one close up in the right light, you will notice it has a coat of sequin-like spots.

You may see them coming to roost in a city at night, or hopping across fields among sheep in a busy group.

They are wonderful mimics. As a child I used to whistle at the rooftop starlings as I kicked a stone home from school – and they used to whistle right back.

At this time of year, if you can find the right place (a pier, certain towns or a reed-bed) you have the chance of seeing that wonder of wonders, a starling murmuration – thousands of birds gathering like smoke as the night closes in.

27 JANUARY | ALDER CATKIN

You will need to head to a waterway to find one of these: a lake edge, riverbank or canal towpath will do. Alders are common, but you might not have noticed them.

Alders are river trees, never happier than when their toes are in the water. If you can get close in January then you can find alder catkins, purple and tightly wrapped – clad in armadillo scales. You may also find the floating seeds from last year.

The buds and small twigs of the alder all share a damson-purple tinge. So get down to the riverbank where, in the right light, you can bathe in the purplish haze of a January alder tree.

28 JANUARY | ROBIN

Start the year by getting to know your neighbourhood robin. First, though, you must understand that you are in their neighbourhood. Robins are fiercely territorial birds, so it is likely that if you see a robin in the same place it will be the same bird.

Once you get over the fact that they are probably asking, ‘What are you doing on my patch?’ then you may be able to make friends.

Dig a hole, scuff up some ground, move a dustbin – and a robin may well appear hunting for dozy centipedes, worms or insects caught by surprise. Before you know it they will appear whenever you turn your back: a winter companion, sitting on top of your garden fork with a quizzical gaze.

29 JANUARY | MOLEHILL

Someone has been spring-cleaning … the grass is strewn with soft hillocks of soil, like someone has emptied buckets of earth to create a line of stepping stones across the damp turf.

If you stand among a collection of molehills you can imagine a huge underground network of tunnels inhabited by these industrious little creatures.

In an hour they can shift a hundred times their own weight in soil, and to do this they will eat up to half their body weight in worms every single day.

Moles are good soil scientists; their presence is a sign of high-quality, light, well-drained soil.

30 JANUARY | WOODLOUSE WORD CLOUD

gammer-zow • granny-picker • billy-button • carpenter • carpenter’s flea • cheese-bug • cobber • hard-back • soda-pig • sow-pig • chissel-bob • chucky pig • cheese log • pellet bug • slaiter • cud-worm • palmer • lock-chester • tiggy-hog

31 JANUARY | WOODLOUSE

The variety of old names for woodlice tells you everything you need to know about these creatures that share our homes. One suspects that they moved in as soon as humans decided to put down roots and stay in one place.

We are the new kids on the block. Woodlice have been around for 350 million years and are one of nature’s success stories. There are thousands of different species and they live in habitats that range from the edge of the seashore to the top of the highest mountain.

In my case, they live mainly in the log basket and, of course, in the shed. Miniature grey armadillos. Treasure them: modest human companions, completely harmless and tough as old boots.
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