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Introduction

I’m currently sitting at my desk by the window, hoping for a sudden bolt of creative inspiration to strike and wondering how I can possibly distil a subject as broad and wonderful as ‘British Wildlife’ into a mere introduction. It is a grey January day and despite the bare, damp trees and empty, rather sad-looking flowerbeds, I can see a handsome cock pheasant stalking slowly through the undergrowth, the glint of his head like a green jewel against the brown and grey background. An inquisitive robin is hopping along a stretch of trellis and I marvel at his ability to make a living when everything looks so bleak. A lone rabbit ambles through the flowerbed in search of any green shoots and I just see the flash of his white tail as he disappears under the fence. And there it is; inspiration. We are so lucky to be surrounded by such a diverse abundance of wildlife in Britain, from the remarkable barn owl that can detect and locate its prey from the tiniest sound in the undergrowth, to the sociable otter making a game of sliding down riverbanks on his belly. Did you know that the little wren’s voice is ten times louder than that of a cockerel, weight for weight? Or that the clever magpie can count? I find it fascinating to see how evolution has shaped the characteristics of each and every animal to be perfectly suited to its environment, and how adaptable they are. Many species have learned to live happily alongside us in our ever-changing world and even in the cities there is an abundance of life if you know where to look.
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I first discovered my love of drawing and painting wildlife while studying for a degree in Zoology at Cambridge University. As well as fuelling my fascination for animals and their behaviour, I was lucky enough to get involved in various fieldwork projects, studying species in their natural habitats. One such project was looking at bowerbirds in Queensland, Australia. These fascinating birds build elaborate bowers to attract potential mates, and during one observation sitting, I happened to take a sketchbook. I had always loved drawing and painting and I took so much pleasure from sketching the birds and animals that came into my field of view, capturing something of their character and personality.

After a stint in London, I picked up my paintbrushes again a few years later when I settled back in my home county of Lincolnshire with my husband, Jack, and our three young children. We keep chickens and I began sketching them pecking around our garden – I particularly love drawing birds; they have so much character, which I always try to capture in my paintings. Looking at their bony beaks and scaly feet, I am always reminded of the dinosaurs from which they evolved. One of my favourite subjects is guinea fowl – they are so expressive with their long eyelashes and raucous nature!

I feel incredibly privileged to live surrounded by British countryside and farmland and am constantly inspired by our wild neighbours – from the Mad March hares with their characterful faces and gentle personalities to the charming pheasants, strutting wildly across the road. This book provides a small snapshot of some of Britain’s most well-loved wildlife. I hope that the illustrations capture something of the essence of the wonderful personalities we share our world with and, above all, inspire you to celebrate the great British countryside.
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Hedgehog

Erinaceus europaeus

The hedgehog is undoubtedly one of Britain’s most appealing and popular characters, even appearing in Shakespeare’s The Tempest and A Midsummer Night’s Dream, referred to as hedgepigs or urchins. An average adult hedgehog is covered with 5,000–7,000 spines, protecting it from predation. They are well adapted to urban environments and make themselves at home in our gardens, often visiting up to ten gardens on their nocturnal travels.
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Badger

Meles meles

The badger, with its characteristic black- and white-striped face, is a well-loved countryside character. With short, powerful limbs and strong claws, it is well adapted for digging its underground burrows or setts. Badgers are very clean animals and make excellent housekeepers, regularly changing their dirty bedding. They are also generally very peaceful animals and have been known to share their burrows with other species, such as foxes or rabbits. Badgers appear frequently in folklore and literature, particularly in children’s fiction, perhaps this is a reason for our enduring affection for these iconic animals.
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Tawny Owl

Strix aluco

The tawny owl is one of our most familiar owls. It is a stealthy and silent nocturnal hunter, relying on its excellent hearing, which is ten times better than human hearing, to detect the smallest movements of prey in the distant undergrowth. Tawny owls nest in holes in trees and will fiercely defend their young, but chase the fledglings from their territory after the breeding season. Consequently, the mortality rate of young owls is high. Tawny owls have long been the subject of superstitions, and are thought by some to be an omen of bad luck.
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Red Squirrel

Sciurus vulgaris

The iconic red squirrel, with its copper pelt and tufty ears, is a much-loved British native. The familiar bushy tail is used for balance and steering while jumping from tree to tree and is also thought to keep them warm at night. The name ‘squirrel’ even comes from the Greek for ‘shade-tailed’. In addition to their treetop acrobatics, Red squirrels are also excellent swimmers. They are famed for burying caches of nuts and seeds for the lean winter months, but their memory is not as good as that of grey squirrels, and they often forget where they have buried their stash. Most of Britain’s red squirrels are now found in Scotland.
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Little Owl

Athene noctua

The little owl, as the name suggests, is our smallest owl, measuring just 22cm(8½in). It was introduced into Britain in the nineteenth century but has quickly made itself at home and is in fact one of the most widely distributed owls globally, partly due to its ability to live happily alongside humans. Although the little owl mainly hunts at night, it can often be seen perching on posts or branches during the day, bobbing its head up and down. The little owl was associated with Athena, the Greek goddess of wisdom, hence its genus name, Athene.

[image: Illustration]



[image: Illustration]

Red Deer

Cervus elaphus

Red deer are the fourth largest deer species on the planet and our largest land mammal. They live in hierarchical groups with the stags all striving to be the alpha male. During the breeding season, they perform the annual rut where testosterone-charged males size one another up, often resulting in a clashing of antlers that can cause serious injury. The male sheds his antlers annually and they regrow each spring, at a rate of up to 2.5cm (1in) per day. The antlers regrow larger each year with more tines, so the oldest males have the most impressive antlers.

[image: Illustration]



[image: Illustration]

Great Spotted Woodpecker

Dendrocopos major

The great spotted woodpecker can be found in woodlands and sometimes in parks, although it will occasionally make its way to our bird tables, reportedly being partial to peanuts in particular. More commonly, it is reliant on old, decaying trees for food and nesting locations. Despite its dramatic colouring, the great spotted woodpecker is more often heard than seen, heralding its presence with a rhythmic drumming as it pounds its beak on branches or tree trunks. The great spotted woodpecker’s skull is a remarkable feat of engineering, enabling it to slam its beak into wood at 1,000 times the force of gravity, with no trace of a headache!
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Fox

Vulpes vulpes

The beautiful red fox is well known for its intelligence and adaptability. Traditionally found in the countryside, foxes have more recently made themselves at home in our towns and cities, where they thrive alongside humans, and can often be seen in our gardens. Hunting at night, they have excellent night vision and their eyes will appear bright green if a light is shined on them in the dark. Foxes are very vocal and can often be heard barking and calling to one another – in fact, twelve different types of sound have been identified in adults.
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Grey Squirrel

Sciurus carolinensis

The grey squirrel is very common across much of Britain, having been introduced from America in the nineteenth century. It has earned a bad reputation for its effect on the numbers of our native red squirrel, as it is better adapted and more resistant to disease than its red cousins. The grey squirrel has an excellent memory and hoards food for the winter months. The clever little rodent has even been known to trick observers by pretending to bury its food while hiding it in its mouth and then taking it to a more private location.
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Dormouse

Muscardinus avellanarius

The dormouse is a golden coloured, mouse-like rodent with a bushy tail and black beady eyes. It lives in trees and hedgerows, particularly favouring hazel, and feeds on seeds, berries and insects. The dormouse’s Latin name avellanarius means ‘hazel’. As immortalised in Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, the sleepy dormouse is one of only three British mammals to truly hibernate. The name ‘dormouse’ even derives from the French ‘dormir’, meaning to sleep.
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Common Shrew

Sorex araneus

The busy little common shrew, with its pointy, mobile snout is always on the go, and needs to eat every two to three hours as it can die of starvation after only five hours without food. It is active both day and night, taking only short rests between bursts of activity. The common shrew’s tiny eyes have poor vision, but it uses smell and sound to locate its food. It is easily startled and often faints or has even been known to drop dead at a sudden noise.
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Stoat

Mustela erminea

The stoat, despite its relatively small size and dainty appearance is a very effective predator, hunting mainly rodents but also rabbits and even the occasional brown hare. It was introduced to New Zealand to help control the rabbit population but had a devastating effect on their native birds. Its sandy fur moults as the weather cools, and the stoat then sports its winter coat, pristine white except for the black tail. The opportunistic stoat doesn’t build its own den but adds insult to injury by hijacking the burrows of its recently devoured prey.
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Fallow Deer

Dama dama

The beautiful fallow deer has to be one of our most attractive mammals, with its spotted flanks and flattened antlers. It likes to live in woodlands but will also enjoy grazing in open areas as long as there is some woodland cover nearby. It is a shy animal but is surprisingly abundant and causes something of a nuisance by grazing on young tree shoots and agricultural crops.
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Barn Owl

Tyto alba

The pale barn owl with its long legs and wings, and distinctive heart-shaped face, is one of Britain’s most popular birds. It doesn’t hoot like other owls, but makes a shrill, screeching sound. The barn owl hunts silently at night, preying on voles and mice that it detects scurrying around in the undergrowth with its excellent hearing; barn owls do not rely on sight to hunt at all. The supply of voles determines how many eggs the female will lay each year. Chicks in the nest have occasionally been observed to feed one another – this sign of sibling affection is very unusual in birds.
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Mole

Talpa europaea

A mole’s presence is usually signalled by tell-tale mounds of earth from its excavated burrows, often protruding from an otherwise manicured lawn. As a result, the mole is an unpopular visitor for many gardeners. Spending most of its life underground, the mole has poor eyesight but what it lacks in this department it makes up for in its digging ability, with large paws and even an extra thumb to help shift more soil. The mole’s favourite food is worms, and it must eat every few hours or it will die. It has underground larders where it stores caches of worms for later consumption.
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