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Author’s Note

The names of almost all the people (and even badgers!) in what follows have been changed. Place names have largely been avoided. At no point was the internet consulted in the writing of this book.
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The Clough
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Yorkshiremen – and women – have always been wary of comers-in. A new deputy head at our school from ‘down South’ was overheard to pronounce that particular local landscape feature known as a clough so that it rhymed not with ‘tough’ and ‘enough’ but with ‘plough’ and ‘bough’. Was it possible that he had never heard of Brian Clough? For some reason or other, perhaps because the forward-thinking deputy made himself rather unpopular with the old guard, this trivial faux pas passed into staffroom folklore along with the time Virginia, who later, appointed from within, would become a well-liked deputy, turned up for work wearing ‘pretty’ silver earrings which I helpfully pointed out were in the shape of cannabis leaves, a fact that certainly wouldn’t have been lost on some of the children.

At the age of fifty-three – still young in some envious people’s eyes, certainly still able-bodied – I had worked at the same junior school for twenty-five years and never missed a day. I had worked under four different heads and taught the children of the children I’d taught. I suddenly felt I had had enough – no, it had been coming – and I was out of touch with the new technology. Interactive whiteboards weren’t for me. My proud copperplate handwriting on blackboard or wipe-clean whiteboard was obsolete. I took early retirement. Such decisions are always tough at the time, but I had no dependants and had always lived frugally in my solitude. When I was sixty I could begin to claim my annual teachers’ pension and would receive a lump sum in addition. In the meantime I had savings; I was financially secure. I had an idea that I would go ‘feral’ and also that I wanted to be active in conservation, as a volunteer.

I lived in a river valley system which might have come straight out of a geography textbook, it was that discrete and well defined, an offshoot of the rest of the borough with its own distinct natural and human histories. My terraced house backed on to the river. The river was the basis for all the valley’s textile mills, like the empty, blank-windowed building on the opposite bank. The house had no garden. The birds I saw each day from my back windows were kingfishers and herons, dippers and grey wagtails.

From the big kitchen window I could see a large flat stone jutting out of the water which was only submerged when the river was high and roiling. Here birds – mostly pigeons – came down to drink. It was a platform from which the wagtails launched themselves, like self-propelled shuttlecocks on elastic, to catch insects in mid-air; it was a stopping-post for the dippers who caught their prey underwater; and once a sandpiper was there, a summer migrant from Africa, perched on the stone, bobbing, close enough for me to photograph. I fed the fish – brown trout – by dropping pellets of bread crust from the open window. I caught glimpses of their iridescent flanks as they rose and flipped over quick as ricocheting projectiles. Sometimes I saw mink, which is always a thrill despite what anyone says. Often I dreamt of seeing an otter.

I bought a pair of waders from a fishing-tackle shop so I could remove large unsightly items of rubbish from the river: a wheelie bin, traffic cones, a bicycle frame, sun canopies lifted by the wind from the wine bar upstream. The lesser items sailed away towards town. But the water was clear, if peaty. At this point the terraced row and the derelict mill opposite canalised the river so that the water lapped against the walls and left a dirty tidemark. A few trees – sycamores – had still managed to gain a foothold. The clear airspace over the water was a flight corridor for birds and a canny sparrowhawk perched in the branches, waiting in ambush. In the evenings, bats dipped and looped. My front door opened on to the street. There was nothing of interest to see in that direction apart from the antics of the jackdaws.

Actually, the jackdaws could be very entertaining. There was the time a fledged chick with a mouth as wide as a frog’s took refuge behind one of my wheelie bins – this dark space probably resembled the cavity it occupied as a nestling – and the two parent birds perched protectively on the stone lintel above my front door, adjacent to the bins, launching noisy assaults on me as I exited and entered my house. And the occasion when one perched expectantly on the gutter of the Indian restaurant opposite waiting for the emergence of fledgling starlings from beneath the eaves, ignoring the empty threats and insults of the frantic parent starlings. I knew what was going to happen but there was nothing I could do about it and, besides, it wasn’t my place to interfere. So I just watched. And when the boldest feathered chick sallied forth into the world, full of the spirit of adventure, it was immediately stabbed bloodily to death.

The water itself was endlessly fascinating, in different lights, under different weather conditions, at different levels and rates of flow. There would be a moment during each day when I found myself looking out and down, letting my thoughts and attention drift. There comes the idle whimsy when one is lucky enough to live alongside a river that sooner or later the whole world in one form or another will come by, that all things will pass; a sense of continuity and longevity. The river never stopped flowing. It rose dramatically after heavy rains with the run-off from the surrounding moors and hills and was turbulent and turbid, but it soon settled down again. I always wondered how the aquatic creatures coped; whether they managed to cling on or were swept away downstream in periodic shunts.

When I did capture an otter on trail camera, it was in a rather different, humdrum setting, under a road bridge on the outskirts of town. I was monitoring badger and fox traffic along the bank of a brook when the otter showed up unexpectedly. It appeared twice, ten days apart. Otters are great wanderers with long, linear territories, and waiting for one to come by requires great patience.

Along the length of my home river on both sides, many streams feed into the deeper channel, draining off the high ground north and south. Each stream or brook is associated with its own lesser valley, or clough, more or less perpendicular to the west–east course of the main valley. These tend to be narrow and steep in more than one axis. Because of the rugged nature of the terrain they have been spared the axe and the plough, and many are wooded. Some have delightful names. My personal favourite is Purl Clough, which, apart from evoking the preciousness of its homophone, has a charming derivation, being a corruption or contraction of Purrill (Purr-Rill), the rill that purrs. These cloughs are important refuges and corridors for wildlife. Their slopes make excellent sites for well-drained badger setts bolstered and defended by tree roots. Deer lie up under cover of the foliage during the day, their presence often unsuspected.

Progressive human beings aren’t likely to miss a trick, however. Cloughs were seen as convenient places to dump the megatons of industrial- and domestic-grade ash which were the excretions of the mills and their dependants. A so-called bottle tip is where a local dump of domestic waste includes plate and glassware among the ash, some of it likely to be in pristine condition and of some value. Happily, ash tips are not so detrimental to wildlife. Badgers actually seem to favour the friable substrate for its ease of digging and drainability. Responsible – and law-abiding – treasure hunters (‘bottle-diggers’) steer well clear of tip sites occupied by badgers, but badger enthusiasts who monitor setts may be rewarded with the spoils of their subjects’ labour. To a badger burrowing in ash, a Victorian or Edwardian bottle with raised lettering in coloured glass is no more or less than a mineral lump akin to a stone to be winkled out of the ground and dragged on to its own waste heap. Badgers are accidental archaeologists unearthing antique artefacts as if from a bran tub and casting them aside for others to pick over.

Donning rose-tinted spectacles we look nostalgically upon all this old rubbish as being quaint and of historical interest, carelessly forgetting that it is just a load of rubbish and that we have always been a bunch of tossers. Today’s rubbish is so ugly and vulgar by comparison and it’s often dumped in beautiful places. Fly-tipping is, by definition, carried out well away from the point of origin, out of sight out of mind. The shameless tosser doesn’t care about the wood, ravine or whatever he chooses to dump his load in, whether it’s cannabis-growing surplus and paraphernalia or the erstwhile contents of a gutted bathroom or kitchen. The main thing is just to get rid of it all without incurring a charge. Those warning notices with their empty threats aren’t fooling anyone. Yet, still the wildlife isn’t discouraged by the aesthetics of the post-apocalypse. Still we will find badgers here like thick-skinned, laidback Wombles. Brock or bruck is a Scots word for rubbish; a brock is ‘a dirty, stinking fellow’ (Chambers Dictionary).

A certain clough at the head of the valley hasn’t been honoured with a name. On the Ordnance Survey (OS) map, clearly out of date, it isn’t even marked by any tree symbols, yet it is well wooded. The few original big trees are ash and sycamore. Their mossy trunks and lower limbs lean out over the rocky stream with its series of modest waterfalls. Long-disused rope swings, also covered in moss, hang down like lianas. The landowners had the foresight to plant a wide range of extra broad-leaved trees forty years ago, the most successful of which has been that water-loving species alder. The clough is on private property, fenced with sheep mesh along its margins. Walkers taking the footpath that cuts through it on to the moor are greeted by a sign: caution steep ground. Few would guess that it is host to a long-established badger clan, that its vegetation conceals one of the most active and impressive setts in the valley, with a broad scree slope formed by the excavations of many generations of burrowers.

The stream has its own resident dippers and the damp level ground attracts woodcock in winter. The stream pays no heed to summer or winter but keeps on flowing, through long droughts when the badgers are hard-pressed to find earthworms to eat, and bitter cold spells when icicles as long and thick as a man’s arm hang from the sheer sides.

In the grand scheme of things – to a person passing through breadthways – it might not seem like much, but to one who straddles the mesh and discovers the sett and takes the time to look around, to one who comes to know it long-term as a pocket of tranquillity where others aren’t likely to intrude and values it as the last tree cover before the open moor as well as perennial home base to large nocturnal mammals; to them the clough takes on great local significance. In 2020, the year I turned sixty (and a memorable year for all of us), I could say that this special place belonged to me. What’s more, the clough was just part of a wider plot of land that came into my possession. How did I get here? First came the RSPB, then the badger group. The two had overlapped.

Here in this valley, we are surrounded by the moors. It may be imagination but they seem to call to me, to let me know somehow that they will always be there when I need them. Throughout my teaching career I sought them out at weekends and during holidays. I found their peace and wild, elemental nature inviting and therapeutic. The wide open spaces and open access, the lack of people or signs of humanity; these things attracted me. The sparseness of points of interest brought each feature and creature encountered into clearer focus. It was natural, therefore, in my professional retirement that I should be interested in what the RSPB were up to, specifically their long-term project of blanket bog restoration. The moors were drying out and the peat turning to dust, which wasn’t good for wildlife, for biodiversity, or for the environment or climate. The moors are riddled with gulleys. By blocking these channels to slow the flow of water and encouraging sphagnum moss to grow, the dry, bare peat could become well-vegetated bog as it once was. Sphagnum is called an ‘ecosystem engineer’ for its knock-on beneficial effects on other organisms; it holds water like a sponge and gives other plants a chance to take hold. These conditions are good for insects which feed breeding waders such as golden plover, dunlin and curlew, species in worrying decline, which is where the RSPB come in. I wasn’t the only outsider interested in this process. The work was well funded because another of its positive outcomes is carbon capture. This was cutting-edge conservation and I wanted in.

It was tough, physical work, but all the more satisfying for that. Sometimes – often – it was so cold on the exposed tops outside the breeding season that such demanding labour was the only way to keep the blood circulating. Just as hay fever is the bane of my summers, swollen chilblained fingers became the scourge of my winters.

For six years, two days a week, I was an RSPB volunteer. For much of the rest of the time, including evenings – the best time of day – I explored my immediate environs in depth, getting to know better the reservoirs, woods, cloughs and hidden places, beginning to learn their secrets. If I was ever caught trespassing I could say I was with the RSPB. At some point I crossed paths with the chair of the badger group out and about, and realised from our conversation that here was another way, as with the RSPB, of legitimately getting on the inside and gaining access to further, deeper secrets. I didn’t know a great deal about badgers then; I knew where a handful of setts were and had noticed – sometimes stopping to photograph – a few road victims on my travels.

Soon after joining the group it became clear that very few of its members were active in the field. Because of my credentials as a conservation volunteer, I was entrusted with a photocopy of a section of OS map with asterisks marking known sett locations. I was surprised at how many there were and set out to track down as many as I could. ‘Badgering’ is highly addictive. A series of cunningly placed clues leads to the solving of a mystery. More than any other British animal, the badger leaves a wide range of distinctive traces of its unseen activities. And tracking a wild beast to its lair awakens latent primal urges. At another level, it is like being a child again, getting dirty and playing at being commandos or explorers. Best of all were the times when I could announce that I had found a sett which wasn’t already marked on the map.

Given more and more responsibilities within the group, after a year I was asked if I would take on the ‘Badger Phone’, which seemed to be something of a hot potato, changing hands from one month to the next. This was to be, believe it or not, my first experience of a mobile phone (the year was 2017), a bottom-of-the-range push-button Alcatel which became – and still is – my personal phone. Around the same time I was also given responsibility for casualties, first of all in my own political ward but very soon in the whole borough – one of the largest in the country. The group’s records showed that responsibility for casualties had been somewhat neglected, but it seemed to me that this ought to be a priority public service since a dead animal at the roadside presents the commonest type of badger encounter. I also sensed an exciting opportunity to amass my own raw data, and I duly disseminated the incident number far and wide. I became the go-to man for the council (highways and cleansing departments), police, vets and general public. I also took on foxes and would later add deer. I was so busy that eventually I could no longer spare two days on the moors, which was a pity. I was on call morning to night every day of the year.

It was through my work for the badger group that the chance to purchase a plot of land came up. I had been looking for some time. My experience of conservation work with the RSPB led to the dream of my own small-scale project. Parcels of land, private woods and fields were beginning to appear on the market, but I found myself up against rivals with serious money and schemes for making more. A wood, already compromised by its surroundings, could be used for rearing pheasants destined to be shot; it could be a source of timber; it could be a site for war games or a novel wedding reception or party venue, a campsite, an adventure playground with zip wires and tree houses, a proving ground for off-road vehicles . . .

During a routine visit to a big, long-established sett on private land my break came out of the blue. In passing, the widowed landowner revealed his intention to sell up the farmstead and downsize, and voiced his concerns regarding the badgers’ future. He might, he announced, donate the discrete piece of land including and surrounding the sett to the National Trust. It was, he added, worth x-thousand pounds. ‘I’ll give you that for it,’ I piped up. And that was pretty much that. The legal process dragged on due to pandemic restrictions but by the middle of summer I took possession of three and a half acres comprising a large field of permanent pasture, a young plantation surrounding a fenced compound with sheds, and, crucially, the clough.
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Appendix 1: Badger and Fox Names



	 


	Badger names


	Fox names





	international name


	Eurasian badger


	red fox





	Latin


	Meles meles


	Vulpes vulpes





	trinomial (subspecies)


	M. meles meles


	V. vulpes crucigera





	formerly


	Ursus meles, Meles taxus


	Canis vulpes





	old names


	brock, pate, grey, bawson


	tod (Scot.)





	other languages


	blaireau (Fr.), Dachs (Ger.)


	renard (Fr.), Fuchs (Ger.), zorro (Sp.), kitsune (Jap.)





	derogatory


	Billy


	Reynard





	family


	boar, sow, cub


	dog, vixen, cub





	scientific family


	Mustelidae, mustelid


	Canidae, canid





	adjective


	meline


	vulpine





	collective noun


	cete


	skulk





	den


	sett


	earth





	dung (archaic)


	werderobe


	waggying












Appendix 2: Comparative Average Weights of Adult Badger Casualties (ABCs), Winter 2019/20 to Autumn 2022

The number in brackets after the gender is the sample size. The weights in brackets after the average weight show the range. The difference between the sexes (always in favour of the male) is shown after the curly bracket. The final figures show the weight gain or loss from one season to the next.

 

December 2019 – February 2020 (winter)



	male (15): 11.9 kg (8.25–16.25 kg)


	}1.9 kg


	-0.4 kg





	female (4): 10.0 kg (8.0–11.75 kg)


	-1.3 kg








 

March–May 2020 (spring)



	male (10): 10.5 kg (9.1–13.2 kg)


	}0.5 kg


	-1.4 kg





	female (11): 10.0 kg (7.0–12.5 kg)


	0








 

June–August 2020 (summer)



	male (8): 11.0 kg (9.5–13.2 kg)


	}1.3 kg


	+0.5 kg





	female (6): 9.7 kg (7.1–12.4 kg)


	-0.3 kg








 

September–November 2020 (autumn)



	male (8): 12.9 kg (9.6–17.0 kg)


	}0.3 kg


	+1.9 kg





	female (9): 12.6 kg (9.0–16.5 kg)


	+2.9 kg








 

December 2020 – February 2021 (winter)



	male (7): 11.5 kg (9.5–13.5 kg)


	}


	-1.4 kg





	female (0)


	–––








March–May 2021 (spring)



	male (14): 10.7 kg (9.1–13.75 kg)


	}1.7 kg


	-0.8 kg





	female (9): 9.0 kg (7.0–11.6 kg)


	–––








 

June–August 2021 (summer)



	male (19): 11.4 kg (9.0–13.0 kg)


	}2.3 kg


	-+0.7 kg





	female (7): 9.1 kg (7.2–10.0 kg)


	+0.1 kg








 

September–November 2021 (autumn)



	male (12): 13.1 kg (8.0–16.5 kg)


	}1.5 kg


	+1.7 kg





	female (11): 11.6 kg (7.7–14.5 kg)


	+2.5 kg








 

December 2021 – February 2022 (winter)



	male (13): 12.4 kg (9.75–15.3 kg)


	}2.1 kg


	-0.7 kg





	female (13): 10.3 kg (6.25–14.5 kg)


	-1.3 kg








 

March–May 2022 (spring)



	male (23): 11.3 kg (8.2–15.0 kg)


	}1.5 kg


	-1.1 kg





	female (26): 9.8 kg (6.8–16.0 kg)


	-0.5 kg








 

June–August 2022 (summer)



	male (14): 11.3 kg (8.9–15.25 kg)


	}1.0 kg


	0





	female (8): 10.3 kg (6.9–12.6 kg)


	+0.5 kg








 

September–November 2022 (autumn)



	male (11): 12.5 kg (9.4–16.6 kg)


	}1.9 kg


	+1.2 kg





	female (10): 10.6 kg (7.6–13.2 kg)


	+0.3 kg












Appendix 3: Reasons for Dealing with Badger Roadkill Promptly

•It might still be alive!
•It might be an illegally killed badger passed off as roadkill – only an experienced examiner can tell the difference.
•If the deceased badger proves to be a lactating female, there is always the faint chance (worth pursuing) that orphaned cubs can be rescued.
•Roadkill provides an invaluable insight into the location of badger pathways and their setts.
•It is important to remove corpses quickly so that these locations are not revealed to would-be persecutors.
•The public at large, or at least its wildlife-friendly members, are reassured when dead animals are attended to by a caring organisation; dead badgers deserve respect.
•It is imperative that corpses be returned to natural ecosystems for the feeding opportunities and nutrients they provide.
•Examining corpses is one of the most effective ways of learning about unapproachable animals at first-hand; the sooner a corpse is examined the better its condition will be.




Appendix 4: A Roe Deer Glossary

browse (v): to feed on vegetation with head up (cf. graze)

brush (n): preputial tuft of hair (buck; cf. tush)

cast (adj): of antlers shed naturally at end of breeding season

clean (adj): of new antlers when velvet shed

creep (n): worn underpass beneath fence

crotties (n): piles of droppings (cf. fewmets)

fewmets (n): individual droppings

fray (v): to strip bark from young trees with antlers

game trail (n): path though undergrowth created by the regular passage of wild animals including deer

gorget (n): pale throat patch in winter coat

graze (v): to feed on grass or herbs with head down (cf. browse)

kid (n): fawn

lair (n): bedding-down place

metatarsal gland (n): visible (dark) scenting area on lower hindleg

pearling (n): bony tubercles on antlers

pedicle (n): short bony stalk from which an antler grows

pelage (n): coat

rumen (n): first and largest of four stomach compartments

rut (n): mating season

slots (n): hoofprints

target (n): pale rump patch

tush (n): anal tuft of hair (doe; cf. brush)

velvet (n): furred skin covering developing antlers
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