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Introduction: Spring in the Time of Coronavirus

1 The Spring Equinox and the Lockdown: 21–25 March

A blossoming wild cherry, blackcaps and chiffchaffs singing, willow buds bursting, coltsfoot in flower, mating gnats and sallow mining bees, an effusion of spring butterflies, the blackthorn winter, a lost wild pear tree, the manners of birds, buzzards in the sky where the planes used to be, walking the Long Way, and the cheering effect of jackdaws 

2 When Spray Beginneth to Spring: 26 March–1 April

Ash, oak and elm buds opening, a dipper that’s not a dipper, Jack flowers and Willie flowers, synchronised swimming by great crested grebes, three different scavengers contesting a corpse, skylarks ascending, red kites in London, wayfaring trees and traveller’s joy, cuckoo bees, the importance of cow pats, and a rescued oil beetle 

3 Now That April’s There: 2–8 April

The first orange-tip, Robert Browning’s longing, yellowhammers, the first brimstone, weasels, pond slime, birds of tree trunks, the flower carpet of a holloway, a silent supermoon, finding a colony of house sparrows, liverworts and horsetails, and telling leaves by touch

4 The Easter Weekend and the Cuckoo: 9–14 April

Suburban violets, Gilbert White and Henry David Thoreau, holly blues, the song thrush as a comedian, a willow warbler in a willow tree, a stately home for a nuthatch, the scarlet bottom of a great spotted woodpecker, rainbows moving, frog sex, goldcrests and a lesser whitethroat singing, and the first cuckoo of the spring

5 The Coming of the Swallows: 15–20 April

Swallow arrival, the Thames towpath, the elusive gropper, an owl madrigal, celandines lesser and greater, a farmed landscape in decay, an egg-laying brimstone, the twizzle, the streedle and the chuggle, moth names, herb-paris, a dead mole and its epitaph, and another swallow (this one just passing through)

6 Bluebell Time: 21–27 April

Bluebells at their peak, different shades of green, dazzling little egrets, the mayfly and its hatches, a suburban wheatear, the black poplar, the St Mark’s fly, yellow wagtails, a trio of cuckoos, a tunnel decorated in white flowers, and lords-and-ladies with their perilous berries

7 Spring Rain: 28 April–6 May

April showers and the petrichor, wild flowers of suburban streets, ubiquitous muntjacs, reed buntings no longer in the reeds, Gerard Manley Hopkins and the month of May, Sedgie and his repertoire, the first speckled wood, secrets of the red campion, an obscure planarian, dryads of all kinds, and a singing whitethroat

8 They’re Back!: 7–14 May

The return of the swifts, Denis Summers-Smith, the lost wych elm of Ramsbury, the Beverley Brook, cow parsley and the seasonal parade of umbellifers, the mystery of the scent of lilac, a garden warbler, Grey of Falloden, the munching marsh marigold moth, brimstone caterpillars, and fox fables

9 Mid-May’s Eldest Child: 15–23 May

A landscape rewilded, birds heard versus birds seen, the seductive scent of the musk rose, yellow flag irises, the small heath butterfly, dying ash trees, village names, an encounter with a grass snake, fairy rings, the Duchess of Burgundy, the two smells of elder, and George Eliot’s imagination 

10 In My End Is My Beginning: 24–31 May

May feeling like summer, a spotted flycatcher after all, village wild flowers, lost turtle doves, goldfinches and nyjer seed, looking for hares, the grace and violence of kestrels, the painful bite of a cleg, the lessons of the spring, bee orchids in the Roman ruins, and the dusk chorus
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Michael McCarthy

Michael McCarthy is one of Britain’s leading writers on the environment and the natural world. As a journalist, he was the Environment Correspondent of The Times, covering the early measures taken to combat climate change, culminating in the Earth Summit at Rio de Janeiro; later he was the long-standing Environment Editor of the Independent. He has won a string of awards for his work, including Environment Journalist Of The Year in the British Environment and Media Awards (three times); Specialist Writer of the Year in the British Press Awards; the Silver Medal of the Zoological Society of London; the Dilys Breeze Medal of the British Trust for Ornithology; and the Medal of the RSPB for ‘outstanding services to conservation’. As an author he has written Say Goodbye to the Cuckoo (2009), a study of Britain’s summer migrant birds, which was widely praised; and The Moth Snowstorm: Nature and Joy (2015), which was shortlisted for the Wainwright Prize and the Richard Jefferies Prize. The Moth Snowstorm was described by the New York Times as ‘an idiosyncratic and wonderful walk through his joy of nature’.

Michael’s patch, in normal times, is the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, in south-west London, and in particular Kew’s bluebell wood, an enchanting wild survival in the capital city. When Kew Gardens closed for the lockdown however, it became the nearby towpath of the River Thames, especially the section between Richmond Bridge and Kew Bridge, which is tidal; Richmond Park, the historic, 2,400-acre landscape of acid grassland, streams and ancient oak woods, largely unchanged since Charles I enclosed it in 1637, which is the largest of the royal parks and remarkably wildlife-rich; and the leafy suburban streets on the borders of Richmond and Kew, which themselves benefit from the proximity of such a large amount of green space.
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Jeremy Mynott

Jeremy Mynott is the author of various publications on wildlife and nature. Birdscapes: Birds in Our Experience and Imagination (2009) was described by one reviewer as ‘the finest book ever written on why we watch birds’. His latest book, Birds in the Ancient World: Winged Words (2018), was shortlisted for the Wolfson History Prize and was a TLS Book of the Year. He also led a biodiversity survey of Shingle Street, a tiny hamlet on the Suffolk coast, and published the results as a love-letter to the local environment in Knowing your Place: Wildlife in Shingle Street (2016). He is a founder member of ‘New Networks for Nature’ and co-author of a report for the Green Party on A New Deal for Nature (2019). His earlier professional career was in publishing at Cambridge University Press, where he became chief executive. He is an Emeritus Fellow of Wolfson College, Cambridge. 

Jeremy’s patch is in West Suffolk, centered on the small rural village of Little Thurlow, which is joined to its twin, Great Thurlow, by a road, a river and a web of footpaths. The Thurlows have a long and continuous history, reaching back to at least Roman times, and were mentioned in Domesday in 1086. The landscape is what passes for ‘rolling’ in Suffolk, the two villages set in a shallow valley formed by the last glaciation. The soil is heavy boulder clay over a base of chalk and is farmed mainly for arable crops, though cows are also pastured on suitable meadows down by the river. The River Stour is a key environmental feature. It rises nearby and runs through both villages, later forming the county boundary between Suffolk and Essex, until it reaches the North Sea at Harwich some 60 miles away, as the otter swims.
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Peter Marren

Peter Marren is the author of over twenty books on natural history and the countryside, military and entomological history, and bibliography, including Bugs Britannica (2010), Rainbow Dust (2016) and Chasing the Ghost (2018). He won the BSBI Presidents’ Prize for Britain’s Rare Flowers (1999), which was also runner-up for the Natural World Book Prize. He was also awarded the Society for the History of Natural History’s Thackray Medal for The New Naturalists (1995), and won a Leverhulme Scholarship for Bugs Britannica. He had a column in Countryman, as well as the thirty-year-old cult ‘Twitcher in the Swamp’ column in British Wildlife. He has written for most of the leading national newspapers and has professional experience of nature conservation in England and Scotland. He is the author of Nature Conservation in the long-running Collins New Naturalist Library, and has co-led wildlife tours in many European countries.

Peter’s patch is the Wiltshire village of Ramsbury in the valley of the River Kennet in the North Wessex Downs. The village has a long history, dating back to Saxon times when it had its own bishop and ten water mills, far more than Swindon or Newbury (which only had two). Fortunately, the place was bypassed by the main road, the canal and finally the railway, and so remains what it always was, a village at the centre of a large rural parish. The countryside above the valley is rolling chalk downland, mainly under crops but with scattered small copses and natural chalk grassland on the steepest slopes. The river runs through wet meadows, willow scrub and reedbeds from Ramsbury Manor in the west and Littlecote House in the east, each seated within their parks. Numerous footpaths and bridleways connect the village with outlying settlements, although the riverbank itself is mostly private to preserve its famous trout fishery.
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‘There is something to be wondered at in all of nature.’

Aristotle

Parts of Animals, 645a17


Introduction: 
Spring in the Time of Coronavirus

Michael McCarthy

If there was one mitigating circumstance about the coronavirus pandemic that hit Britain and most of the world in 2020, killing thousands of people, imprisoning millions more in their own homes and devastating national economies, it was that the virus struck in the early part of the year. It hit when the world, at least in the northern hemisphere, was entering into springtime. It is not difficult to imagine how the strain of bereavement for many, illness for many more and lockdown for virtually everybody would have been intensified if, as the first wave of the pandemic progressed, we had all been progressing with it into the dark and cold and wet of November and December. As it was, we were moving towards April and May, towards the warmth and the light, and that offered some hope.

The coronavirus spring that followed turned out, in fact, to be a remarkable event, not only because it unfolded against the background of the calamitous disease, but also because, in an extraordinary conjunction, it was in Britain the loveliest spring in living memory. It had more hours of sunshine, by a very substantial margin, than any previous recorded spring; indeed, it was sunnier than any previously recorded British summer, except for three. It meant that life in the natural world flourished as never before, just as working life in the human world was hitting the buffers, with a resounding crash.

The coincidence of these two remarkable circumstances is what this book sets out to record, but its ultimate aim is more than documentary; in illustrating the worth of nature at a particular, crucial moment, the moment of the Covid-19 pandemic, it seeks to highlight its worth as a whole. 

The book came about because I discovered that my fellow nature-watchers Jeremy Mynott and Peter Marren had been recording the spring as the virus progressed, just as I had been, with the difference that they both lived in the countryside, in East Anglia and Wessex respectively, while I lived in the London suburbs. My two old friends were each looking at what birdwatchers call their ‘patch’, the local area they seek to monitor most closely for wildlife sightings. In Jeremy’s case this was the farmland around the Suffolk village of Little Thurlow, and in Peter’s, the chalk downland and the associated valley of the River Kennet near the Wiltshire village of Ramsbury. My own patch was somewhat different: it was the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, where I have spent many years gazing as much at the native wildlife as at the splendid horticulture and the botanical treasures from across the world. But the day before the lockdown was declared, Kew Gardens closed for the pandemic’s duration, and I was obliged to find other places to which I could walk to watch the spring unfold – non-essential motorised travel for any sort of distance being prohibited. Since I lived in Richmond upon Thames, eight miles from central London, I began to walk the towpath of the river, and Richmond Park, the largest of the royal parks, and also the suburban roads on the borders of Richmond and Kew, to see how much of the seasonal change could be observed in an urban setting (a very leafy one, let it be said). 

I had never recorded a spring before, I mean, not in detail, although Jeremy and Peter had been recording nature for decades. I have loved wildlife and the natural world since I was a small boy, but I have never kept a regular calendar, like they have done, and written down religiously that the first celandine flowered on this day, and I heard my first chiffchaff sing on that day and saw my first brimstone butterfly the day after. Yet this spring, the Covid spring, was different; it seemed unlike all others, not least because, in southern England anyway, it was proving exceptionally beautiful, yet by unfolding in parallel with the disease it was producing a sort of bizarre and tragic incongruity. Our beloved summer migrant birds, the swallows and cuckoos, the swifts and the willow warblers, were returning from their winter in Africa; the spring butterflies, the brimstones, the orange-tips and the holly blues, were emerging with their flashes of brilliance; and the spring flowers, the celandines, the primroses, the lady’s smocks and the bluebells were each day adding new colour to the landscape, which was only intensified by the sunshine which from morning till evening seemed to pour down uninterrupted. Yet even as all this was happening, people were dying every day in their hundreds from the virus, often away from their loved ones, alone and in distress, and not a few of the health workers and care workers who were trying to save them were also dying, while millions of others were struggling to cope with the loss of jobs and the stress of being confined to their homes, especially if home meant a small flat. You almost felt that nature should have switched off, out of sympathy. Yet nature went blithely forward, as nature has always done.

This paradox was what made this springtime unique, and made me feel that it required memorialising; and I was writing it down, following its development day by day. When I found that my friends – both far better naturalists than me – were writing it down as well, I suggested that we record the spring together, and combine and compare our records in a joint narrative, and they readily concurred. We agreed to start at the spring equinox in March, the beginning of the astronomical spring, which by chance immediately preceded the nationwide lockdown ordered by Boris Johnson, the prime minister, in an attempt to halt the British part of the pandemic. We would finish at the end of May, the conclusion of the meteorological spring, because these ten weeks hold the vast majority of the changes in this most dynamic of the seasons. We also agreed that there would be an entry for each day by at least one of us. In the event, these covered a wide range of taxa and topics, from swallows to musk roses, from yellowhammers to mining bees, and from the imagination of George Eliot and the verse of Robert Herrick to the ventriloquial abilities of the grasshopper warbler; and I doubt that few, if any, readers of this book, however great their expertise in natural history, will be familiar with the munching marsh marigold moth. 

As the spring evolved, so did the pandemic, and we observed both; in our narrative, the events of the natural world are set against the progress of the disease, and the government’s attempts to manage the unprecedented situation in which the country found itself. Yet there was something more: spring in the time of the coronavirus felt not just unusual, not just paradoxical and incongruous in its character, but important somehow. It seemed to matter greatly, in some way I couldn’t at first quite put my finger on. There was something in the background, something about what this spring meant for the natural world and how people treated it, what it meant for human relations with the environment as a whole. 

What we all three could see, initially, was solace: it was clear that nature at its loveliest and most inspiring, in springtime’s wondrous transformations, could offer people comfort at a moment of tragedy and great stress. ‘There is no salve quite like nature for an anxious mind,’ said Richard Deverell, the director of Kew, reluctantly closing his botanical garden as the pandemic took hold. A large number of others who had ready access to the natural world agreed with him, especially those with the countryside on their doorsteps, and wished to share their experiences of it, often using social media. Prominent among them were nature writers, in that rich modern tradition which has sprung up in Britain in the last twenty years or so. Mark Cocker, one of the most accomplished, tweeted on 18 April: ‘I’m posting an uplifting image each day till this thing is done. No coronas, no Covids, but possibly corvids’ (the last word a reference to one of his best-known books, Crow Country). Mark Avery, Britain’s most influential wildlife blogger, organised a nature writing competition through his website. Melissa Harrison, crafter of moving novels about the natural world, created a series of podcasts about nature around her Suffolk village. Some of our most brilliant wildlife photographers, such as Bob Gibbons and Richard Steel, began sending out inspiring daily images. Many others undertook similar enterprises. Jeremy, Peter and I were somewhat different: we were not publishing daily bulletins, but we saw the chance, in our recording, to put together an unusually detailed portrait of a particular springtime, which we instinctively thought could prove a source of consolation in similar difficult times. 

The idea of the consoling power of nature goes back many centuries, but it is strange how relatively recent is our discovery of one particular aspect of it – the fact that the beneficial effects of exposure to the natural world on our physical and mental health are empirically real, and can be seen as such even in an era which demands scientific evidence. They had long been supposed, in a sort of obvious, generalised, sometimes slightly patronising way – of course a walk in the park will do you good, like a nice cup of tea – but it was not really until 1982 that we began to open our eyes to the true dynamic character of the link between nature and our psyches, with the publication of Roger Ulrich’s celebrated paper in the journal Science, with its title of staggering banality and revolutionary implications: ‘View Through a Window May Influence Recovery From Surgery’. 

Ulrich was an American architect who specialised in hospital design, and in a hospital in Pennsylvania he had discovered something uncanny: over a period of nine years, patients who underwent gall bladder surgery made substantially quicker and better recoveries if they had a natural view from their beds. Some of the windows of the hospital wing looked out onto a group of trees and some onto a brick wall, and those lucky enough to have the tree view, Ulrich found, recovered faster, spent less time in hospital, required fewer painkillers, had better evaluations from nurses and experienced fewer post-operative complications than those who only had the wall to look at. The data were indisputable: they showed that contact with nature, even if only visual, clearly had a measurable effect on people’s well-being. 

Ulrich’s paper is still not widely known by the public at large, but in highlighting the reality of our organic bond with nature, it seems more of a milestone in human affairs, more seminal with every year that passes; and since its publication, research has mushroomed into the effects of exposure to the natural world on our physical and especially our mental health, and there is now a vast literature. Such exposure is increasingly part of clinical practice, and recently in Britain a stream of books have borne witness to its effects, such as Bird Therapy by Joe Harkness, The Natural Health Service by Isabel Hardman and Losing Eden by Lucy Jones.

What all these accounts have in common is the belief that contact with the natural world reduces stress; and with the whole population confined to home, stress was one of the pandemic’s principal consequences. The level of stress in those first weeks of lockdown depended on your circumstances. It was greater if you were poor than if you were rich: it was substantially harder to self-isolate in a small high-rise flat than in a mansion. It was greater if you were self-isolating with people who were difficult, such as demanding children or abusive partners – indeed, with the latter it could be dangerous or even fatal. It was greater if you were on your own, without support networks. It was greater if you were from a black, Asian or minority ethnic family, as it began to appear that people from a BAME background, for reasons that were initially unclear, were more vulnerable to the virus. But for most of the 66 million people of the United Kingdom, now being dragooned and bossed about in a way unknown since the Second World War, there was some level of strain and anxiety brought about by the abrupt ending of normal social intercourse, and the very real fear of infection. 

In these circumstances, people sought diversion in all sorts of ways, but many turned to nature. It is clear their numbers were substantial. Let us take just one, astonishing figure: the increase in page views for the webcams run by the 47 wildlife trusts that look after nature on a county-by-county basis across Britain. Many people enjoy watching wildlife via webcams, which often show surprising and intimate moments at the nest or in the burrow. In the period 23 March to 31 May 2019, there were 20,407 page views of the trusts’ webcams; but in the period 23 March to 31 May 2020, which corresponds almost precisely to the period covered by this book, there were 433,632 views, an increase of 2,024 per cent. And it was in contemplating numbers such as these that you could gradually begin to understand what was important about the coronavirus spring, besides its cherished ability to provide solace for the anxious. It was staring you in the face, but it was so simple, so obvious, that you were likely to miss it. It was the fact that it was there. The natural world was available to us, even at such a traumatic time. It had not been thrown off course, it had not been knocked out by the pandemic, by this great world-historical event that was knocking out everything else, that was making 2020 a lost year in human affairs. At this time of chaos in the world of people, nature was a constant, as it has always been. The Covid-19 virus had wrecked, if only temporarily, so many human artefacts; it had stopped business, trade, travel, sport, education, entertainment and social gatherings of all kinds – but it hadn’t stopped the spring. In nature, 2020 was not a lost year. Just the opposite. 

If you saw it like this, you suddenly saw once again the unique worth of the natural world, which produced us and shaped us, which holds our origins and which remains the true home of our psyches – as Roger Ulrich began to discover – and which even today, when so many have turned their backs on it, gives us everything, from the air we breathe to the water we drink and the food we eat. You saw anew its fantastic power and resilience. You saw its infinite value. You saw the wonder of it. But you also saw its vulnerability, because the coronavirus spring produced vivid instances of battered parts of the natural world prospering once more, of natural processes resuming when pressure from the mammoth human enterprise was temporarily lessened across the globe. Fish returned to the canals of Venice, no longer churned up by tourist boats. In parts of northern India, the Himalayas became visible for the first time in thirty years as air pollution fell. Baby sea turtles made it safely to the water on Brazilian beaches empty of sunbathers, joggers and dogs. Wild boar and deer came back into car-free European cities; in Llandudno in north Wales, wild goats roamed the streets. Some of these instances were in the nature of novelties, but others were significant: to give an example from my own experience, the historic landscape of Richmond Park in outer London was reintegrated and rewilded by the absence of the motor vehicle traffic that had previously cut it into pieces, and no one who saw it in that April, May and June will ever forget it. Most notable of all, the world experienced a colossal fall in the carbon dioxide emissions that are causing the most menacing of all our environmental problems, climate change. 

Thus you can see the coronavirus spring, with its spectacular pause in human activity and its simultaneous flourishing of nature, as a great global reminder, a final warning that we have nearly reached the point of no return in our destruction of the natural world – we who in the last fifty years have wiped out half the planet’s wildlife and started to destabilise the atmosphere. It is an historic moment. We are at a parting of the ways: one way, to continue as before; the other, to rebuild economies shattered by the pandemic differently, in a green way, above all so that climate change might be coped with and the natural world preserved (or at least as much of it as possible). And there are other lessons to be learned. One is: beware the consequences of degrading nature, as was done in the wet markets of Wuhan in China, the putative source (at least at the outset) of the Covid-19 virus. Another is: be prepared for major surprises, for the Covid pandemic was a surprise if it was anything, which the world was in no way prepared for; and some of the leading scientists of climate change, especially Wallace Broecker and James Hansen, have warned that the effects of global warming may not be gradual, as is generally assumed, but may be sudden and unexpected, such as abrupt changes in ocean circulation, or ice sheets collapsing, events that may catch the world out. 

There are also lessons from the coronavirus spring closer to home. For in dealing with the consolation of nature, it is only right that we should ask: for whom was it available in Britain in 2020? For nearly everyone on social media, but for fewer of us in real life is the answer, although access to nature in some form was possible for more people than is implied by the official figures, which state that only 17 per cent of us in Britain live in the countryside, while 83 per cent live in towns and cities. This may be true, but it does not show the whole picture. Gardens, for example, make a big difference. According to a 2016 report on gardens and health from the King’s Fund, no less than 87 per cent of UK households have access to a garden, and a lot of nature can be observed there. (My wife and I are probably typical; we have a forty-by-twenty-foot plot, less than two hundred yards from one of the busiest roads in the capital, but in it, during the coronavirus spring, we watched marsh marigolds and yellow flag irises come into flower, brimstone butterflies lay eggs, and goldfinches bring up their young.) However, that still leaves 13 per cent of UK households garden-free, which is a lot of people. How many of them had access to green space? 

We can make some rough guesses. The Ordnance Survey produces a Green Spaces Index, which suggests that there are 2.6m people in the country who do not live within a ten-minute walk of a green space or park, 10,579 of them in London (though some of these people will probably have access to gardens). Britain at present has no official policy on how much green space should be available for its citizens. So perhaps one of the first Covid-19 lessons to be learned by the government – indeed, by all governments – might be to see that this is a gap which needs filling, and adopt the idea of the Green Party MP Caroline
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