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To my beautiful Ellie, hoping that one day she’ll meet a hedgehog.




CHAPTER 1

Murder Most Horrid





The game is afoot.

ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE, 
The Return of Sherlock Holmes






THE GUESTS ASSEMBLE IN THE LIBRARY OF HOTEL FURZEHOGE. They whisper in groups and cast glances over to where the Detective and her officers are conferring.

The Detective turns to them, her expression stern. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, my apologies for drawing you from your evening’s entertainment. But be assured this is a matter of the gravest urgency. I regret to inform you’ – and here her gaze sweeps the guests – ‘that there has been a murder.’

Shock ripples through the room.

‘A murder’, the Detective continues, ‘that forms part of a despicable series of wildlife killings. And what is more, the perpetrator is among us, here in this very library.’

At that the gathering goes silent.

‘That’s right, ladies and gentlemen. So we’ve barred the doors. Nobody is to pass in or out until our killer has been identified, and their motives uncovered.’ She grins at the guests’ consternation. ‘This promises to be quite a night.’

‘A murderer?’ says a man in tweeds. ‘Here? One of us?’ He huffs and says, ‘Preposterous.’

‘Interesting that you should say that … Major Geddoff, isn’t it?’ The Detective flips open her notebook and scribbles for a moment. Major Geddoff hastily seats himself. ‘And as for “preposterous”, well, don’t take my word for it. See for yourselves.’

The Detective draws back the curtains. Everyone cranes for a view. The grounds of Hotel Furzehoge are buzzing with boiler-suited officers. The croquet lawn is cordoned off. Its cropped grass now bears a stark, white outline – a rough oblong, with a snouty shape for a head. And before anyone can speak, a trolley is wheeled past. The body it bears is respectfully covered, but spines poke out here and there through the sheet. And when the trolley jars against the sill of the police van, a spindly leg slips into view. The trolley is hastily stowed and the van doors slammed shut. But the image of the leg is indelible: a hairy, wrinkly appendage, ending in four elongated toes.fn1

The Detective watches the van drive off. ‘Far from preposterous, I think you’ll agree. Deadly serious, in fact.’ Her voice is soft. ‘So, before we get started, does anyone have anything to say to me?’ She folds her arms. ‘Anything on the subject of who could possibly have it in for all these poor hedgehogs?’

It’s a very good question. I mean, really, who could? Because I have never met anyone who doesn’t love hedgehogs. I can think of literally nobody who wouldn’t be delighted to see one bumbling down a hedgerow or ambling into their garden. Oh, I’m sure there exist a scattering of hog-aversive types who wouldn’t bother to rush out with a plate of food and a smartphone in the hope of recording something wonderful. But I’m equally sure that those folks – who must have their reasons – are very much in the minority. And I can support this assertion with statistics. Hedgehogs are unquestionably Britain’s favourite mammal. In 2016 they won a national poll, with a whopping 35.9 per cent of the vote. My own beloved ‘Ratty’ (the water vole) didn’t get so much as a sniff, with a measly 3.6 per cent.fn2 And even in the face of such a comprehensive defeat I can’t bring myself to be bitter about it because of course hedgehogs were the winners. They were bound to be. Just look at them! Look at the way they walk, like sweetly determined toddlers, and the snuffling noises they make when they’re doing it! No other mammal inspires such devotion, and no other is so lovably able to be approached and picked up,fn3 marvelled at, fed and then watched pootling amiably away to do you a favour by feasting on your garden’s slug and snail population. And so it is both alarming and perplexing to read reports of the increasingly drastic national decline in their numbers.

The details from the police files provide few initial hints as to the causes. The notes describe an indigenous, insectivorousfn4 adult mammal, typically expected to live for seven to ten years. She was of no fixed abode. In the summer she distributed her time among a large number of well-appointed leafy nests in various sheltered spots, notably in hedgerows. In the winter she traded these for an exclusive ‘hibernaculum’, a larger nest sunk partially into the ground, among tree roots, bramble branches or other supportive structures, and lined with a 20cm thick layer of dead leaves – all laminated together against the cold.1 She was known for an endearingly gruff attitude, solitary tendencies and a dislike of being called ‘Tiggy-Winkle’. And for the last ten thousand years at least, that’s how her kind have lived in Britain. The lifestyle worked. It made hedgehogs a notable success.

But these days hedgehogs aren’t so successful. A quick internet search will bag you article after article – from national newspapers to the blogs of popular TV shows and wildlife specialists – depicting a country haemorrhaging hedgehogs. They all agree on the details: in the 1950s their numbers were estimated at thirty-six million; since then, they have dropped to little more than half a million.2 And the rate of decrease shows little sign of abating. Numbers are estimated to have halved between 2000 and 2018.3 And this, remember, is a species that really counts with the public. You might be forgiven for not having noticed that the lesser self-effacing innocuous sorry-to-bother-you beetle has silently vanished from the one patch of remote moorland it inhabited. But hedgehogs come into our gardens, often nightly. If we can’t save them from disaster, then surely the rest of our wildlife is doomed.

But never fear, I hear you cry, the hedgehog’s plight has not gone unnoticed! Indeed, in January 2021 the UK press trumpeted the intention of one of Britain’s senior politicians to ‘lead the charge’ to save them. This certainly sounded encouraging. The ‘charge’ in question comprised a campaign for legal protection of hedgehogs’ nesting sites. Such protection is long overdue, and would form a vital part of future conservation efforts, especially helpful in preventing new housing developments from ignoring the presence of nesting hedgehogs and doing, in essence, whatever they want. And look, any fleeting political goodwill directed towards wildlife is something to be cherished. But not to sound curmudgeonly about the extent of the benefits anticipated from the campaign, nothing, at the time of writing, has actually changed.fn5 And beyond that, the underlying implication of ‘the charge to save them’ is that this single intervention could reverse the hedgehog’s fortunes. That would be optimistic. At worst, it risks people thinking that it will solve everything by itself: change that legislation, job done, nice charge everyone, thanks for your support.

So if, like me, your response to this news was, ‘Well, it’s good but sounds deceptively simple,’ then you might be on to something. Because, you will recall, we have a library full of murder suspects awaiting investigation. And there are multiple suspects for a good reason: that even after decades of research, many causes of the hedgehog’s decline are still subject to investigation and debate, as are the best solutions to those causes. And if any charge to their rescue is to be even fractionally more successful than some other famous charges in history,fn6 said enterprise must be well informed, tightly conceived, adequately funded, universally adopted by all the key stakeholders and (quite important, this) likely actually to arrive somewhere at some point.

Protecting nesting sites is an excellent first step. But that’s all it is: a first step. Any plan to return hedgehog populations to full strength will have to be intricate and careful, and based on a nuanced understanding of the ills that are befalling them. Acting appropriately upon such an understanding is surely the only way any species can be set upon the path to conservation recovery. And the best way of deriving that understanding is to subject the likely suspects to forensic scrutiny.

Which brings us to the matter at hand: that somewhere in the lamplit library of Hotel Furzehoge sits a killer. Their expression is innocent, but they cannot hide for ever. The game is afoot, the hunt is upon us, and the Case of the Disappearing Hedgehogs is itching to be opened.fn7 Will our mystery unfurl like a deftly plotted Agatha Christie novel, with every detail and red herring scrupulously considered? Or do we face some ramshackle tale of the unexpected, all implausible twists and drama aplenty? Shall we uncover a nefarious hedgehog death cult? Is it a lone-wolf hedgehog assassin, out for vengeance? Or perhaps we could take an even darker path. We might, like protagonists in a Scandi-noir dystopian fiction, uncover lingering and uncomfortable truths about our friends, families and neighbours. Perhaps our findings will strike closer to our homes and hearts than we could have imagined.

Who knows? At this moment I certainly cannot tell you. The three years of my conservation research career I spent entangled with hedgehogs have furnished me in advance with the wherewithal to populate our hotel library. They have provided a full cast of characters, and the first guesses at their motivations. But as I sit down to write it is with the suspicion that the unfolding of this spiny tale may yet hold surprises for all of us.

So let us don our extravagant moustaches, our deerstalkers, our ferocious-yet-disarmingly-sweet-lady-of-indeterminate-age-appropriate sensible shoes (or whatever accoutrements best embody the idiosyncratic sartorial choices of your favoured deliverer of detecting derring-do), and let us sharpen our deductive faculties, set aside our preconceptions and prepare to sleuth our way to the solution of our very own murder mystery!

The suspects are assembled. The stakes could not be higher. The task that befalls us is nothing less than the prevention of murder, the saving of a species, and the bringing of those responsible to justice …fn8

The guests avoid one another’s gazes. The Detective’s face is impassive. Somebody will crack, they always do. But who will be first to break their silence?

In the end Ms Nymbies, local parishioner, clears her throat. She raises her voice to say what she suspects should be on everybody’s mind – which is, and she’s so terribly sorry to have to mention this, that the killer of course must be Mr Clarkson, the chauffeur. Nothing personal, naturally, Mr Clarkson, but surely everyone has seen the unforgivable mess his vehicles leave lying at the side of our carriageways. What more evidence would one need? The poor little mites never stood a chance, did they?




CHAPTER 2

Driven to Destruction





This car is 100% death proof. Only to get the benefit of it … you really need to be sitting in my seat.

STUNTMAN MIKE
Death Proof






LET’S START WITH THE OBVIOUS. HEDGEHOGS GET RUN over. A lot. Hence the plethora of jokes, which I will refrain from repeating.fn1 And you’d have to imagine that the sheer quantity of vehicularly mediated hedgehog-enflattenings would leave a fairly substantial dent in their populations (and, of course, extremely substantial dents in individual hedgehogs). A cursory glance at the national hedgehog and traffic statistics certainly appears to bear this out.

In 1950 there were four million vehicles on British roads, and an estimated thirty-six million hedgehogs snuffling about. Since then the fortunes of cars and hedgehogs have diverged in a suspiciously inversely correlated fashion. Traffic has surged year on year:1 twenty million vehicles in the 1980s, twenty-seven million by 2000 and almost thirty-three million in 2020.2 Meanwhile, estimates of the national hedgehog population plummeted to 1,550,000 in 1995,3 and further to a measly 550,000 in 2018, our most recent estimate.4 The estimates indicate a 98 per cent decline in hedgehogs in four decades, during which traffic increased sixfold.

Scarier still are the numbers of hedgehogs engaging in sadly one-sided altercations with motor vehicles. Recent estimates suggest that in 1993 we may have had 230,000 hedgehog road deaths.5 Taking the closest population estimate (from 1995), that approximates to 15 per cent of all the hedgehogs alive at the time. The road-death estimate for 2016 was between 167,000 and 335,000. In the context of the nearest population estimate (from 2018), that equates to 30–60 per cent of all British hedgehogs in existence. To put it another way, the 1993 and 2016 estimates of hedgehog road deaths are similarly and brutally high, but the context of those deaths has changed markedly. National population estimates suggest that we lost around 39 per cent of our hedgehogs between 1995 and 2018.6 So the recent deaths are drawn from a far smaller population.

The revealed trend is of ever-increasing car numbers resulting in ever-increasing percentages of an ever-decreasing national hedgehog population being wiped out on the road. And now, every year, cars kill hedgehogs in quantities that veer perilously close to the sum total of all the British hedgehogs alive.

So I’m afraid this is going to be a rather short book. Even the most optimistic defence lawyer would agree that these facts don’t look great for our chauffeur. The casualties are appalling. Any protestations Mr Clarkson might attempt must surely be pointless.

And they would be pointless, if the statistics I’ve just cited constituted a reliable basis from which to draw conclusions. But, like any good detective, we should examine our sources. The vehicle statistics came from the government, so I assume they are relatively accurate. The hedgehog estimates are all from academic studies and scientific reports, compiled by diligent, respected researchers who are experts in hedgehog and mammalian ecology. Those researchers all did their jobs absolutely correctly. And their findings, remember, have been cited by a wide variety of prestigious national newspapers, online news outlets, wildlife bodies and TV programmes. So the hedgehog stats must also be robust. Right?

No. I’m sorry, but really not.fn2 Like most people, my reaction to a solid number is initially to assume that it is based on good evidence, and that people using that number have done their due diligence. So when I read that in the 1950s British hedgehogs numbered approximately thirty-six million, I assumed that someone had gone out surveying in some systematic fashion. But the reality is that no organizations or individuals in the 1950s were out counting hedgehogs on a national basis.fn3 There still isn’t an organization out surveying live hedgehogs on a national basis now. Which leads to the obvious question of where that statistic could have come from.

The lamentably-still-quoted thirty-six million estimate originates in a rather lovely book from 1969 entitled The Hedgehog. Its author, Maurice Burton, makes detailed observations about hedgehog behaviour and ecology, while also outlining some threats to their populations. In addition to these, at the top of page 119, he writes:


In the 1950s I ventured an estimate of the size of the average density [of hedgehogs] throughout this country as one per acre. A survey by Zimmerman in Germany in the 1930s gave an average of 1 hedgehog per 25 acres. This disparity merely emphasizes the difficulty of making an accurate count.



That, believe it or not, is the sum total of information underpinning the 1950s population estimate. Of course, Burton’s hedgehog density needed to be translated into a national figure. Multiplying one hedgehog per acre across all of the non-urban habitats in Great Britain, excluding the uplands where hedgehogs are scarce, does indeed yield 36,500,000 hedgehogs. The study that produced this figure in 1995 definitely did not suggest it was remotely reliable, stating that Burton’s 1969 hedgehog density estimate was ‘derived largely from guesswork’.7 But to understand just how much guesswork was involved, we must turn to the undisputed British heavyweight champion of hedgehog research, Dr Pat Morris. In his 2018 book Hedgehog,fn4 Pat reveals that when he asked Burton about the density estimate, ‘he told me that it was based on seeing about ten hedgehogs in ten acres during an evening’s stroll in Kew Gardens’.8

An evening’s stroll does not constitute an entirely credible basis for a national population estimate. If Burton hadn’t seen any hedgehogs, we wouldn’t conclude that there were none to be found across the whole of Britain. And if he had seen one hedgehog, nobody would multiply that up to a whopping 3.7 million of them. And since we can’t assume that Burton was able to count all of the hedgehogs living in the area, or that he surveyed exactly 10 acres, the scaled-up estimate could be out by multiple tens of millions. Many other assumptions underlying this estimate are equally dodgy. We would need to assume, for instance, that the whole of the rest of lowland rural Britain is just as good for hedgehogs as Kew Gardens. Spoiler alert – it’s not. In the words of one prominent hedgehog researcher, the 1950s national hedgehog population estimate is ‘a nonsense’ – and, moreover, a nonsense to which Burton apparently had no intention of contributing, given that he used his figures to highlight the difficulty of making an accurate count.

But once anyone derives a figure, even if they unequivocally state that it is based on guesswork, that figure is liable to be picked up and used. The thirty-six million was only ever intended as a brief nod to some historical context, not to be taken seriously. There probably weren’t thirty-six million hedgehogs in Britain in the 1950s. Or conceivably there were, but we simply can’t know. And we must now make our peace with that, and forget that the estimate exists.

The first semi-credible estimate of national hedgehog numbers is from 1995, derived as part of a wider exercise assessing the state of British mammal populations. The authors took published measures of hedgehog density in different habitats (e.g. woodlands, lowland grasslands, scrublands, parklands, amenity areas, built-up areas, arable fields etc.), and multiplied them by the amount of that habitat in Britain. This is better than ‘everything is the same as Kew Gardens’, but suffers from the problem that only five studies existed that could provide suitable hedgehog densities. All of those had taken place in the summer, at which time the hedgehogs were breeding, and so the populations contained young hedgehogs and were at far higher densities than they would have been at the end of winter, before breeding started. The authors had to make what amounted to educated guesses about hedgehog breeding rates in various habitats, and adjust the densities accordingly. The estimate they came up with was one and a half million hedgehogs, but they were upfront about its limitations. It could have been off the mark by an unknowable amount – for example, if any of the five studies they cited had by chance examined a hedgehog population that was atypical of a given type of habitat, or made in an atypically good or bad year.

In 2017 another group of researchers tried a variant of the same approach, using a statistical model to match published hedgehog density estimates with the geographical locations where the studies had taken place, and to see what other places had similar habitat characteristics. And the national population estimate came out as somewhere between three-quarters of a million and twelve million hedgehogs (i.e. relatively few or quite a lot, really; who knows?).9 And again, in 2018, yet another attempt yielded 552,000 hedgehogs, but with the authors scoring the figure’s reliability as just two out of five.10

Fun question: based only on the reliable available evidence, what really happened to our hedgehogs between 1950 and 2018? Answer: no idea. And did we really lose two-thirds of hedgehogs between 1995 and 2018 – or even 39 per cent, adjusting for the differences in habitat definitions suggested by the 2018 report? Maybe; but then what about the possible 12 million (or 10, 9, 8, 7, 6 million etc.) in 2017? The estimates – and this is nobody’s fault – are so imprecise as to be unusable.

National estimates of mammal numbers make for appealing headline stats. But they are awful as indicators of what’s actually happening. If they were based on tonnes of individual annual surveys, we could trust the figures. But they weren’t, so we can’t. And worse, the old surveys quickly become obsolete. If the hedgehog population is changing, then even the studies cited in the 1995 report – now twenty-seven years ago – may well be nothing but snapshots of an entirely different reality.

The wider problem is that hedgehogs are, to use the technical term, a right swine to survey.fn5 While nationally widespread, they can be thin on the ground and very mobile.fn6 They make little effort to stay hidden, true, but their propensity to roam causes serious headaches.fn7 You can head out at night with a torch and do a census, or capture them, mark them (for example with bright bits of heat-shrink tubing to create a multicoloured spiny spectacular) and let them go again over several nights to estimate the minimum numbers around. But to convert the raw count into a density – required for a national estimate – you must first know how large an area the hedgehogs are using. And that is not straightforward. Spotting five hedgehogs in a 10 × 10m garden, for example, does not imply that there are five per 100m2 in the general locality. Those hedgehogs might visit a large number of gardens over the course of a night, and could be nesting somewhere else entirely. Estimating their density would mean intensively searching all of the possible habitats they might be using until you could be sure you hadn’t missed any possible locations, or indeed any other hedgehogs. One way to achieve this would be to radio-track, which requires you to capture animals and attach radio transmitters so you can find them again using, essentially, a fantastically unwieldy TV aerial.fn8 You would need to do that night after night until you have enough locations to be sure about their range size. And that’s a lot of work.

Other techniques for assessing hedgehog populations involve setting out plastic tunnels that capture hedgehogs’ footprints,fn9 if and when they deign to pass through. This is less effort than surveying on the hoof, but you need a good few tunnels, each spaced more than 100m from the next, to have a fair chance of capturing a hedgehog print. And they need to be left in situ for at least four days, and then gathered in and the paper analysed. The latter is made trickier by the plethora of mucky-footed wildlife that will have wandered in and out, chewed up the paper, had a scratch, done a poo etc. But it is a nice, reliable way of assessing whether hedgehogs are present or not. It remains labour-intensive, though, and also suffers from not being able to give you direct counts of how many individuals you have.

It takes time, money and skilled researchers to derive accurate numbers and densities for hedgehogs. Far too few projects over the years have had enough of any of these. So we must rely on other sources of data to reveal what has befallen our hedgehogs – preferably data that cover a good few decades so we can see a proper trend.

Somewhat ironically, the longest-running dataset we have comes not from people trying to conserve hedgehogs, but from folks trying to get rid of them. Gamekeepers have controlled hedgehog populations for hundreds of years, largely because hedgehogs are partial to snacking on the eggs of ground-nesting birds. As a macabre aside – one to thicken and spice our murderous mystery soup – although we tend not to think of Mrs Tiggy-Winkle as being particularly bloodthirsty, behind her twinkly eyes and impeccably starched aprons lurk some rather dark deeds.fn10 Richard Yarnell of Nottingham Trent University and his team have spent a lot of time studying hedgehogs up on North Ronaldsay in the Orkney archipelago, and estimate that hedgehogs there account for about a third of all the predation of ground-nesting bird eggs. This puts the impact of hedgehog egg-snaffling on a par with the combined efforts of crows and gulls.fn11 And it’s not only eggs. Richard told me a story handed on from the researchers at Ronaldsay’s bird observatory who in 2021 came across a hedgehog tucking into an almost fully fledged fulmar chick. The chick protested while the hedgehog, for at least some of the proceedings, was merrily eating it alive. Similarly, researchers on the Uists have found bits of
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