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[image: A map of Willow Wish Woods, showing the different types of trees to be found there, including pines, willows and the famous Emerald King oak tree. Willow Wish School is situated to the south-west of the woods, just at its edge. A stream called the Tadpole Run, runs through the woodland and there is a lake called Whispering Lake in the north west. Arrows showing the direction of the different Woodland Explorers' house can been seen around the edge]
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The Woodland Explorers Club Rules


	Our mission – to help all birds build clean and 
safe nests

	Speak to each other using our secret owl hoot

	Look out for each other

	Respect and protect the forest and its animals

	Discover what Willow Wish Woods was like hundreds of years ago!
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Chapter 1 Bad News


[image: Eric, Shyla, Ajay and Benji are walking along a path together, carrying backpacks and wrapped up in warm clothes. Eric is black and has his hair cut short at the sides and curly on top. He has some freckles and is wearing a striped scarf. Shyla is brown with shoulder-length straight hair and is wearing ear muffs and stripey gloves. Ajay has brown skin and has a bobble hat on and is looking up at the snow falling. Benji is white with messy blonde hair and is wrapped up snugly in a scarf. He’s smiling as he looks at Ajay.]
Crunch. Whoosh. The wind blew in gusts as Eric, Shyla, Ajay and Benji walked home from school together. It was the first week of December, and snow had started to fall – tiny, fluttering flakes that landed on their coats and melted on their warm faces.

[image: Shyla is looking upwards excitedly. She has her tongue sticking out and there are snowflakes falling onto it.]
‘It’s really snowing now!’ said Shyla, sticking out her tongue to catch a flake.

‘I hope it settles,’ said Eric, zipping his coat all the way up. ‘Imagine if we get a snow day!’

They turned down the path past the row of bare trees, their branches dusted in white. Everything felt quieter than usual, like the world was holding its breath.

By the time they reached the turning to Ajay, Benji and Shyla’s houses, the rooftops were already covered in a thin layer of snow. Eric gave the others a wave and continued on to his house.

Eric stepped through the front door and kicked off his wet shoes on the mat. Instantly a wave of warmth wrapped around him. The smell of sausages and mash drifted from the kitchen – his favourite winter dinner.

[image: Eric’s wet shoes are sitting on the door mat just inside the front door of his house. The laces are undone and one of the shoes is on its side. There are small pools of water around the shoes and more splashes on the wooden floor in front of the mat.]
‘Just in time!’ called Mum. ‘Wash your hands!’

Eric hurried to the sink, and when he came back, his older brother Mark was already setting the table, banging forks and plates around as usual.

Eric was about to sit down when he noticed Dad had that little wrinkle between his eyebrows. The one that always showed up when he was worried about something.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Eric.

[image: Eric is standing beside the dining table, which has a spotted tablecloth on it. He is looking at his dad out of the corner of his eye. Eric’s dad has curly black hair and a short black beard. He is sitting in a wheelchair and is looking at Eric with a worried expression.]
‘Eh? Nothing! It’s mash time!’ said Dad, trying to smile. ‘It’s my turn to guess!’ Ever since Eric could remember, his family had played the Mash Game. Whenever they had mashed potato, three of them would quickly sculpt something on their plate, using only their potato, the knife and fork – and the fourth person had to guess what their creations were.

[image: Eric, Eric’s brother Mark, and Eric’s dad are sitting at the dining table, which has cutlery, glasses and placemats on it. Mark has short cropped black hair and is wearing a checked jumper. There is a thought bubble above Eric’s head and he is looking up towards it with a dreamy expression on his face. In the thought bubble are Eric’s ideas for his mash potato sculptures, which are a castle, a duck and a volcano.]
‘I can tell that something’s wrong,’ Eric insisted.

Eric’s dad sighed. ‘I’m afraid I’ve had some bad news about Willow Wish Woods,’ he said. ‘There’s a plan to build a brand-new adventure playground – the Wild Woodland Wonder Park. There’ll be trampolines, slides, swings… it’s very nearly signed off.’

‘Seriously? That sounds awesome,’ said Mark, his eyes lighting up. He leaned back, already picturing it.

[image: Eric, Mark and Eric’s dad at the dining table. Mark’s head is tilted back and resting on the top of his chair. He is smiling as he imagines the delights of the Woodland Wonder Park. Eric and his dad are staring at Mark with shock and disbelief.]
A knot twisted in Eric’s stomach. He thought Mark would be angry or sad at the news. Instead, his brother looked delighted.

‘It’s not as awesome as you might think,’ Dad went on, his voice heavy. ‘It would mean getting rid of a large part of Willow Wish Woods. The area near Fujiko’s house.’

‘What?’ cried Eric, shocked. ‘But what about all the plants? And the animals?’

Mark shrugged. ‘It’s only a small bit of the woods. There’ll be loads of space left. It’s just a few trees.’

Eric’s face burned hot with outrage. ‘It’s not just a few trees, Mark! That stretch of woods is full of life. The deer go there in winter. The badgers dig their setts there. Lots of birds nest in those branches. If it’s cut down, they’ll all lose their homes.’

Mark pulled a face. ‘You always get so worked up. It’s not the end of the world. Think about it – trampolines, zip lines… it would be amazing.’

Eric stared at him, his chest tight. He had always looked up to his big brother. But right now, Mark sounded careless, like he didn’t understand at all.

[image: Eric and Mark are standing next to each other, arguing. Mark’s tongue is sticking out and he's crossing his eyes, as if he doesn’t care what Eric is saying. Eric looks upset and is pointing his finger at his brother, as if he's giving him a warning.]
‘That’s enough, boys,’ said Mum gently, before Eric could snap again. ‘I know it feels exciting, Mark, but Eric’s right. Woods like Willow Wish are special, and once they’re gone, they don’t come back.’

Eric swallowed hard. His stomach was still knotted, but he was glad Mum had said it out loud.

He got out his pocket notebook which he took everywhere with him.

His friend Benji’s grandpa had given it to him when he’d moved to Willow Wish Woods, and was struggling to settle in. Eric had drawn a small map on the first page and had separated the woods into sections, making notes about all the animals and plants he found in each part. He turned the pages until he got to the right one.


Eric’s Notebook

Who lives in the north of Willow Wish Woods? (Near Fujiko’s house.)


	Pine trees – their long green needles stay on all year, even in the snow. Pinecones are packed with seeds that squirrels and birds love to eat. Pine trees are tall, making their branches perfect perches for owls and thrushes.



[image: ]

	Silver birch trees – these trees are easy to spot with their silvery- white bark. Lots of tiny insects live on their leaves, which makes them fantastic feeding spots for birds like long-tailed tits.


[image: ]

	Hedgehogs – they love to snuffle about in the leaves for beetles and worms, but in winter they curl up tight in nests of dry grass and leaves and sleep until spring.



[image: ]

	Robins – they sit on low branches and sing, even in the coldest months. It’s like they’re guarding their patch of the woods.


[image: ]

	Woodpeckers – I saw one drumming on the trunk of a pine tree with its beak to find insects hiding under the bark.


[image: ]

‘The plans are for the playground to go all the way to Whispering Lake,’ said Mum. ‘There would also be a new car park for all the visitors near Trix's house.’

‘What? But that’s close to— Never mind.’

Eric was thinking of the Emerald King, a giant oak tree, which he and the Woodland Explorers had discovered shortly after Eric had moved to the area. It was the oldest tree in the whole wood.

[image: The Emerald King oak tree has a thick, wide trunk. It is majestically tall and all of its branches are filled with leaves. ]
‘Is it too late to do anything about this new Wonder Park?’ asked Eric. He felt like he was about to cry. All of the hard work that he and the Woodland Explorers had put into protecting the forest, and trying to encourage its creatures to return, would be undone.

[image: Eric’s mum is standing beside the dining table holding two plates of sausages, mash and peas. She is placing one of them in front of Eric. Eric’s mum has curly black hair which is tied up in a stripey scarf knotted at the top of her head. She is looking at Eric with a kind and encouraging expression. Eric is looking at his mum with a bit of a forlorn expression.]
‘It’s never too late,’ said Mum, sliding his plate across the table. ‘They haven’t started building yet.’

Eric didn’t mould his mash into anything today. A huge worry kept circling round and round in his head. What if the Wonder Park went ahead and Willow Wish Woods was never the same again?

[image: Eric is holding his fork in one hand, spearing a sausage with it. His head is tilted to one side and he is leaning it against his other hand. His mouth and eyes are turned downwards, as if he is feeling hopeless.]




Chapter 2 The Evergreens


[image: Eric is lying on his back, tucked up in bed. We see him as if we are looking down on him through the skylight window.  His eyes are downcast and he looks worried. There is snow on the roof tiles.]
The next morning, Eric woke to big, gentle flakes drifting from above and settling on his skylight window. They glowed in the early sunshine. It should have felt magical, but it didn’t cheer him up.

He wolfed down his breakfast and pulled on his brown boots with frog laces. They’d been a gift from his Aunt Kayla. She hadn’t known it, but just a few days before, he and the rest of the Woodland Explorers had first spotted frogs hopping through Willow Wish Woods. The boots always reminded him of how much the gang had already done.

[image: A close-up of Eric’s frog boots, with the laces undone. The laces have tiny little frogs on them.  Eric’s hands are pulling one of the boots on.]
In the back of his notebook, he’d written down every one of the Woodland Explorers’ achievements. And carefully pinned to the inside cover were the five handmade badges Shyla had designed, each one a reminder of everything they were fighting for.

When Eric’s family had first moved to the house on the edge of Willow Wish Woods almost three years ago, he had no idea that he’d make so many brilliant friends, and have so many adventures.


Eric’s Notebook

The Woodland Explorers’ Badge Collection


	The oak tree: from when we discovered the Emerald King, the oldest tree in the woods, and rescued Braveheart the stag, who got his antlers tangled in a net.

	The mushroom: from when we met Sapphira and the pixies in the mushroom ring and together we cleaned up the stream and the Tadpole Run, and brought the frogs back to the woods.

	The red-winged thrush: from when we rescued the red-winged thrushes from all the plastic litter and helped them to look after their chicks.

	The fox: from when we helped an injured fox and discovered that it was a special kind of spirit animal.

	The tree house: from when we built special houses in the trees to help bring bees back to the woods.



[image: ]

Would the Wonder Park bring all this to an end?

‘Grab your umbrella,’ said Dad. ‘It’s my turn to take you all to school.’

Eric picked up his green umbrella and helped his dad attach the huge blue one to his wheelchair.

[image: Eric’s dad is sitting in his wheelchair, looking round at Eric as Eric fixes the umbrella to the back of it. They are wrapped up warmly in scarves and gloves.]
Shyla and Ajay were already waiting for them outside their houses, and Benji ran out as soon as they called his name.

‘We need a super special urgent meeting of the Woodland Explorers. Something bad is about to happen,’ Eric announced, as soon as they were on the Woodland Path.

‘What is it?’ asked Shyla anxiously. ‘Come on, Eric. Tell us now!’

‘No, no. I want to wait until we’re all together. Then I’ll tell you – I promise. First break, we’ll gather in our usual spot, in the corner of the playground.’

‘Whatever it is,’ said Ajay, putting his arm round Eric, ‘we’ll be OK. Remember that there are six of us. Between us, we’ll manage to figure something out.’

[image: Shyla, Eric and Ajay are walking along the Woodland Path, wearing their backpacks and snuggled up in warm clothes. Shyla is looking at Eric as if to say ‘Tell us what’s going on!' Ajay has his arm on Eric’s shoulder and is looking at him in a comforting way. ]
As they said goodbye to Eric’s dad at the school gates, it stopped snowing, and by the time they gathered in their classroom, there were glimmers of winter sunshine.

Fujiko and Trix, the other members of the Woodland Explorers, were in a good mood.

‘We saw lots of squirrels on the way to school,’ said Fujiko. ‘I think they were collecting some of the supplies that they’d stashed for the winter.’

Mr Zhou clapped his hands together loudly to get everyone’s attention.

‘I know you’re all excited about the snow. I can see that you have your warm boots and coats, so I thought that we could hold our first lesson outside today.’

[image: Mr Zhou is smiling and clapping his hands together. He has short brown hair and is wearing glasses with square frames and a padded body warmer.]
‘But there isn’t really anything to see in the winter, is there?’ said Leon. ‘The forest is boooring.’

‘That’s absolutely not true!’ said Mr Zhou, laughing. ‘Follow me to Swallow Clearing.’

When they reached the clearing, instead of sitting down on cushions, as they normally would in better weather, they did some star jumps to help themselves warm up and then stood in a big semicircle.

[image: The class is standing in a semi circle in the clearing in the woods, snow covering the floor and trees. Some of them are doing star jumps and laughing, some are blowing on their hands to keep warm. Mr Zhou is standing to one side, holding a clip board and smiling.]
‘Today,’ said Mr Zhou, ‘we’re going to think about the trees that don’t lose their leaves in winter. Does anyone know what they’re called?’

Eric’s hand went up. ‘Evergreens?’

[image: Eric has his striped- gloved hand in the air, with an eager expression on his face.]
‘That’s right. Pine, spruce and holly, for example, keep their leaves, even in snow. Why do you think that might be?’

Ajay frowned. ‘Maybe so animals can still use them in the cold weather?’

‘Exactly,’ said Mr Zhou. ‘Evergreen trees are a lifeline when other trees are bare.’

Eric felt a pang of sadness. So many pine trees grew in the northern part of Willow Wish Woods.


Super Woodland Fact:

Evergreen trees in winter

Most trees lose their leaves in autumn, they are called deciduous trees, but evergreens like pine, spruce and holly keep theirs all year round! Their waxy needles and leaves don’t freeze easily, and they keep soaking up sunlight even in the snowy months.

This makes evergreens an essential source of food and warmth, a lifeline in winter for:

Birds such as robins and owls, who hide among the thick branches for warmth and safety.

[image: ]
Squirrels who munch on pinecones filled with tasty seeds.

[image: ]
Deer who nibble on twigs and bark when other food is hard to find.

[image: ]
Evergreen trees are





[image: A set of bird tracks in the snow, a pine cone, a feather and a tree trunk with scratch marks on it.]
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[image: The class wandering in the woods. Some children are crouched down inspecting the forest floor, others are pointing upwards into the trees. Eric is speaking with Mr Zhou separately from the others. They both have concerned looks on their faces.]


















[image: Six pine trees, their tops and some branches covered in snow]
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