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No one will protect what they don’t care about, and no one will care about what they have never experienced.

SIR DAVID ATTENBOROUGH
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Introduction

Storm clouds roll in across the stubble fields. Rain falls, and as it hits the sun-cracked soil, it releases a scent as old as the earth. Scientists called it petrichor: petra, meaning stone, and ichor, meaning ethereal fluid. This wild, fresh aroma would have been recognisable to our ancestors, and in an instant, and inexplicably, I find myself breathing deeper and feeling calmer.

Special moments like this can take us by surprise. Although nature doesn’t exist solely for our benefit, it still has a knack of lifting us when we need it most. The wind, the rain, the scurrying clouds. Tawny owls who-hooing and ker-wicking. Bats catching mosquitoes in the warm, damp air, their wings flapping so fast and so close we can hear them. They’re simple things. Simple moments. Yet experiencing them reminds us nature isn’t something separate or out of reach. It’s here, now, entwined throughout our lives.

Sometimes, though, we forget. Glued to screens and digital devices, we can become engrossed in, and exhausted by, the modern world and the pressures that come with it. We forget to go in search of shooting stars in the winter skies, or listen for the garden robin’s serenade whilst putting out the bins. When was the last time you got down on your hands and knees and smelt the first bluebells of spring?

This book is about taking time to discover, or rediscover, our hidden wild wonders. Some are still relatively easy to encounter, such as wary slow worms, ready to sacrifice their tails to escape predation, and the wolf spider, carrying its young upon its back. Others, like the increase in autumn gales and growing rarity of snow and frost, are caused by our warming climate. Most we take for granted, but once noticed and experienced, they can remain forever as treasured memories.

[image: Common darter dragonfly]
Common darter dragonfly

Nature Picture Library



It might sound too good to be true. In today’s world, everything seems to demand hours of our time or money, or require expert skills. Yet, these moments are still here, hidden in plain view in the smallest gardens and busiest parks, in thousands of green spaces across the country and in the skies above and seas below.

As Octavia Hill, co-founder of the National Trust, said: ‘We all want quiet. We all want beauty … We all need space. Unless we have it, we cannot reach that sense of quiet in which whispers of better things come to us gently.’

I hope this book helps you find the peace, beauty and space you need, and that by looking closer, discovering more and breathing just a little bit deeper, your life is enriched by the wonders of nature.

Jane Adams
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SPRING




A time to nest

There is a hint of warmth. Trees are bursting into bud and there is the hum of a queen bumblebee emerging from her winter sleep. We rejoice at the subtle hints of spring, and we’re not alone. Across the country, birds have been choosing mates, staking claim to territories and readying themselves for the most important time of their year: the breeding season.

For some, like the blue tit, timing is everything. Unlike blackbirds or robins that breed several times a year, blue tits typically have just one chance. It is vital their eggs hatch at the same time as the juicy caterpillars on which their young rely for food. Blue tits seem to have two main ways of determining when this will be: night-time temperatures and budburst.

Blue tits are less likely to nest or lay eggs if night temperatures are low in spring. A shrewd tactic, as the female will need to keep her eggs at around 38ºC during incubation. Cold night-time temperatures would make successful incubation a lot harder, perhaps even impossible.

Research indicates that blue tits use the timing of leaf budburst of birch trees – a common tree that comes into leaf earlier than most – as an indicator to begin nesting. If this is true, it would be some of the first evidence of birds using a specific tree as a cue for breeding. With many bird species breeding up to 31 days earlier than they did in the 1960s, due to climate change, this strategy might be helping blue tits stay in sync with their important food sources.

Egg-laying is an arduous and energy-draining task for any bird. But with each of her 12 or so eggs, weighing 1g apiece, a 10g (⅓oz) blue tit will lay more than her own body weight in eggs. After laying an egg each day for up to two weeks, she needs to incubate them as quickly as possible to protect them from predators.
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A blue tit will lay more than her own body weight in eggs.

The female blue tit has two things in her favour: courtship feeding and a brood patch. By plucking feathers from her breast and belly to provide a highly vascular patch of skin – called a brood patch – she’s able to regulate the eggs’ incubation temperature. And if she doesn’t need to stop to feed herself, and is instead fed by her mate (a service he also performs during courtship and while the eggs are being laid), the eggs are likely to hatch quicker, and more chicks are likely to fledge.

We can help too. Findings suggest that when blue tits are fed high-quality supplementary food – such as mealworms and wax moth larvae – parents have more time to forage for natural foods and bring back larger food items for their chicks. This extra ‘easy’ food may also allow the parents more time to defend their territory, watch out for predators and look after themselves. With each chick needing on average 100 caterpillars a day for up to three weeks, this might give these avian workaholics a well-earned rest.

If you don’t currently have blue tits nesting in your garden, now is a great time to consider putting up some bird boxes. There are many online guides to making your own, but you could also invest in a good quality, ready-made bird box from a local garden centre.
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SUMMER




Foxgloves

Don’t be fooled by this plant’s beguiling beauty. As the old saying goes, it can ‘raise the dead or kill the living’. Every part of a foxglove is heart-stoppingly poisonous. From its fibrous roots and velvet leaves, to the tips of its trumpeting blooms, it hides dark secrets.

Though its flowers may tempt bees to stop for a while, local names such as ‘witches’ thimbles’ and ‘dead man’s bells’ hint at a deep human knowledge of its deadly ways. In Northern England, it was thought the devil could enter your house if you brought foxgloves inside, and in Scotland mothers scattered its leaves around their baby’s cradle for protection against bewitchment.

If, on the other hand, you want to attract fairies, you can plant foxgloves in your garden where, it’s said, these little magical beings will leave their handprints on the flowers and make the stems bow as they walk pass.

Why they are called foxgloves is less clear. Although you’ll often find the plants growing in profusion near to foxholes, the name is more likely to have originated from folklore. Legend says foxes wore foxglove blooms on their toes to muffle the sound of their approach as they crept up on their prey.

However, its medicinal uses are even more potent. Used for centuries as a remedy for headaches, in the late eighteenth century the doctor and botanist Dr William Withering became interested in the foxglove as a treatment for dropsy, following an account by ‘Old Mother Hutton’, a village woman from Shropshire. Now called oedema or fluid retention, at the time dropsy was a common symptom of heart failure. After researching its uses for over nine years, Withering developed digitalis, a drug derived from dried foxglove leaves, which proved to be an important treatment for heart problems. This was one of the first cases where a traditional herbal remedy was developed into modern medicine, and by the 1920s digitalis was being commercially manufactured by pharmaceutical company Parke-Davis (now part of Pfizer).
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Since then, the drug has been used to help control chaotic heart contractions and irregular heart rates. Although some may remember the villain, Le Chiffre, trying to kill James Bond in the 2006 film Casino Royale by slipping digitalis into his martini, the risk of dying from foxglove poisoning is very low and not as fast-acting as that action sequence may have led us to believe.

As a country, we seem to have a thing for foxgloves. They’re much loved, even chosen as the county flower in Leicestershire, Monmouthshire and Argyll. Between June and September, you can see their purple-pink (and occasionally white) blooms in most places across the country, from roadside verges to hedgerows and creeping into gardens. And with one plant producing as many as a million seeds, they can easily smother some areas in their biennial blooms.

If you find a patch, don’t hurry past. Watch the bumblebees as they push their furry bodies into the mouths of the open flowers, covering themselves with pollen, before flying to another plant to complete their accidental pollination duties. Look out for the mottled brown caterpillars of the foxglove pug moth who fatten up on their flowers, and the lesser yellow underwing moth caterpillars crawling across the leaves.

Whether you know them as ‘goblin gloves’, ‘dragon’s mouth’, ‘floppy dock’, ‘tod-tails’, ‘fairy fingers’, ‘dragon’s mouth’ or ‘Scotch mercury’, for a few weeks each year, let’s celebrate the power of the humble, though potent, foxglove.
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