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Introduction

When my publisher asked me if I would like to write an instruction manual for the forest, I leapt at the opportunity. I love forests and they have determined the course of most of my life. But I stumbled accidentally into working with woodlands. I intended to study biology, because – like so many school leavers – I didn’t quite know what to do with my love of nature. My mother spotted a small advert in the paper: the local state forestry administration here in the Rhineland-Palatinate was seeking applicants for a study programme. I applied, was accepted and spent the next four years alternating between practical placements and lecture halls.

What I subsequently encountered in the field – or rather, in the woods – was not at all what I had imagined or hoped. The use of heavy machinery that destroyed the forest floor was just the tip of the iceberg. Poisonous insecticides, clear cutting, and felling the oldest trees (mature beeches, which I love so much) – these were all part and parcel of an approach to forestry that left me feeling increasingly alienated. During my studies, I had been taught that all of this was key to maintaining healthy forests. As strange as it may seem to you and me, this is what thousands of students are led to believe by their lecturers. Initially uncomfortable about working in such a way, I gradually began to reject this approach. I was unsure how I could pursue a lasting career when battling against an approach that I disagreed with so deeply.

Then, in 1991, I came across the publicly owned ancient beech forest at Hümmel, in Germany’s mountainous Eifel region, which the municipality wanted to manage in an ecological and sustainable manner. Part of the forest is over 4,000 years old, making it one of the few untouched areas of land that still exist in Germany. Working together, we’ve succeeded in combining set-aside reserves with carefully tended plots for felling, while simutaneously encouraging the involvement of the local population. I started to run events for the public, ranging from forest survival skills training and building log cabins, to guided tours amidst the wonderful world of trees.

I was often asked by people who came on these walks where they could go and read more about what I was telling them. All I could do was shrug, because at that point I knew little of the literature on the subject. My wife urged me to write something down if only for the benefit of our visitors, so I sat down to pen a short guide while on holiday in Lapland. I sent the manuscript to several publishers and said to my wife, ‘If no one accepts it by the end of the year, then writing isn’t for me.’

As you can see, things turned out rather differently, and I have greatly enjoyed adding writing to the scope of my work. With my writing, I hope I can inspire many more people to develop a love of forests, because to my mind there are still far too few people exploring and making use of this natural asset. Not in the sense of the timber industry – no, in many respects there is already far too much tree felling going on. What I want to see more of are the sort of adventures, great and small, that are waiting for you amidst the trees while they are alive. And all you have to do is step into the woods and go for a walk.
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A Walk in the Wild

I’m sure you can picture the scene. You’re out walking in the woods with children and sooner or later everything gets a bit lively. Perhaps they’ve caught something, or spotted something dart through the undergrowth, and they shriek with excitement; or perhaps it’s just a noisy expression of sheer delight at being in the woods. The knee-jerk response of the adults in the group tends to be, ‘Shhh! Not so loud!’

But why? Do deer really mind when people make a noise? Yes, wild animals like it when it’s quiet, but not because they’re sensitive to noise. When a storm howls through the treetops or a heavy downpour descends, the noise means they can no longer distinguish any other sounds. They wouldn’t be able to pick out the footsteps of an approaching wolf or a lynx. An ability to hear is therefore a matter of life and death for a deer. For this reason, they are more comfortable in calm, dry weather conditions, where every step on a crackling twig is audible.

Noisy people in the woods don’t cause too much of a nuisance to the animals because their sounds don’t immediately fill the whole forest; the noise comes just from one direction. They also know that if we’re being noisy, we’re not on the prowl. For we humans are their biggest enemy when we come in the form of the hunters. Even if wolves and lynx are gradually finding their way back into some European landscapes, they will always be hugely outnumbered by their human cohabitants. It is no wonder that our wild animals’ anxiety is mainly focussed on bipeds. When we walk along trails through the woods, joyfully singing or chatting away loudly, we send a reassuring signal to our fellow creatures that we are not out hunting. This is the case even with wildcats, which are extremely shy. Even they were hunted once because of their reputation as mean deer-stalkers. Wildcats catching deer? Really? The wildcat might be only a very distant relative of the domestic cat, but it isn’t much greater in size. Can you imagine your tabby making a meal of a roe deer? Its small teeth are much too short, and its jaws can’t open wide enough to get a grip on such a large animal. Nevertheless, for centuries the wildcat’s deer-stalking prowess was considered common knowledge among hunters, meaning the feline predator was mercilessly tracked down. It’s no wonder that they are very shy.

But the sounds of people strolling through the forest are not perceived as a danger by other species. One snowy January, I led a group of visitors through the old beech wood that I manage here at Hümmel. The hikers wanted to see our woodland burial ground. After we had looked around for an hour, we were heading back to the car park, when I realised I had left my backpack under a tree. Our work experience student offered to go back and fetch it for me. When he caught up with us a quarter of an hour later, he was buzzing. He had seen a wildcat saunter nonchalantly across the path. The animal had clearly waited close by until it was confident that the chatty humans had left the old forest. I had a similar experience a year later, on a hot July day, at the same car park for the woodland burial ground. I was talking to a colleague, leaning against my 4x4, when I saw a wildcat some fifty yards away from us, crossing the track from one stretch of woodland to another, quite untroubled by our presence. It didn’t seem bothered by the road nearby either, suggesting that it was more likely to shy away from the presence of people quietly stalking through the undergrowth. From that, I’d conclude, there’s no need to worry about making a racket in the woods, and least of all noisy children. Or rather, I wouldn’t worry about disturbing the wild animals, though other adults might have something else to say about it!

A walk in the wild gives a sense of limitless freedom, yet I am often struck how that feeling of wilderness can vary from country to country. I love the great, wild landscapes of the south-western states of the USA, where you can walk for miles with no other human in sight. It’s not because I seek to avoid other people, it’s just the feeling these endless spaces inspire. In Europe, the vista is almost always interrupted by electricity pylons, roads and houses, whereas in New Mexico, Arizona or Utah, your gaze can wander endlessly over forests and mountains, untainted by signs of human civilisation.

However, it is only your eye that can wander so freely. Because in most cases, you’re barred from stepping off the public highways, sometimes quite literally. For example, during a round trip through the south-west of the USA, barbed wire fences lining hundreds of miles of road very quickly suffocated that sense of freedom. Often what was fenced off was only sand and rock – as if someone would take something away! Privately owned land (and there is a great deal of it) is not open to the public, and there are frequent signs reminding you of that fact.

It was only when I was back in Germany that I came to appreciate the possibilities our woodlands offer to the public. Not only are all the paths at your disposal, but the entire forested terrain is too. Whenever you want to stroll into the undergrowth – please, go ahead! Nobody can stop you, unless it’s one of the very few districts that are exempt. Nature reserves, national parks and smaller protected ‘Bannwald’ forests usually include territory that is off limits, where you are not allowed off the designated trails. However, since such areas make up a tiny proportion of the total forested area of Germany and are always clearly signposted, you normally can’t go far wrong. Other exceptions are freshly planted areas of reforestation, where the vulnerable young trees are fenced off. As tempting as it might be to hop over the fence and take a cross-country short cut, when it’s a protected area, please go the long way around.

One last no-go area is anywhere where logging is in process. Wherever you hear the roar of chainsaws or the rumble of a log harvester, there is a genuine danger to life. Walkers can’t predict where trees – up to forty metres in length – are going to land, and the undergrowth often blocks your view of dangers up ahead. Therefore, when logging, or thinning, is in process, the area is blocked off at a radius of hundreds of metres from the actual site, with warning signs on the forest paths and striped tape physically marking out the restricted area. However, the overwhelming majority of the forest is free of such restrictions, so you can really immerse yourself in nature. It should also be said that this right to roam applies only to walkers and hikers. Cyclists and horse riders should stick to the designated paths, while all other means of transportation are generally banned from woodland territories.

So, what is the best way to get a taste of the wooded wilds? For the casual woodland walker, I would recommend the denser deciduous forests. The forest floor is mostly free of vegetation, and your way won’t be blocked by low branches. It’s a very different picture in coniferous forests, especially when the trees are planted very close together. The dead lower branches of neighbouring spruces, pines and Douglas firs can weave together like interlocked arms to block your passage. I sometimes have to turn around and walk backwards to force myself through the closely knit branches without getting whipped in the face or getting a needle in the eye. A stroll in a deciduous forest is a much calmer affair. If you encounter a patch of grass between the trees, you’re best advised to go around it unless you’re wearing sturdy waterproof footwear: the morning dew and rain will soak through shoes in no time, and even the latest hi-tech fabrics won’t keep the water out for long on such terrain.

Blackberries are a challenge the walker will often encounter. Not the berries themselves, of course, but the sprawling and prickly brambles. These mesh together to form barricades sometimes several metres high. If you have to cross a thicket of brambles, then you’ll need to adopt the gait of a stork, treading the tendrils down as you gingerly step across. It looks odd, but then who is watching you? If you rush, or prefer not to affect such a teetering gait, you may quickly find yourself ensnared. As the tendrils close around your ankle like a lasso, you’ll struggle to free yourself from this involuntary embrace, and often enough, another step will have you tumbling into the thorns – ouch!

Beware too the danger of falling when walking on a steep slope. Not because of the struggle to stand upright – no, the hazard lurks beneath drifts of leaves or snow, and dead branches where the bark has rotted away, lying on the sloped ground. If you step on a rotten branch, your foot is prone to slipping downhill, sending you hurtling down after it like you’re on a fairground slide. It’s happened to me often enough. By the time I consciously register what I’ve stepped on, it’s usually too late. I topple sideways, wave my arms about clumsily, then crash down on my side. It’s best to avoid steep slopes in wet weather because of the compounded risk of slipping. The best paths to follow along steep overhangs are the ones the wild inhabitants use themselves. Since woodland animals are faced with similar challenges to us, they prefer to use well-trodden, even trails. These may be narrow, often little wider than thirty centimetres, but it’s enough for a safe passage. On long descents, such game trails will run parallel to each other at regular intervals, so you can descend by simply stepping down one or two terraces, and then carry on safely, following your wild guide’s beaten track along the side of the slope.

When you reach the valley floor, there is often a route across a stream. You’ve managed to keep your boots dry so far, so why change that now? With this aim in mind, most woodland walkers will attempt to jump from one bank to the other. This ought to be relatively straightforward, after all, since brooks and streams are rarely wider than a metre. And it’s true most people should be able to jump that far. But the fact is that you’re not necessarily on dry ground to start with. When a stream has relatively flat banks, the water tends to seep into the soil, resulting in small areas of boggy marshland. So, what might seem a risk-free leap will often end with you plunging knee-deep into a swamp, drenching your boots and leaving you shivering on the long walk home.

How can this soggy fate be avoided? First, look for a place where the bank rises up more steeply. There’s a good chance there’ll be some stones under the surface. Also, staying close to the trees and stepping on the raised roots increases the chances of keeping your boots dry. Of course, it’s a doddle if the brook is shallower than the height of your boots. If you can see stepping stones, even just below the surface – then have no fear and step boldly into the water. Over time, the mud will have washed off these stones and they’re usually as firmly fixed to the river bottom as paving slabs – though they’re likely to be a little slippery. In all my walks through the reserve I manage, I have never yet sunk into the stream bed; however, I’ve often come a cropper on a soft, boggy bank. The only slight hazard is misjudging the depth, but even then, all you risk is getting a bit wet, so at least you shouldn’t get muddy.

Boggy and muddy ground is always an issue in bad weather. Of course, walking boots are designed for tough use, but who wants to carry excess clods of mud around on their soles and to have to scrub the leather clean later? Not to mention the risk of mud seeping in over the tops if you sink in too deeply. To reduce this risk, you need to reduce the pressure that your boots exert onto the ground by increasing the surface area of your soles. For this you might, for example, use some branches that are lying on the ground. When you step on a branch, your weight is spread over a larger area. But do make sure that the wood is not too rotten, otherwise it’ll disintegrate under you, and you’ll find yourself sinking.

It’s not everywhere that you’ll find a branch lying around, whereas tufts of grass are more common. Every little cushion of grass juts out of the mud like an island and you’ll find they’re surprisingly stable as stepping stones, allowing you to go island-hopping with dry feet to the other side. However, this is true only for genuine streams or brooks, less so for swamps or bogs. On boggy ground, tufts of grass are poised on spongy peat moss and will become more unstable the further you venture into such a terrain.

And what if you don’t fancy going off the beaten track? Trekking through the scrub and undergrowth doesn’t suit every occasion. Heading off the footpath isn’t ideal if there are two of you and you like to chat as you stroll. Conversation tends to become rather monosyllabic, as the passable route narrows and forces you to walk in single file. In these circumstances, it’s sensible to maintain a slight distance between walkers, because of branches springing back when you push past; and that puts even more strain on the conversation. Besides all this, what’s wrong with sticking to the official paths? There’s still plenty to discover on them, not least the tyre prints of heavy vehicles.

Now, you might find it immensely irritating when you walk through freshly thinned forests and you find the loveliest paths have been transformed into rivers of mud. Why should hikers have to wade through mud up to their ankles just because commercial forestry is ruthlessly harvesting timber? I can understand the perspectives of both parties – walkers and nature-lovers, as well as commercial foresters. After all, with very few exceptions, the paths were only laid for the sake of transporting felled logs by lorry to the nearest sawmill. For financial reasons, the priority is not making the trails passable for leisure use; they’re intended for trucks, and generally they are drivable even when they’re thick with mud. In the past, wood was felled only in winter and would have been transported during dry weather when it was frosty. But climate change has turned our winter into a rainy season with temperatures generally above freezing.

This means that in the forest I manage there are more and more situations where there are only losers. We often put a halt to the transportation of logs in the autumn, when the paths get muddy with the arrival of the gloomy damp season. We tend to hope for a frost that will freeze the tracks for a few days, but this rarely comes. The timber deteriorates in quality meanwhile, prone as it is to fungal attack, and the buyer rightly fears heavy financial losses. The timber needs to be dispatched by March at the latest – by which time some of it might have languished on site for six months – before becoming irreparably damaged. The tracks become a mud bath and have to be repaired afterwards at great expense.

I’ve often been told by visitors that they had been rudely prevented from going for a leisurely stroll in other forests, in most cases by a gentleman in green who wound down the window of his SUV to announce that a certain route was off limits. If you have any doubt about the authority of such individuals, just ask them to show you their official ID. Often they won’t have one at all, because they’re game wardens, in the employment of the local game tenant. Their green ‘Hunt Protection’ logo might look official in the windscreen. However, anyone can order one online and display it in their car, just as you can buy similar window stickers saying ‘Agriculture’, ‘Forestry’ etc.; it’s an easy way to feign a legitimate reason to be driving on forest trails. In Germany, the only truly official stickers are those bearing the imprint ‘Forest’ or ‘Forestry Administration’, along with the coat of arms of the federal state or city. The drivers of vehicles displaying such a badge will be able to identify themselves accordingly and indeed it is their responsibility to. However, most state employees with the authority to stop walkers rarely do so, but instead discreetly keep out of their way.

Many hunters take a different approach. They find it rather annoying when they’ve been waiting all evening perched in their lookout waiting for a shot, when a late forest visitor comes strolling by with a dog, perhaps off the lead. It means their entire wait has been in vain, and it is understandable that they clamber down, disgruntled. But there’s little they can do; they have no legal grounds to report you for ‘breach of the peace’ or any such claim. All the same, who’s going to want to stand up to an angry, heavily armed stranger? If in doubt, in the event of a confrontation, simply note the car number plate and back away politely. If the verbal confrontation is aggressive and your interlocutor has a rifle hanging over his shoulder (or in his hands), you may have grounds to press charges for coercion.
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The Woodland Detective


I enjoy walking in the woods twice as much when it’s snowing. Firstly, I love a real winter’s day, with the crunch of gleaming white snow beneath my boots. And secondly, this is when so many secrets of forest life are revealed, when the animal residents and visitors clearly leave their mark in the snow. Not that there’s any guarantee of snow, of course, or indeed of finding footprints in it. The first cold snap in a season is particularly good for spotting tracks, when the animals still haven’t moved into winter mode and they’re much more active than they are later during prolonged periods of frost. The best time to start your snowy discovery tour is early morning, before the trails are scattered by the wind or melted beyond recognition by the midday sun. Take a camera with you and capture what you find, so you can look the footprints up at home with the help of a field guide or a suitable website.

In the summer months, fine mud on the footpaths can also result in some excellent tracks, with paw and hoof prints left like a wax seal. You can also determine roughly how long ago the animal in question passed by. The important factor is how recently it rained heavily. Rainfall rinses the tracks away or at least erodes the sharp contours, making them less easy to discern. For example, if you spot distinct deer tracks and you know it rained the day before yesterday, then the animal must have passed that way in the last two days.

It gets particularly exciting when you discover wolf tracks – not that you’re likely to in Britain or mainland Europe. The first time I spotted some was in dried mud on a Swedish forest trail. I was with my family in the region near the border with Norway, trekking by canoe. How do wolves and canoes fit together, I hear you ask. We were canoeing along a series of lakes, and we had to cross the land in between at so-called ‘portages’, where you unload the canoe, lift it out of the water and mount it onto a two-wheeled trolley. In this way, we transported the canoe and all our luggage along several miles of secluded forest tracks through the hills.

It was while taking a much-needed break in our challenging hike that we wearily glanced down and were amazed to spot our first real wolf tracks. There were no other hikers in this remote area, just Sweden’s largest wolf population at the time. Honoured to have glimpsed such a rare sight, we nevertheless pushed our canoe to the next body of water with a renewed burst of energy.

Why did I mention the absence of other walkers? Well, they are often accompanied by dogs, which makes it trickier to analyse canine and lupine tracks. Dogs and wolves are very closely related, after all, and their paw prints are very similar. I could never say with absolute certainty whether a footprint was made by a wolf or a large dog. The context can help, of course, including most tellingly what’s been in the news lately. Every evening, across the region, hunters are out on watch from their mounted lookouts, and every sighting of a wolf is reported immediately and published in the media the next day at the latest. Large paw prints in regions where there have been no confirmed sightings are more likely to belong to their domesticated relatives. Those found within regions where wolves are known to have been seen are worth considering more seriously. In contrast to the zigzag tracking pattern left by dogs, wolves produce very straight tracks with their paw prints falling into a single line, one behind the other. With wolves, the hind paw prints tend to land on the print left by the front paws – this is ‘direct registering’. For further confirmation, check for other muddy patches nearby: if the prints are those of a dog, the prints of its owner may also be visible.

If you find faeces, the difference between a wolf and a dog can be discerned more clearly. Pets are usually fed tinned or other kinds of pet food, and their excrement tends to be of a uniform colour and texture. Wolf excrement, on the other hand, reveals visible clues of what the animal had for dinner. Chalky bones are mashed up with animal hair, often black, from digested wild boar. If in doubt, you could collect a sample of the faeces in a plastic bag and send it to the nearest wolf expert or ranger, who can pass it on to for confirmation in the lab.

The second biggest predator, the lynx, has unmistakable prints. If you see cat paw prints of this size (and you are in a region where lynxes are known to roam), there can be no doubt. If you’re unsure whether they are feline or if they could belong to a large dog, check for the paw shape: dog and wolf paw prints are symmetrical with the line of symmetry falling between the middle toes, while lynx prints are asymmetrical. Claw imprints are very rarely seen with the big cats, while wolves and canines tend to press their claws (or rather, nails) into the mud. If you are a cat owner, your feline friend may even help you to identify when a lynx is roaming in the area. A colleague from the Palatinate Forest said that his cat refused to set foot out of the door if one of his larger relatives was in the vicinity. To him, that was a sure sign.

While lynx and wolf tracks represent the jackpot in the hunt for animal tracks, fox prints are a consolation prize. You can tell the difference between them and the paw prints of smaller dogs, because the fox has a similar gait to his distant cousin, the wolf. Foxes ‘direct register’ like wolves, leaving a similarly straight line of prints. The position of the toes means the print is longer and thinner than a dog’s broader paw print.

Another sign of the presence of foxes is their burrows. They’re likely to be some way off the woodland footpaths, but if you go foraging in the undergrowth for mushrooms, you may stumble across a fox’s den. Usually there will be several entrances, or exits, dug into an embankment. You will know if they are still in use if you see fresh scratch marks and if there is no vegetation on the recently dug-out earth.

However, such a dwelling could also be a badger sett and indeed it is hard to tell the difference without paw prints. (If there are prints, then they’re easy to distinguish: badger prints look like small bear prints with the claws pointing forward.) Badgers dig deeper than foxes and hence dump more soil outside the entrance to their setts. A ridge may be visible in the earth leading to the hole, as they always enter and leave along the same path. You might also find some wool or other soft padding, which the badger has dragged to its sett to make its home nice and cosy. Unlike foxes who defecate everywhere, badgers return to the same spot to do their business. They even bury their faeces, producing a distinctive smell. They also use scent signals to mark out their territory, so if the area around a burrow is particularly pungent, it might well be a badger sett. But to make things more complicated, different species of animals often live in the same burrow system at the same time: for example, badgers, foxes and martens. Even if you can’t identify the inhabitants, it is still an exciting discovery, as such constructions can be in use for centuries and may therefore be as old as medieval half-timbered houses.

Footprints, faeces and dwellings are just a few of the possible indicators. There will be clear evidence, for example, of where a wild boar has wallowed in mud. After a refreshing mud bath (which may itself show the imprint of the recumbent animals), boar rub themselves against certain rough trees, using them as scratching posts to scrub off not only the dry mud, but also hair, which then gets stuck in the cracks in the bark. On the way to their scratching back massage, the soggy animals spray muddy droplets over the vegetation, leaving a Hansel and Gretel-style trail of where they’ve been.

Certain indicators reveal the presence of animals in a subtler way. In the spring, beechnuts germinate in the old beech groves. With their seed leaves, the tiny seedlings look like little butterflies cautiously unfolding their wings. Sometimes you can see a whole clump of beech seedlings sprouting from the ground. But how can that be? Why would they all land in the same place? Beechnuts are heavy and – whether blown by the wind or not – they tend to fall directly down beneath the mother tree. From a purely statistical point of view, the seedlings should be spaced evenly around the trunk. You might reasonably expect to find two or three in one place, but ten or more? No, it’s not a coincidence, but is down to the hoarding tendencies of squirrels or, more often, mice. In autumn, they stock up their winter reserves, so they can snuggle up under the blanket of snow with these oily seeds ready and waiting when they need a snack. So, the appearance of a whole cluster of seedlings hints at tragic events over the course of the winter: clearly a hungry fox has passed this way and helped himself to the hard-working little mouse, whose reserves remained abandoned in the ground to germinate in the spring. We can feel sorry for the mouse, of course, or we can see it the other way around: the fox freed the beech embryos from their enemy and thus ensured their survival.

We can see the traces of woodpeckers in a similar way. When they build their nest hole in a tree trunk, they don’t go for a rotten old tree. Who wants a rickety home, after all? No, they often choose entirely healthy specimens, and to avoid getting a headache from banging away at the hard wood, they work on their hole in stages. In the intervals between bouts of chiselling, which might be as long as several months, the construction site is colonised by fungus, decomposing the wood and making it crumblier. Meanwhile, woodpeckers have other needs. They like to sip the sugary tree sap that rises through the trunk in spring. They are especially fond of young oaks, and to reach the sap they drill small holes in rows about ten inches long. The damage isn’t too deep, but it does leave scars on the bark for decades that are almost ornamental in appearance.

The woodpeckers’ search for insects is a little less painful for the tree. Insects only attack trees when they’re dead or at least so seriously ill that the end is nigh. In the summer, when bark beetle populations are at their peak, the presence of woodpeckers clearly highlights which trees are infested, as the beetle larvae are a delicacy woodpeckers cannot resist. Wherever there are juicy white grubs squirming under the bark, woodpeckers will be pecking and poking around until they have devoured the majority. This feasting frenzy results in the bark coming away over a large area, and the light-coloured wood that is revealed is a clear signal even from afar of a beetle infestation.

Even dead logs, slowly decaying on the shady ground, are an attractive feeding ground for woodpeckers, with over a thousand insect species laying their eggs in the rotting wood. The pale larvae often spend years munching their way through the crumbling wood fibres, before they pupate and finally emerge in the outside world as beetles, an adult life that spans a mere few weeks. These woodpecker larders are particularly worth investigating in winter, when there are no ants marching about and the flying insects are dormant over winter, hiding under the peeling bark. In their hunger, the woodpeckers hack and peel away at the dead wood, digging down to reach the protein-rich larvae deep inside: ample compensation for their hard work. When there’s a particularly good haul to be found, you’ll later find shredded strips of deadwood littering the ground.

The next category of animal signs might be better described as remains, and a small incident at our house – the forester’s lodge – recently reminded me that they also belong in this book. I was sitting eating my lunch one day, biting into my cheese sandwich, when I was surprised to see that it was snowing. The snowflakes drifted gently to the ground – too softly, somehow. Looking closer, I saw they were in fact downy feathers. I got up and went to the window. The source of this precipitation of feathers soon became clear: it was a jay gleefully plucking a great tit in preparation for a feast.

Small tragedies of this kind happen all the time under the canopy of the trees, with birds falling victim to one of their many predators. Mammals that hunt birds include squirrels, martens and foxes, to name just a few. Among birds, predators include corvids such as magpies, jays, crows and ravens, as well as owl species such as the tawny owl or the eagle owl, and birds of prey such as the hawk or sparrow hawk. You might find a heap of plucked feathers lying on a tree stump – the tell-tale remnants of someone’s dinner. Certain species also seem to like using tables for their butchering. It may not be possible to tell precisely which animal was the culprit, but dents and marks in the wood might be a clue that it was a bird rather than a mammal. Birds have no teeth, so while foxes, for example, can take bites as they eat, birds of prey have to rip their dinner apart with their beak, leaving notches or scratches in the wood where the beak pecked at the prey.

While you’re keeping your eyes peeled for tracks, there’s one more animal group you could investigate. What about applying your detective skills not just to animal tracks, but to human ones too? After all, these are the most common tracks you’ll find during a forest walk. It can be fun to play detective. Look at the puddles, for example; a great way to see when the last vehicle passed this way. If the water is still cloudy, something has moved through it the same day, often less than an hour ago. A single tyre track suggests it was a 4x4, double tracks point to a timber transporter. If you see tracks further apart than a regular truck, it may have been a harvester, in the forest to fell trees and take the timber away. It can be as intriguing to investigate trails left behind by human users of the woods as tracking the footprints of the wild population.
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