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Dedication

To Lucy and John Lister-Kaye, my dear friends in the Highlands.
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INTRODUCTION

Of all Britain’s wild places, surely none are so beautiful, so scenic, and so special as the Scottish Highlands. Stretching across hundreds of square miles, the exact definition of the region is hard to establish: it includes the Inner Hebrides, but not always the outer isles; Orkney, but definitely not Shetland; as well as the Cairngorm plateau, the valleys of Speyside and Deeside, the Flow Country, Ben Nevis, and the Great Glen.

But the Highlands are about far more than geography: they are also a state of mind. The very name speaks of wildness and wilderness, of towering mountains and deep glens, of fast-flowing rivers and rocky coasts, and above all, of some of Britain’s most extraordinary and spectacular plants and animals.

Not that Highland wildlife is always easy to see. The place gives up its secrets unwillingly at times, and effort, hard work and a fair amount of luck are needed to see some of the more elusive wild creatures. But what wild creatures! Golden Eagle and Bottlenose Dolphin, Pine Marten and Osprey, Reindeer and Red Deer, Black Grouse and Red Squirrel, Ptarmigan and Capercaillie, the Atlantic Salmon and the rare and well hidden Scottish Wildcat, are just a few of the iconic species found here, some found nowhere else in Britain. They are accompanied by a fabulous supporting cast of birds and mammals, reptiles and amphibians, butterflies and dragonflies and, during the spring and summer, stunning displays of wild flowers.

The Scottish Highlands change not just season by season but also day by day; but in this book I have chosen – as in the accompanying BBC TV series – to focus on the transformations that take place, slowly but surely, over the course of a calendar year. The book is divided into four seasons, each of which is a transition in itself: from winter to spring, spring to summer, summer into autumn and finally autumn back to winter, as the natural year comes full circle once again. It is a story of hardship and opportunity, of wonder and surprise, and above all of how nature finds a way in even the harshest of conditions.

In between the stories of the wild creatures that make their home in this glorious part of the world, there are profiles of some of the many people who have chosen to live alongside the wildlife here. They love the Highlands as, if you have already been here, you will easily understand. If you haven’t been yet, this book is an invitation to visit, and to experience the wonders of Scotland’s wild heart for yourself. You’ll be glad you did!

Stephen Moss
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WINTER ON THE HIGH TOPS
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The Cairngorm Reindeer have lived on the mountain for more than 60 years, since being brought here from Sweden.



The Reindeer herd trudges through the deep, crisp snow, heading towards the distant summit of the mountain. An icy wind cuts through the chill January air, while a glowering grey sky occasionally erupts with flurries of flakes; little miracles of nature, each unique hexagonal fragment of snow drifting down to join millions of others on the ground.

All around, a sea of white, broken only by the occasional grey boulder, the huge, jagged outline of the mountain itself and these sturdy, patient animals – perfectly adapted to this Arctic scene.

Yet this is not Lapland, but the Cairngorm plateau in the Highlands of Scotland. At 57 degrees north, more than 1,000 km (620 miles) south of the Arctic Circle, this place is a long way from the Reindeer’s normal home. For the Reindeer is a true Arctic animal, perfectly adapted to life on the barren, frozen tundra of Scandinavia and Siberia, and across the huge expanses of Alaska and Canada, where the species is known as Caribou. So what on earth are these animals doing here?

The story of the Cairngorm Reindeer herd goes back more than 60 years, to 1952, the year that Queen Elizabeth II came to the throne, and to a visionary man named Mikel Utsi, a Swedish Reindeer herder. He and his wife, Dr Ethel Lindgren, brought eight animals across the North Sea to Scotland, and put them in a fenced enclosure near Aviemore, before eventually releasing them on the slopes of Cairn Gorm. Later, more Reindeer were brought over, and today there are around 150 animals living a semi-feral lifestyle here.

Of all the animals you might expect to encounter in the Scottish Highlands, the Reindeer is one of the least expected, yet also one of the most appropriate. It is not usually considered to be a native British animal, yet it has perfectly good credentials to be regarded as one. Less than 10,000 years ago, towards the end of the last ice age, wild Reindeer roamed all over Britain as far south as Kent. Although this may seem a long time ago in our human history of these islands, it is but a blink of an eye in geological and natural history terms.

The Reindeer’s story reminds us that wild creatures have always come and gone from the Highlands, and that what we see today is only a snapshot of the wildlife that has lived here in the past, and what might be found here in the future.

Watching the Reindeer as they amble across this windswept landscape makes us realise just how well adapted they are to what is surely the most hostile environment in Britain. Their fur is made up of two layers: a thick, woolly undercoat, covered with a layer of longer, tightly packed hairs, which are hollow and filled with air – helping the animal to retain its precious body heat even in sub-zero temperatures and cold winds.

The Reindeer’s hooves are also adapted to living in very different conditions from season to season. In spring and summer Reindeer have sponge-like pads to enable their feet to gain traction on boggy ground, but in autumn these shrink to allow the rim of the hoof a better grip on slippery snow and ice.

Reindeer even breathe differently from other mammals: their nostrils have a very large internal surface area, which enables them to warm the chilly air before it enters their lungs, thus ensuring that they retain as much body heat as possible.

Most extraordinary of all, as Reindeer walk across the snow-covered plateau their lower legs make a loud clicking sound, produced by a tendon in the animal’s foot slipping across the bone. This is a very energy-efficient way of keeping the herd together when the animals have their heads down to graze, or during bad weather, when visibility may be very poor.

At this time of year in their native home, Reindeer mainly feed on lichens, especially one particular species know as Reindeer Moss. Surviving on such a meagre, low-energy food is nothing short of incredible – and the Reindeer is the only mammal species to do so.

Reindeer also feed on grasses, sedges, willow and birch leaves, as well as fungi and even the occasional bird’s egg. However, for much of the year they survive only on the lichen, which they dig out from under the snow using their specially adapted hooves. In fact, the Cairngorm Reindeer have a relatively easy life. They are regularly given supplementary food, a daily event that allows visitors to get a really close look at these splendid animals.

Not all the wild creatures here on the high tops are quite as lucky: for them, winter is the toughest season of all, a season during which they must work hard to survive in order to breed during the coming spring and summer. The story of how they do so is filled with drama and surprise.
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Reindeer are brilliantly adapted to life in a cold, snowy environment, with a thick coat to keep them warm even when the temperature drops well below freezing.





CAIRNGORM WEATHER AND CLIMATE
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Way south of the Arctic Circle this place may be, but the Cairngorm plateau is nevertheless an example of what scientists call an Arctic-Alpine ecosystem, because of its high altitude.

Although the actual figures vary depending on the weather conditions, a rough rule of thumb is that for every 150–170 m (490–550 ft) rise in altitude, the average temperature drops by about 1.8 °C (3.2 °F). So here, at 1,000–1,300 m (3,300–4,200 ft) above sea level, the average temperature is 11-16 °C (20–29 °F) lower than at the coast. This is before taking into account aspects such as the wind-chill factor, which can make conditions on the high tops feel far colder.

The weather here can be unforgiving for both human and animal life. The summit of Cairn Gorm itself saw the strongest gust of wind
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