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Introduction: Spring in the Time of Coronavirus

1 The Spring Equinox and the Lockdown: 21–25 March

A blossoming wild cherry, blackcaps and chiffchaffs singing, willow buds bursting, coltsfoot in flower, mating gnats and sallow mining bees, an effusion of spring butterflies, the blackthorn winter, a lost wild pear tree, the manners of birds, buzzards in the sky where the planes used to be, walking the Long Way, and the cheering effect of jackdaws 

2 When Spray Beginneth to Spring: 26 March–1 April

Ash, oak and elm buds opening, a dipper that’s not a dipper, Jack flowers and Willie flowers, synchronised swimming by great crested grebes, three different scavengers contesting a corpse, skylarks ascending, red kites in London, wayfaring trees and traveller’s joy, cuckoo bees, the importance of cow pats, and a rescued oil beetle 

3 Now That April’s There: 2–8 April

The first orange-tip, Robert Browning’s longing, yellowhammers, the first brimstone, weasels, pond slime, birds of tree trunks, the flower carpet of a holloway, a silent supermoon, finding a colony of house sparrows, liverworts and horsetails, and telling leaves by touch

4 The Easter Weekend and the Cuckoo: 9–14 April

Suburban violets, Gilbert White and Henry David Thoreau, holly blues, the song thrush as a comedian, a willow warbler in a willow tree, a stately home for a nuthatch, the scarlet bottom of a great spotted woodpecker, rainbows moving, frog sex, goldcrests and a lesser whitethroat singing, and the first cuckoo of the spring

5 The Coming of the Swallows: 15–20 April

Swallow arrival, the Thames towpath, the elusive gropper, an owl madrigal, celandines lesser and greater, a farmed landscape in decay, an egg-laying brimstone, the twizzle, the streedle and the chuggle, moth names, herb-paris, a dead mole and its epitaph, and another swallow (this one just passing through)

6 Bluebell Time: 21–27 April

Bluebells at their peak, different shades of green, dazzling little egrets, the mayfly and its hatches, a suburban wheatear, the black poplar, the St Mark’s fly, yellow wagtails, a trio of cuckoos, a tunnel decorated in white flowers, and lords-and-ladies with their perilous berries

7 Spring Rain: 28 April–6 May

April showers and the petrichor, wild flowers of suburban streets, ubiquitous muntjacs, reed buntings no longer in the reeds, Gerard Manley Hopkins and the month of May, Sedgie and his repertoire, the first speckled wood, secrets of the red campion, an obscure planarian, dryads of all kinds, and a singing whitethroat

8 They’re Back!: 7–14 May

The return of the swifts, Denis Summers-Smith, the lost wych elm of Ramsbury, the Beverley Brook, cow parsley and the seasonal parade of umbellifers, the mystery of the scent of lilac, a garden warbler, Grey of Falloden, the munching marsh marigold moth, brimstone caterpillars, and fox fables

9 Mid-May’s Eldest Child: 15–23 May

A landscape rewilded, birds heard versus birds seen, the seductive scent of the musk rose, yellow flag irises, the small heath butterfly, dying ash trees, village names, an encounter with a grass snake, fairy rings, the Duchess of Burgundy, the two smells of elder, and George Eliot’s imagination 

10 In My End Is My Beginning: 24–31 May

May feeling like summer, a spotted flycatcher after all, village wild flowers, lost turtle doves, goldfinches and nyjer seed, looking for hares, the grace and violence of kestrels, the painful bite of a cleg, the lessons of the spring, bee orchids in the Roman ruins, and the dusk chorus
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Michael McCarthy

Michael McCarthy is one of Britain’s leading writers on the environment and the natural world. As a journalist, he was the Environment Correspondent of The Times, covering the early measures taken to combat climate change, culminating in the Earth Summit at Rio de Janeiro; later he was the long-standing Environment Editor of the Independent. He has won a string of awards for his work, including Environment Journalist Of The Year in the British Environment and Media Awards (three times); Specialist Writer of the Year in the British Press Awards; the Silver Medal of the Zoological Society of London; the Dilys Breeze Medal of the British Trust for Ornithology; and the Medal of the RSPB for ‘outstanding services to conservation’. As an author he has written Say Goodbye to the Cuckoo (2009), a study of Britain’s summer migrant birds, which was widely praised; and The Moth Snowstorm: Nature and Joy (2015), which was shortlisted for the Wainwright Prize and the Richard Jefferies Prize. The Moth Snowstorm was described by the New York Times as ‘an idiosyncratic and wonderful walk through his joy of nature’.

Michael’s patch, in normal times, is the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, in south-west London, and in particular Kew’s bluebell wood, an enchanting wild survival in the capital city. When Kew Gardens closed for the lockdown however, it became the nearby towpath of the River Thames, especially the section between Richmond Bridge and Kew Bridge, which is tidal; Richmond Park, the historic, 2,400-acre landscape of acid grassland, streams and ancient oak woods, largely unchanged since Charles I enclosed it in 1637, which is the largest of the royal parks and remarkably wildlife-rich; and the leafy suburban streets on the borders of Richmond and Kew, which themselves benefit from the proximity of such a large amount of green space.
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Jeremy Mynott

Jeremy Mynott is the author of various publications on wildlife and nature. Birdscapes: Birds in Our Experience and Imagination (2009) was described by one reviewer as ‘the finest book ever written on why we watch birds’. His latest book, Birds in the Ancient World: Winged Words (2018), was shortlisted for the Wolfson History Prize and was a TLS Book of the Year. He also led a biodiversity survey of Shingle Street, a tiny hamlet on the Suffolk coast, and published the results as a love-letter to the local environment in Knowing your Place: Wildlife in Shingle Street (2016). He is a founder member of ‘New Networks for Nature’ and co-author of a report for the Green Party on A New Deal for Nature (2019). His earlier professional career was in publishing at Cambridge University Press, where he became chief executive. He is an Emeritus Fellow of Wolfson College, Cambridge. 

Jeremy’s patch is in West Suffolk, centered on the small rural village of Little Thurlow, which is joined to its twin, Great Thurlow, by a road, a river and a web of footpaths. The Thurlows have a long and continuous history, reaching back to at least Roman times, and were mentioned in Domesday in 1086. The landscape is what passes for ‘rolling’ in Suffolk, the two villages set in a shallow valley formed by the last glaciation. The soil is heavy boulder clay over a base of chalk and is farmed mainly for arable crops, though cows are also pastured on suitable meadows down by the river. The River Stour is a key environmental feature. It rises nearby and runs through both villages, later forming the county boundary between Suffolk and Essex, until it reaches the North Sea at Harwich some 60 miles away, as the otter swims.
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Peter Marren

Peter Marren is the author of over twenty books on natural history and the countryside, military and entomological history, and bibliography, including Bugs Britannica (2010), Rainbow Dust (2016) and Chasing the Ghost (2018). He won the BSBI Presidents’ Prize for Britain’s Rare Flowers (1999), which was also runner-up for the Natural World Book Prize. He was also awarded the Society for the History of Natural History’s Thackray Medal for The New Naturalists (1995), and won a Leverhulme Scholarship for Bugs Britannica. He had a column in Countryman, as well as the thirty-year-old cult ‘Twitcher in the Swamp’ column in British Wildlife. He has written for most of the leading national newspapers and has professional experience of nature conservation in England and Scotland. He is the author of Nature Conservation in the long-running Collins New Naturalist Library, and has co-led wildlife tours in many European countries.

Peter’s patch is the Wiltshire village of Ramsbury in the valley of the River Kennet in the North Wessex Downs. The village has a long history, dating back to Saxon times when it had its own bishop and ten water mills, far more than Swindon or Newbury (which only had two). Fortunately, the place was bypassed by the main road, the canal and finally the railway, and so remains what it always was, a village at the centre of a large rural parish. The countryside above the valley is rolling chalk downland, mainly under crops but with scattered small copses and natural chalk grassland on the steepest slopes. The river runs through wet meadows, willow scrub and reedbeds from Ramsbury Manor in the west and Littlecote House in the east, each seated within their parks. Numerous footpaths and bridleways connect the village with outlying settlements, although the riverbank itself is mostly private to preserve its famous trout fishery.
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‘There is something to be wondered at in all of nature.’

Aristotle

Parts of Animals, 645a17
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