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It has been widely noted in the media how the 
lockdown has brought us so much closer to 
nature, and that has certainly been the case for me 
and my wife, Lindsay, who joins me as coauthor 
on this occasion (having reviewed and 
significantly influenced all of my previous Bird 
Notes articles).  We have been doing the same 
walk every morning, allowing us to observe at 
close quarters the day-by-day changes in the 
natural scene, albeit in an area not very rich in 
variety, as the summery spring gave way to a 
distinctly autumnal summer. 

Our route is a return journey around some 
open fields (good for social distancing), past a 
shrubby area through to a narrow path flanked on 
either side by a ditch and a rising embankment, 
with plenty of trees and shrubs on both sides.  We 
found the plants and insects just as engrossing as 
the avian life that I’ve been writing about in Bird 
Notes for the past few years, hence the change of 
title for this issue.  Our account is in two parts, 
starting with the “summery spring” of April and 
May. 

April saw the emergence of wild flowers and 
butterflies and the arrival of migrant birds.  First, 
though, we encountered a surprisingly late 
departure of winter visitors as a flock of more 
than fifty fieldfares was present in one of the 
fields on April 4th, preparing for their return to 
Scandinavia.  I and several others had been 
concerned by how few of these we had seen over 
the winter.   

The air waves in April and May abounded 
with the songs of wrens, song thrushes, robins, 
blackcaps and chiffchaffs, all as to be expected.  
Mistle thrushes carried on singing for a while too.  

We frequently heard 
the whoops of stock 
doves, which also 
returned to the field 
beyond our garden, 
having been absent 
there for several years.  
Not so expected and 
much to our pleasure 
were the scratchy 
songs of a fair number 

of whitethroats (pictured—migrants from sub-
Saharan Africa), a skylark singing over one of the 
open fields where we believe he and his partner 
were nesting, and a pair of linnets apparently 
nesting in some brambles in the shrubby area.  At 

least one lesser whitethroat was also singing 
occasionally.  The other African migrants were 
the swallows, swooping low over the open fields 
in their characteristic manner, occasionally joined 
by higher flying house martins.  We were 
enchanted by a robin that we met almost every 
day for several weeks, always singing from the 
same topmost twig of a hawthorn tree. 

The first butterflies to appear were female 
orange-tips, the males, after which the species is 
named, arriving somewhat later as is the norm.  
There were plenty of those but we had only 
occasional sightings of that other harbinger of 
spring, the brimstone.  Not long after we were 
pleased to see many small tortoiseshells, mostly 
fluttering around the paths bordering the fields, 

and also a surprising 
number of marbled 
whites (a member of 
the brown family!).  
Small tortoiseshells 
suffered from an 
unexplained crash in 

2018, so it was good to see them back in fair 
numbers.  Marbled whites (pictured) are more 
common in the south, but appear to be extending 
their range northward. 

Concerning plant life now, the general scene 
was graced by the bright white of flowering 
blackthorn in April, giving way to the green-and-
white effect of hawthorn in May.  An app on 
Lindsay’s phone helped us to identify 
wildflowers, teaching us many new names to add 
to our admittedly meagre repertoire.  The earliest 
April ones were lesser celandines, greater 
stitchworts, Jack-by-the-hedge (garlic mustard), 
white dead-nettles, herb-robert, birdeye 
speedwell, and bluebells.  Red campion appeared 
later, when we were also treated to a bewildering 
variety of daisy- or dandelion-like flowers with 
yellow (mostly) or white flower heads.  Our 
attention was particular caught by an attractive 
species that the app named as goat’s beard 
(pictured), alternatively meadow salsify or jack-

go-to-bed-at-noon.  
The lemon-yellow 
flower head, 
surrounded by those 
long pointed bracts, 
was often occupied by 
a small beetle with 

shiny green wing-cases.  At first we were puzzled 
by the name goat’s beard, but a possible reason 
became apparent when they later turned into 
pointed seed heads like the one shown in the 



picture.  Its other name Jack-go-to-bed-at-noon 
tells us we were lucky to have chosen mornings 
for our walks. 

As far as the bird scene is concerned, not much 
changed in June but July heralded the start of the 
annual moult, when the song birds hunkered 
down and mostly kept quiet, with just occasional 
outbursts from wrens and song thrushes.  The last 
time we heard the skylark was in early June and 
we didn’t see them again after that, suggesting 
that breeding had not been successful.  On the 
other hand, the linnets that we thought had been 
nesting in the shrubby area appeared to have done 
better—we twice saw four young ones flying 
away from the brambles.   

Much more significant changes took place in 
the plant scene, though some of the spring 
flowers carried on throughout the period—
campion, speedwell, and herb-robert for example.  
Soon after the hawthorn blossom faded away the 
brambles gave us alternative expanses of white, 
supplemented by other flowers such as giant 
hogweed and ox-eye daisies.  Among the 
dandelion-like plants our eye was caught by a 
young shoot with large, oval leaves.  Wild 
lettuce, said the app, and soon more specimens 
appeared along the narrow path.  To our 
astonishment, some of them grew to well over six 
feet.  Small, bright lemon-yellow flower-heads 

developed and these 
eventually folded into 
pointy seed heads.  
These then unfolded 
into fluffy seed 
bunches that later 
transformed to 
become small, lacy 

balls like miniature dandelion-clocks (pictured).  
Two other notable species in this family were the 
dandelion-like autumn hawkbits and the daisy-
like scented mayweeds, both short-stemmed 
plants that thrived in the stony path around the 
fields. 

Among the profusion of nettles, brambles 
and grass there were just single specimens of 
viper’s bugloss (pictured), 
bitter-sweet (a toxic 
nightshade), evening 
primrose, and a rather 
puny ragwort that was 
occupied, and eventually 
devoured,  by several of 
the black-and-yellow-striped caterpillars of the 
cinnabar moth, named for the red colour of its 
hindwings matching that of mercury ore.  We had 

seen several of these flying in June, as well as 
common blue damselflies, hawking around the 
path-side ditch.  Also at this time, both on our 
walks and in our garden, we were witness to an 
apparent revival of the seven-spot ladybirds that 
had in previous years largely disappeared, 
displaced by the invasive harlequins. 

June also saw the emergence of meadow 
brown and ringlet butterflies, both in profusion, 
as well as a few skippers.  By July the scene in 
the shrubby area was dominated by Buddleia, but 
it wasn’t until after a long spell of bad weather 
that one day the sun suddenly came out and some 
of these large bushes were adorned with peacock 
and red admiral butterflies, along with both kinds 
of cabbage white and a few commas.  Also in 
July, the meadow browns and ringlets were 
largely superseded by another species showing 
evidence of recovery from recent declines—the 
gatekeeper (pictured).  They can be distinguished 

from meadow browns 
by the presence of 
those two white dots 
in the middle of the 
black spot—meadow 
browns have just one.  
Other moths became 

evident at this time too, mostly along the narrow 
path.  Unfortunately the inquisitive observer’s 
attempts to scrutinise their intricate wing patterns 
were frustrated by their annoying habit of always 
landing upside-down of the under side of nettle 
leaves! 

Back in our garden, a frequent visitor from some 
time early in the year has been “Skippy”, the 
magpie (pictured).   

Skippy’s plumage isn’t quite right—he (?) 
has too much black, as you can see, and his breast 
was a strange brownish colour instead of white.  
He got his name from the unusual way he skipped 
and hopped around 
the lawn, quite 
unlike the other 
magpies.  Also, he 
always appeared on 
his own, whereas 
other magpies 
usually come in 
pairs or small 
groups.  We 
eventually 
discovered that his 
breast colour was 
due to the fact that he had no feathers there at all, 
just skin, like a plucked chicken.  Moreover, we 



noticed when he took flight that his rump was 
also bare.  Thankfully, in July, when the birds’ 
annual moult gets under way, his breast started to 
turn white with new downy feathers emerging. 

In the picture you can also see the area at the 
end of our lawn that we decided not to mow this 
year as a token gesture towards rewilding.  When 
the picture was taken the rest of the lawn was 
covered in creeping buttercups, thanks to my 
decision always to use the highest mower setting.  
It also harboured lesser stitchwort, selfheal, and 
clover, while the longer stemmed meadow 
buttercups grew in the rewilding. 

We have tried to convey how the constraints of 
the lockdown inevitably drew us even closer than 
before to the natural scene.  We know from 
country diarists’ press articles and TV nature 
programmes, as well as from many letters and 
articles in the RSPB’s autumn issue of Nature’s 
Home, that our experience has been widely 
echoed around the country.  Perhaps the same 
goes for some of our readers here. 

Hugh and Lindsay Darwen 
hughdarwen@gmail.com 


