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Autumn is a time of change; perceptible in the curl of a leaf, the early morning mist and the lingering of the 
moon in the late morning sky. Here at New Nature we are undergoing  some major changes too.

So it is within this letter that I take the opportunity to announce a few things; firstly we will be switching 
from bimonthly to quarterly to fit in with the seasons. We are a purely voluntary team and running a magazine 
is a full time job, so sometimes we have to make adjustments to fit in with busy schedules. We will also be 
advertising for some new roles, so please keep an eye on our social media to see if there is something that could 
suit you – we are a lovely team to join and being a part of the magazine offers some fantastic opportunities. My 
final announcement is that one of those roles will be my position; Editor in Chief. I am not leaving the New 
Nature team completely, but will be taking a step back into a background supporting role, allowing someone 
else to take the helm of this fantastic publication. 

This is an exciting issue for me to finish on; I always love reading our writing competition entries and can say 
that the standard of entries has been really high! Even if you haven’t placed, we loved reading every single entry 
and are impressed with all of them – remember, we are always looking for contributors so if you want to send 
us an article we would love to hear your suggestions. 

As well as selecting our competition winners (p. 20), the fantastic Dominic Couzens also talked to Lucy 
Hodson (p. 18) about his career in nature writing, we learn about how to take photographs ethically whilst still 
getting some outstanding shots with Benjamin Harris (p. 32), get some tips and advice from Danielle Conner 
(p.28) and Sophie May Lewis takes us through the autumnal changes she is seeing in her column about Sussex. 

A huge thanks to everyone who has contributed, read or supported us at New Nature, we really appreciate it 
and are excited about the upcoming changes and hope that you will be too. 
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W h a t  t o  w a t c h  f o r  i n
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WILDLIFE  │  What to watch for

September

Great and Cory’s shearwaters are pelagic birds related 
to fulmars, the former species breeds on islands in the 
South Atlantic and the latter breeds on islands in the 
East Atlantic. At this time of year both shearwaters 
pass close to British coasts on migration, although 
they are rare away from the south-west. Both are 
impressive animals with mysterious ocean lives, so it is 
worth spending some time seawatching off headlands 
for the chance of spotting one of these great wanderers 
cruising over the waves. 

Brambles may be violently spiny and fast growing, 
but their value to nature is very high. This month, 
thickets of bramble will be bejewelled with drooping 
bunches of blackberries. These fruits are popular with 
a wide range of wild creatures, but are particularly 
worth keeping an eye on for the insects they attract 
– various wasp species get drunk on the juices and 
a plethora of flies, in particular colourful hoverflies 
are also drawn in. Late-flying butterflies such as red 
admirals, commas and peacocks also fly in to drink 
the purple juice and all these insects attract birds such 
as starlings, tits and finches which eat both the fruit 
and flies.

Within the last decade the willow emerald damselfly 
has firmly secured its recently established population 
in England, with new locations being discovered 
further west from its East Anglian stronghold every 
year. This small, delicate species is a shiny metallic 
green, lacking any blue pruinescence found in other 
emerald damselfly species and it lays its eggs under 
the bark of willow trees that overhang water, leaving 
distinctive oval scars. The adults are late to emerge, 
with the peak being August and September.

OctOber

It wouldn’t be autumn without a fungi hunt, so if you 
are heading out into the woods this month why not 
seek out dead beech wood, either on standing trees or 
on the ground, for the distinctive porcelain fungus? 
The fruiting bodies of this species have a short stalk 
with a concave circular cap and are a pure, clean white 
- such that sunlight shines right through – but it is 
the thin layer of glutinous slime which clinches the 
identification, making the fungus appear to be glazed 
like a doughnut. 

The prettily-named wayfaring tree is a shrub regularly 
found along trackways and footpaths on chalky or 
limestone soils, it has distinctive thick, oval leaves 
sporting dense silvery hairs on the underside. In 
autumn these graceful bushes are adorned with 
umbels of small, hard berries that start off as bright 
wax-red before gradually turning black as they ripen. 
These berries are popular with many birds, such as 
thrushes, although they are poisonous to humans.

Now is the time to watch one of nature’s great 
spectacles – the salmon run. In the early morning or 
evening, especially when it has just rained after a dry 
period, seek out a waterfall or weir on a river known to 
support wild salmon and watch as they leap upstream 
over rocks and rapids in their eagerness to reach their 
spawning grounds.
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P l a c e s  t o  V i s i t
WILDLIFE  │  Places To Visit

Ballyheigue is a coastal village located in North 
Kerry, Ireland. It’s an extremely special place to 
me - and not only because I live here. 

It’s my local patch where I have spent many a moment 
perched on ditches keying out unknown flowers or 
chasing uncooperative butterflies. The area has really 
played an integral part in my journey, not only as a 
botanist, but also a photographer - all the while 
accompanied by my two best buds, Lilly and Ben (My 
dogs always accompany me on these jaunts, their zest 
for life and exploring is contagious).

Ballyheigue is probably best known for its long 
sandy beach and blazing sunsets (on a sunny day 
you’d be forgiven for thinking you were somewhere 
in the Med!). However, on a nature note Ballyheigue 
contains an array of habitats which are home to many 
fantastic species of both plants and animals. 

Running alongside the beach are sand dunes which 
are a part of, and connect with, an extensive dune 
system that is part of a large SAC (Special Area of 
Conservation). Within these dune systems many 
fantastic species can be found and a nearby slack 
just outside of Ballyheigue will whet any naturalist’s 
appetite. Come at the right time and the slacks will 
be dotted with various species of orchid including 
marsh helleborine (Epipactis palustris), bee orchid 
(Ophrys apifera), and pyramidal orchids (Anacamptis 
pyramidalis).

Other uncommon species you’ll see include adder’s 
tongue fern (Ophioglossum vulgatum), dodder 
(Cuscuta epithymum), and squinancywort (Asperula 
cynanchica). If you keep your eyes peeled you’ll see 
Ireland’s smallest butterfly, the small blue (Cupido 
minimus), flittering around. These beauties are really 
a treat to see as they are the least common of the three 
‘blue’ butterfly species we have in Ireland, and the 
small blue is classified as endangered in Ireland. 

Ballyheigue is also the final stop on the ‘North Kerry 
Way’ which is a 48 km walking route connecting 
various parts of North Kerry. Within Ballyheigue, 
the trail concludes at Kerryhead, which is an area 
popular with birdwatchers as the site is a SPA (Special 
Protection Area) for chough and fulmar. Kerryhead 
also boasts fantastic cliff views which would give the 
Cliffs of Moher a run for their money. On a botanical 
note, Kerryhead is home to many fantastic plants you 
don’t see every day such as Radiola linoides (Allseed) 
and butterflies such as the grayling (Hipparchia 
semele), a species that is near threatened in Ireland.

Before you hit up Kerryhead though, one of the final 
stops on the North Kerry Way route takes you over 
Maulin Mountain, which gives breath-taking views of 
Ballyheigue Bay and the surrounding landscape. Here 
you’ll find many bog/heath species such as Huperzia 
selago (Fir clubmoss), butterworts (Pinguicula sp.) 
and the round-leaved sundew (Drosera rotundifolia). 
So, although I am a tad biased - whether you’re an 
avid nature lover or just want to escape and feel the 
wind on your face, Ballyheigue is the place to be!

Butterwort Spring Sunset Small Blue Butterfly

BALLYHEIGUE 

Words and Images by Jessica Hamilton 
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THE HARVEST MOUSE
S p e c i e s  F o c u s

Words by Scott Thomson
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WILDLIFE  │  Species Focus

Micromys minutus

Image: Harriet Gardiner

There have been a lot of fantastic cover 
images for New Nature. Some are regal 
and proud, some beautiful and elegant 

but I can’t recall one quite as cute as the one 
we currently have. I don’t think you can look 
at a harvest mouse and not smile, it’s just not 
possible. From its twitchy nose to the tip of its 
little tail, this animal is adorable.

They are not found everywhere in the UK but are 
generally present anywhere south of Yorkshire. 
The reason for this is simply the weather, cold 
and wet weather is their biggest enemy and 
main cause of death. It’s not surprising really, 
they can fit inside a matchbox and weigh about 
the same as a 2p coin and so they are delicate 
little creatures.

These mice typically live and forage in the 
hedgerows of farmland, eating seeds, berries 
and insects. Unfortunately, modern, intensive 
types of farming have not been kind to them. 
Hedgerow removal and intensive ploughing has 
destroyed their habitat in a number of areas. 
Their numbers are thought to have dropped 
in recent years but not one really knows how 
many there are as there have not been a lot of 
population studies carried out. 

Unusually for a small mammal they nest above 
ground, well above ground in fact. They construct 
woven nests in grassland and hedgerows typically 
about 30cm above the ground, a long way for an 
animal that small. Due to their size they are prey 
to most animals, foxes, stoats, weasels, crows… 
the list goes on and on. The nesting behaviour 
has presumably evolved to make them more 
hidden and protected from predators, but it is 
unclear how effective it is. The mortality rate is 
high and the maximum lifespan for a harvest 
mouse would be about 18 months, with around 
6 months being more common. Typically, the 

mice will breed two to three times a year, often 
into December if the weather is good enough. 
Usually a breeding strategy like this would result 
in huge numbers, like rabbits, but for these mice 
it doesn’t appear to have had the same effect.

For a small animal they do get around a bit and are 
territorial about their space. A male will generally 
hold a territory of about 400 square metres which 
is a large area for a very small prey species to 
maintain. Unusually for a small mammal they 
do not hibernate. They do build underground 
burrows but never actually go into hibernation. It 
is not clear why but it is possible it doesn’t have 
enough body mass to survive hibernation and 
needs to be active and feed during this time. So 
much is unknown about the harvest mouse which 
comes as a bit of a surprise for an animal that is 
so iconic.

One they we do know however is that it is the 
only British mammal to have a prehensile tail. 
This means it can use it’s tail to wrap around stalks 
and hold on. You can actually see this happening 
in our cover image. 

It is clear though that hedgerows and field 
margins are extremely important to these animals, 
along with many other, and that is why farmland 
management is such an important issue. Mice are 
unlikely to eat crops and if they do the damage 
will be extremely small. They do however spread 
the seeds of many plants and eat a lot of common 
pests, such as aphids, so it is really in everyone’s 
interest to keep their habitats safe and secure.

So next time you are looking over a field, focus 
on the hedgerows and seed heads for any signs 
of movement. You may be rewarded by the sight 
of one the sweetest, yet mysterious mammals in 
Britain. If you are very luck you may even get a 
photograph as good as the one on the cover!
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WILDLIFE  │  Angelsey

South Stack, a lighthouse set in sandstone, is Ken’s 
patch. One of Britain’s largest seabird colonies, the 
cliffs are stained with guano and black with auks. 
Stonechat call in the heather that grows right up to 
the precipice. Among that heather are the sort of rock 
that gets herpetologists hot under the collar - catch 
a little sun and you’ll find basking adder and sand 
lizard. The South Stack fleawort, a squat yellow flower, 
grows nowhere else in the world. The white stretch 
of water beyond the lighthouse is broken by the fins 
of harbour porpoise and Risso’s dolphin. Ken knows 
the Stack better than anyone. His favourite stretch of 
Anglesey coast is up the road. “I just started calling it 
the Range,” Ken says, picking out a short-eared owl 
on a fencepost.  “Look there! Now it has its own sign.”
Take Ken’s advice. Aside from South Stack, few places 
on Anglesey are better for birding than Cemlyn Bay, 
which in summer is Britain’s third most important 
colony of tern. The screech and reek of seabirds are 
what hits you first. Their nesting island seems to rise 
out of the water as your boots sink in the pebble 
beach. A trip around the headland brings another 
noise: the howl of grey seal, hauled out on the rocks. 
The shingle of Cemlyn is also the place to spot 
brown hare as they step between the wrack. In recent 
days, Arctic skua have been mugging sandwich tern 
over the bay, while on the coast, flycatchers pass on 
migration. Look carefully at the black-headed gull 
and you’ll find hooded, red-beaked imposters, their 
wings entirely pale: Mediterranean gull are common 
here. Whitethroat, common and lesser, sing in the 
hawthorn from April to October. And there’s nothing 
in the world that improves a field of cows like a yellow 
wagtail darting in the manure.

Newborough Forest, with its pines and coastal dunes, 
is another of Ken’s favourites. Of the 500 red squirrel 
thought to live in Wales, many are found here. Come 
at the right time of year and you’ll find woodcock 
roding over the treeline. Crossbill prise open the pine 
cones in the early morning. There are plenty of tawny 
owl in the branches, but you’ll be lucky to hear them 
over the ravens. With marram grass pricking your legs, 

climb to the top of the dunes. There you’ll see gannet 
cross the sea in pairs or vanish into foam: a dive.

Some places are so full of life that even the car park is 
worth exploring. Stoat hunt under the bumpers at Cors 
Ddyga, Anglesey’s newest RSPB reserve. Successful 
management of the reedbeds means that bittern have 
returned, and when in autumn murmurations form 
over the water, marsh harriers cut into the flock. One 
dead tree became the roost of three species of egret, 
which can’t have been enough, since purple heron and 
spoonbill were also seen on the reserve this year. Only 
a week ago, Wales’ first breeding pair of Savi’s warbler 
nested in these reeds. It’s the sort of achievement that 
gets you noticed, especially when only eight of these 
birds have ever been recorded west of the border with 
England.

“Great northern diver,” Ken tells me in winter, shunting 
the telescope from one bird to another. “Long-tailed 
duck. Brent goose.” Some people pretend that birding 
is about patience and a good pair of optics: Ken Croft 
proves otherwise. It’s also about talent, and where 
that talent meets the wealth of Anglesey, the island is 
always willing to provide.

ANGELSEY
Words by Matt Appleby

Getting to Anglesey from the Arctic Circle is 
bound to take you longer than the suspension 
bridge over the strait. When Wales’ first white-

billed diver arrived in 1991, feeding in the shadow of 
the ferries to Ireland, it didn’t come alone. Over the 
next fifteen years, grey catbird crossed the Atlantic 
from North America, black-browed albatross floated 
in from the southern oceans, and black lark from the 
steppe of Kazakhstan. Some were caught in storms, 
others lost on migration, but however the birds 
appeared, Anglesey welcomed its visitors.

Ken Croft is a migrant too: Anglesey’s senior wildlife 
guide was born in Birmingham. His thick beard and 
moustache are those of a man used to scanning the 
shore in the wind. The first time I meet him, he has 
his telescope trained on a speck in an estuary, the 
internationally vulnerable Slavonian grebe. When 
Anglesey’s first terek sandpiper showed up, Ken was 
there to find it. Birders of a lower order would be happy 
to find a shrike – I’ve never seen one myself – but Ken 
is a different species. Central Asia’s isabelline shrike, a 
first for Wales, is another of his records. Other birders 
tip their hats as we walk through reserves.
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SOPHIE MAY LEWIS
Based in rural West Sussex, Sophie 
finds inspiration for her writing and 
photography in the South Downs and 
the Weald. Introduced to wildlife and 
landscape history through family 
walks as a child, she has been hooked 
ever since.

@sxfieldnotes
Website: sussexfieldnotes.wordpress.

com

S u s s e x  F i e l d  N o t e s WILDLIFE  │  Sussex Field Notes
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The horse chestnut at the corner of the lane hides a 
few spiked cases beneath its hand-shaped leaves. I 
remember noticing this tree shortly after relocating to 
this quiet corner of West Sussex last year, introduced 
to it by crushed conkers in the track of tyres on the 
edge of the verge. Looking up, its blotched, leaf-
miner-tracked fists of yellowing leaves raged at the 
autumn winds. Conkers were like treasure to child-
me, though few of my friends seemed to care for their 
deep polished mahogany-lustred nutty scent. 

The conker’s maturation is yet another sign of the 
year’s progression. I have already noticed the smoke-
ghosts of the wild clematis seed fluff clouding the 
hedgerows along the disused railway line again. 

It is hard to believe it has been a year since that 
September day we moved to The Warren. I always 
get a wry smile at the name. Before, in The Other 
Place, we scurried to and from work and home 
across the housing estate, tense and frustrated; on 
reflection we were rather like stressed rabbits, so this 
new mark on the map seems ironically appropriate.  
This time last year I was writing about how September 
seems a good month for new beginnings; like a new 
exercise book, new school shoes, new season. This 
time, a sense of completion, of circular rhythm, gives 
that new-year feeling a firmer foundation.  

I wonder how the fox family are getting on. In late 
April I spent a few memorable evenings, leaning 
on the field gate down the lane with my binoculars, 
feeling the spring-damp-cool goosepimpling the 
skin on my arms, grinning at the antics of four fox 
cubs around an island of scrub where the field rose 
in a steep bank before levelling out to the woodland 
edge. I rarely see them now, they were well grown and 
soon following their instincts and curiosity further 
away from their natal bramble patch. If the cubs were 
an estimated three months old when I came across 
them in April, they’ll be nearing independence now. 
Many cubs fail to reach their tenth month, the odds 
of traffic, starvation and human control are stacked 
against them. 

My evenings with the foxes marked the peak of 
spring, a season that only a month or so earlier I’d 
waited so impatiently for. For a while, I seemed to lose 
my voice, online at least. I took a break from Facebook 
and Twitter, preferring to watch the blackthorn bloom 
and fade then bud and leaf, than be bombarded by 
notifications and newsreels. I developed a habit of 
standing beside the car for a moment before heading 
out on the road to work each morning, to listen to 
the wren in the end of the neighbours’ gardens. 
One day a kestrel caught a vole in the meadow next 
door; I saw her cross the sky-space above the garden, 
prize clutched in talons. Then the celandines began 
flowering at the edge of the woods. The golden stars 
cheered me, but didn’t quite quench the deep worry I 
tried not to acknowledge. Mid-March, and I hadn’t 
heard a chiffchaff. Perhaps they wouldn’t make it back, 
perhaps the woods would fall silent this spring, and if 
they did return what would they find to feed their 
hungry chicks in our depleted countryside?

I noted the pulmonaria (lungwort) was in full bloom, 
the elder well leafed. The soft fuzz of willow buds had 
exploded into fluffy clumps of pollen-laden tufts, pale 
yellow against the shadowy woods behind. My first 
chiffchaff of the season arrived just in time for the 
Spring Equinox, and the changing of the clocks. 

Violets appeared in the meadow edge, followed, 
around the same time I met the foxes, by cowslips in 
softly-bright patches of yellow. 

Hawthorn, or May blossom, opened in the first week 
of its namesake month; it smelt of sweet almond 
marzipan, pollen and fairy-tales. 

By the time the walnut trees on The Green burst their 
leaf-buds, I knew I loved this place. I’d been wary at 
first, fearful to connect, to root, just in case we had to 
up-sticks and move all over again. But places have an 
odd way of revealing themselves to you; of rendering 
new links in every change of light, season, weather-
front, each migrant bird arrival or emergent insect. 
The order the blossom opens in the orchard. Plum 
and pear. Cherry, then apple. Walnut. The habitual 
head-turn as you slow down past the gateway along 
the lane each long afternoon as you return from work, 
scanning for sheep, rabbit, fox. The noise of nesting 
rooks in the bud-tight ash trees by the old railway 

bridge, and the ones in the taller trees across the road 
by the pub. Blackcap song through the bathroom 
window.

One chilly late October afternoon I spotted a slow 
worm in the back garden. Sometimes as I waited to 
fall asleep in the dark I would think of her deep under 
the ground there, sleeping until spring. I would build 
a place for her to sunbathe, to recharge so she could 
set about terrorising the abundant woodlice in the log 
and rock piles. 

We didn’t have a lawn by the spring, the wear and tear 
of walking to the bird feeders and washing line, wore 
down the grass and near-drought conditions finished 
it off. Instead, dandelions colonised and a galaxy of 
bee-attracting sun-like flowers beamed brightly. They 
turned to globes of feathered seeds as they always 
do, perhaps welcomed more by the goldfinches that 
flitted down to feast, than my neighbours, although 
no-one complained. The red campion I planted in the 
garden came into bloom, followed by the foxgloves; 
bees found them too. 

In the summer heat our cottage became a refuge from 
the sun. Bats obviously thought so too; regularly seen 
populating the renewed evening cool with shadow 
flights from somewhere under the roof tiles. 

The trees on The Green filled out to summer lushness, 
then began to crumple and turn. The pheasants were 
the first to find the fallen apples; a droning wasp got 
there before me also, so I’ll leave the damaged fruit 
for the thrushes that will arrive again this winter. They 
will be friends this time, to welcome back, rather than 
uncertain strangers, new neighbours. 

I walk regularly in the village; I’ve learnt the bushes 
where the house sparrows congregate opposite the 
primary school, watched the winterbourne stream 
slowly run dry. I’ve been waiting to see how long the 
swallows will stay before signalling autumns approach 
with their notable absence. 

I think I will collect a few conkers, for old times sake. 
There is always a pattern to a conker collection; the 
largest, the tiny one, the one that is patterned like 
polished tigers-eye, the one with the flat side where 
it grew together with its twin, and of course the huge 
shining treasured one that stays resolutely out of reach, 
dangling just beyond your fingers in its spiky, velvet-
lined case. And now there’s also the one that will be 
added to the jar in the corner of my desk, a counter to 
mark one year taking root in this place. 

ROOTED.
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WILDLIFE  │  Salisbury

The busy market town of Salisbury 
probably isn’t your first choice for a 
wildlife watching trip. It’s more likely to 

conjure up images of city streets bustling with 
pre-occupied people, than as an abundant 
wildlife haven. But all is not as it seems here, 
and amidst the herds of tourists admiring 
ancient architecture, shoppers laden with 
heavy bags and commuters heading to and 
from work, there’s a whole world of wildlife 
waiting to be discovered. 

Possibly one of the best places to begin 
uncovering Salisbury’s wild secrets is at its 
most famous landmark, which is also home to 
Salisbury’s most distinguished wild resident. 

Salisbury Cathedral is the heart of the city. 
Its famous spire soars 55 metres above the 
tower, stretching into the city’s skies and it’s 
here, whilst craning your neck to take in the 
impressive structure you may just catch the 
flash of a peregrine falcon. 

Peregrines have successfully nested on this 
urban cliff since 2014 and their dramas have 
played out across the cathedral grounds and 
surrounding area. There have been broods 
reared, territories defended, wandering males 
and newcomers overthrowing residents to 
claim the territory for their own. Quite the 
setting for a such an epic tale.

I regularly head to Salisbury to watch their 
dark arrowhead shape dance fiercely around 
the spire, cutting through the clouds as people 
lounge on picnic blankets in the grounds 
below.

The cathedral grounds themselves are 
teeming with wildlife. The summer brings 
swallows and house martins to feed on insects 
attracted by the trees and brightly coloured 
gardens of well to do town houses. Streams 
of swifts scream through the rows of old 
buildings whilst gangs of jackdaws gather 
on the ornate chimney pots. Song thrushes, 
robins and blackbirds also frequent the lush 

lawns in search of food.

Heading on to the high-street and I’m often 
distracted by the buff tailed bumble bees that 
forage through the pinks, blues and purples 
of the hanging baskets decorating the market 
square. They can also be seen rummaging in 
the wildflower patches that line the car parks 
and riverside walks, adding splashes of colour 
to the grey of tarmac.

However, my favourite of Salisbury’s wild 
secrets, isn’t actually that secret. The River 
Avon flows quietly through the city center 
and provides a marvelous home for nature. 
It’s not unusual to glimpse the ghostly white 
of an egret as it searches for it’s perfect 
hunting spot. Or perhaps catch the low-lying 
head of a water vole before it slinks away, 
disappearing into the bank. There are even 
whispers of otters, slipping unseen through 
the city’s water ways.

I’ve often found myself smiling quietly, at 
the pied wagtail that bobs blithely along the 
pavements. I catch the smile growing when 
someone else notices. When someone stops 
to stare at the plucky black and white bird 
pursuing its prey, mesmerised by its insect 
catching dance. My smile grows when clammy 
hands reach out of push chairs, grasping at 
chattering house sparrows, and laughter rings 
out at the comical ducks on the river. I can’t 
help but grin at the couple that stop to coo 
at the woodpigeons perching proudly at the 
bus stop. 

Nature is everywhere, it’s embedded its green 
tendrils into the most unlikely of places, and 
whole secret worlds unfurl when we begin to 
tune into our surroundings. When we look up 
from our phones or make the effort to notice 
the greenery that thrives despite its concrete 
surroundings, we are rewarded with treasures. 

So next time you find yourself in Salisbury 
tune into its wild secrets. Who knows what 
the city has to share with you?

SALISBURY’S 
WILD SECRETS

Words by Jeni Bell
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INTERVIEW  │  Dominic Couzens

I led a tour to Holland for the magazine, the deputy 
editor came along, we got chatting, she suggested I 
write something and after a couple of false starts I 
finally got an article published. 25 years later, I am 
fortunate enough still to be writing for them. Books 
and other articles followed organically.

Following on from the previous question, do you have 
any tips for young people who’d like to make a career out 

of nature writing? 

I’m sure all your readers have heard loads of tips, so 
here is just one.

If you want a sustained career (as opposed to one that 
blooms quickly and then fades), make sure you are a 
research junkie. Get to know nature well, and then 
intimately and then some more. Learn, learn and learn. 
This will especially help if you develop a speciality. For 
example, if you get a commission to write about fish 
and do it well, plunge into your fish research.

The public’s appetite for your thoughts, opinions and 
feelings might be more limited, so make knowledge 
your forte.

What has been your most memorable wildlife-related 
experience so far?

Catching Southern Hairy-nosed Wombats for 
scientific research has to be the craziest. I was with a 
group of journos at Kooloola Station, near Swan Reach, 
South Australia and we were tasked with netting the 
animals, which live communally in underground 
warrens, emerging only at night to wander around 
for food. After a barbie under the stars we set out on 
a pick-up with a powerful spotlight. We held on to 
the side of the vehicle as we drove, clutching large 
nets. As soon as a Wombat was spot-lit the pick-
up stopped and we had to run as fast as we could 
along the beam and more or less rugby-tackle the 
retreating marsupials, trying to get a net over them. 
The trouble was, the ground was riddled with burrows 
and we kept on falling down them in a cloud of dust. 
It was exciting, ridiculous and utterly hilarious. We 
celebrated our exertions by downing port and sleeping 
rough in a hundred-year-old sheepshearing barn. 

I have also hand-fed a critically endangered bird 
(Rodrigues Fody) on nectar inside an aircraft toilet, 
midway through a flight from Mauritius to London.
 

We know that you have a passion for birds. Is there a 
particular bird that has evaded you thus far? 

There are about 8000 species that have eluded me so 
far. Some, such as Snow Goose and Snowy Owl are 
embarrassing. Others, such as Snowy Cotinga, are just 
painful – hang on, there’s a theme here, I’ve never seen 
Snow Leopard either.

When a Ross’s Gull turned up at Radipole Lake, less 
than an hour’s drive away, the winter before last, I 
decided to break my UK non-twitching vow and go 
to see it. After three hours I gave up, chastened. I tried 
again a week later, wasted more hours and missed it 
again.

You have published an amazing range of wildlife-
related books over the course of your career. Do you have 
a favourite—or, conversely, is there one which proved 

particularly difficult to write? 

That question is a little like asking a parent if they have 
a favourite child. My most successful book is called 
The Secret Lives of Garden Birds, and the trappings 
of success – selling by the bucketloads, for example – 
are so delicious that they colour your opinion of your 
own work. My favourite is actually an encyclopedia I 
wrote on the birds of Europe for Collins.

The hardest was probably “Britain’s Mammals.” It 
started out as one thing and then became quite another, 
far wider in scope and much more complicated. I can 
remember staying awake in the night wondering 
where on earth we were going to find an image of a 
Soprano Pipistrelle’s penis.

Have you enjoyed reading the competition entries for 
New Nature’s writing competition? Is there anything 

which stuck out to you while reading?

I have enjoyed them very much, and they demonstrated, 
as they should do, just how everybody is different and 
how people say things in different ways. 

DOMINIC 
COUZENS

Can you tell us a bit more about your career? How did 
you become a writer? 

I began by taking adult classes, teaching people about 
birds in the classroom and in the field. This honed 
my field-teaching skills and built up my knowledge 
researching for each two-hour indoor classroom 
session.  I did a lot of tour leading and eventually led 
some with a local colleague called John Wyatt who 
was involved with Bird Watching magazine. John and 

What came first - your love of nature or your passion for 
writing? 

My love of nature started in early childhood, as is 
probably the case for most of your readers, but the 
writing came much later, and as quite a surprise – to 
realise that I might just have a chance to make a go at 
such a wonderful profession simply blew my grateful 
mind. I didn’t get anything published until the age of 
about 27.

We talk to the birder, author 
and journalist about writing 
and his love of birds.
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WRITING COMPETITION

I am very nervously sending my critiques, humbled by the task, terrified of my own 
opinion mattering to people - not used to this. Any way, here goes.

1St place - the buzzard’S meadOw by charlOtte O’Neill

The opening is exceptionally important in all writing, and this piece nails it - assured, 
measured, and immediately you feel comfortable that the writer knows what they 
are doing. The theme - nature and people sharing space - occurred in several entries, 
but never so subtly and inventively. There are some turns of phrase here that are truly 
original and leads me to suggest that this writer could make it in the profession. 

2Nd place - traNSfOrmatiONS by JeNi bell

Only 2nd by a whisker, this piece has maturity, good observation and a nice line 
in empathy. The only thing is lacks is a touch of self-confidence, leading the writer 
perhaps to try a little hard and be too descriptive. Having said that, I almost felt as 
though I was swimming along at the same time. 

3rd place - uNtitled by elizabeth Oliver

I was enchanted by some of the descriptions in this poetic piece, such as the idea of 
Chaffinches sneezing and the “thousand unnameable shades folded into the shallows” 
- classy. I really liked the general theme, too. The writer is inventive in her turns of 
phrase and unusual use of words, The natural history is solid, too, as with the description 
of the Treecreeper.

At the city edge, where the Severn spills, 
there is a small patch of scrubland, grassy 
and coarse. Pink meadow flowers fight 

against the empty canisters of laughing gas, 
small plastic packets and crushed beer cans. A 
dirt path follows the river like a sister-stream, 
dotted with rocks and dog mess. Somewhere 
in the bushes, a wren clicks busily, darting from 
place to place like a small arrow, only to be seen 
for a couple of seconds before it disappears. 
Only her sound gives the way the fact that she 
has spotted human presence. Up above, a robin 
sings out in a serenade with a police car; his 
throat heaving out song in an attempt to drown 
out the traffic and proclaim this patch for nature 
once again. 

In this small patch of wilderness, the buzzard 
holds his territory; living alongside humans 
without one of their own. Buto is a silent glider, 
soaring high over the tents and the city on 
summer days. On the thermals mixed with the 
urban heat, he glides up, until he is a speck in 
the sky for those down below. At this height, 
he can see for miles, beyond this small field, to 
the Black Mountains of Wales, the Malvern’s 
as they tower into the sky, the hill named after 
the robin which sings below him and the great 
Cotswold’s, where the romans once farmed 
sheep. He inherits the sky from those birds 
who would have seen that same view, all those 
thousands of years ago. But even if he had an 
eye to see back into that time, he wouldn’t. He 
does not fly for this county’s aesthetic brilliance. 
Despite being able to soar far up high, Buto is 
still as snared to this city as I. For even angels 

with wings that take them high up above us, still 
need to feed on earth and blood. 

And so it is this patch of land, his land, where 
other Buzzards dare not venture, that provides 
him with the rabbits that he so desperately 
seeks from high. Within the high grass of 
the scrubland, to the walker, only the view of 
a white tuft tail bobbing away would indicate 
their presence. Buto is both a scavenger and a 
hunter. For the past couple of days, the animals 
killed on the road have fed his belly. A squirrel 
and pigeon, that despite having adapted to 
urban life were still not creatures of the modern 
world. Now he craved the hunt. Looking down 
upon the meadow from the height of the tallest 
city building, he spots movement. One rabbit’s 
fate is decided. He half-folds his wings and falls, 
dropping down, levelling and then dropping 
again, until, with his talon dug deep into rabbit 
fur, he touches the place that sustains him once 
again. And there, with the rabbit’s body pinned 
to the earth, he contributes to the cycle of death 
and rebirth that persists in this strange location. 

The buzzard’s meadow is not only his own. 
This special place is the barrier between the 
human world and the wild territories. Wildlife 
and people walk side by side on day and night 
but may never encounter one another except 
through the traces they both leave behind.  
Despite the litter left by ignorant human hands, 
wildlife seems to thrive in this small space, for 
a short while. And up above, always, the robin 
sings out to the city, declaring this special wild 
place as his and not mine. 

NEW NATURE 
WRITING COMPETITION 2019

A big thank you to everyone to entered our 2019 competition. As always we have been 
blown away by the talent shown by young nature writers around the country. If 
we could we would make everyone winners as the entries were all so amazing and 

hard to choose between. Luckily for us Dominic Couzens took up the hard task of picking the 
winners and we will hand over to him. 

THE BUZZARDS MEADOW

1 s t  P l a c e  -  C h a r l o t t e  O ’ N e i l l
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WRITING COMPETITION

- 22 -

My feet mould to the shape of the pebbles 
under them, the smooth roundness 
accentuated by the sharp cold on my 

bare toes. Peering down I watch light dance 
through the water, casting rippling shadows on 
my pasty feet.

It’s now or never.

With the crumbling Kimmeridge cliffs to my 
back, and the prominent turret shaped, Clavell 
Tower to my left, I wade in.

I’m not graceful, or delicate and fly by herring 
gulls cackle at my awkwardness, as I slip and 
trip, splitting the surface of the sea, shattering 
it’s mirror like appearance. 

The skin on my arms raises and bobbles, tight 
little goosebumps, shocked by the ice water 
spreading through my limbs. My feet are numb, 
left behind on the rocky foreshore. The clear 
waters are well up to my chest, rapidly squeezing 
breath from me, ready for the transition – a dare 
to dunk under, allowing sky and sea to become 
one. 

Acclimatised now, I slip the mask onto my face, 
snorkel to my mouth biting down gently on the 
squishy rubber mouth piece, and I submerge.
I’ve left my land body behind, my cumbersome, 
clumsy shell is gone, replaced with a new 
weightless shape that moves effortlessly through 
the water. My special place transforms me into 
a bird, soaring over seaweed gardens that sway 
and reach upwards in alien motion. I float over a 
whole new world on the seabed below me.

There is ancientness here, in this Jurassic 
coastline, and the rocky shelves hold timeless 
secrets of creatures that resided long before what 
lives now. Limpets and ruby beadlet anemones 
litter the stones here, amongst fossil ammonites. 
In the dark gaps between the rocks dwell velvet 
fishing crabs – hiding their red eyes in tangles 
of slick seaweed. Two worlds, living and gone, 

side by side.

Further out, away from the rocky patches, where 
the sea floor is sandy, lies my favourite spot to 
snorkel. Sometimes, thick clawed edible crabs, 
scrabble sideways and electric coloured cuckoo 
wrasse might spark in my peripheral. My eye 
might catch the flick of a blenny, it’s speckled, 
camouflaged colour cloaking it from view.  

The water is clear here, and full of light, allowing 
you to see the silver speckles of shoals in the 
distance, like mirages that always seem to 
disperse just as you get close.

It’s the light here that makes it special. The light 
is never the same, but it illuminates the body 
of water spectacularly. Sometimes aquamarine, 
sometimes clear quartz and turquoise and on 
stormier days teal. The water-made ripples in the 
sand below catch it and bounce it back, sending 
it through the swathes of the seaweed, so that it 
illuminates them. A mass of green jewels.

A slight throb in the very tips of my fingers 
and toes reminds me that I’m not a true ocean 
dweller; I’m not part of this light show and 
under water menagerie. The throb calls me back 
to land. To replace floating for walking and 
the steady wash of water, bubbles and fizzing 
pebbles in my ears for the raucous noise of gulls, 
and families marvelling at fossils found on the 
beach.

It’s time to return to land, to the pebble shore 
that steals my water-found finesse. It’s time for 
my breath to be returned, and to split the sea 
and the sky into two separate entities again.

I wrap myself in a towel, letting the warmth 
of a hot tea renew my unwieldy limbs. I sit 
and stare out towards the world I’ve just 
witnessed. Enthralled once again by Dorset’s 
magical, underwater realm, hidden from view – 
Kimmeridge Bay. 

TRANSFORMATIONS

2 n d  P l a c e  -  J e n i  B e l l

It was as if in her characteristically calm way, she had paused her commentary of shrouded summits 
and took stock of my place on the lip of a familiar burn. Travelworn after long days picking my way 
through the places she called her hearts home, the glens and moors, the forests and bogs. Having 

stumbled with the mark of inexperience over weather chipped stone, slipping through the slick 
mosses, snagging on the bleached shrubs, my body finally divorcing from a hungry mind and causing 
it to slow. She aimed her words in my direction, illuminated that place I was resting. Nothing, she 
suggested, was more blissful than soaking hot feet in the icy conveyance of a spring burn. It was like 
a plain dare. As I abandoned my quiet lunch spot and leaned further over the cusp of the bank, I felt 
the water raking with frozen fingernails across the surface of my skin, grasping to my ankles. The 
biting filled veins and flesh and bone and muscle with an undiscriminating sharpness, followed by 
a final uniform numbness. Within that sensation I woke to my surroundings. Crisp, shrill peepings 
of the treecreepers were everywhere as they shuffled around me, dancing rings around the trees, 
picking through cracks in bark. Chaffinches sneezed in imperfect choruses from the lower rungs, 
making themselves known. Great tits scolded some invisible threat. The water had a visible texture 
of hot yellow gold as it pushed its inevitable way over a bed of stone. The spangles of white light 
were synthesised by the impatient waters and marionette trees. The clarity of its contents and the 
thousand unnameable shades folded into the shallows were encouraged or created by things I didn’t 
really understand. Innumerable things took life from this special place. I realised for the first time, I 
didn’t really need to know a thing or the whys of it all of the time, there was value in not knowing, 
just feeling.

“One never quite knows the mountain, nor oneself in relation to it.”

UNTITLED

3 r d  P l a c e  -  E l i z a b e t h  O l i v e r
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CONSERVATION  │  Re-marketing

them. If it wasn’t claiming to help 
the world, would the consumer 
have bought that bracelet in the 
first place?

A growing society of people 
recycling, reducing and re-
evaluating purchases is scary 
for consumer-based companies. 
Buying is big business and 
businesses are looking for new ways 
to entice consumers to purchase 
products they often don’t need. 
Marketing these as earth-friendly 
or eco-conscious can make them 
appeal to new audiences. While 
some of these products can be 
useful, purchasing something new 
isn’t always the most sustainable 
way forward.

I found one ad that popped up on 
Instagram particularly frustrating. 
A model stood in front of a 
cupboard overflowing with plastic 
takeaway cartons, grinning as they 
used a colourful, reusable, (yet 
still plastic!) container instead. If 
you look beyond the happy smile, 
the message the ad conveys is just 
to buy more plastic! Surely, it’s 
better to re-use those throwaway 
containers until they are no longer 
fit for purpose- then recycle them, 
rather than throwing them out as 
single-use items?

Making a difference doesn’t 
have to mean spending money 
or investing in new products 
to replace ‘single-use’ ones but 
consumerism depends on us doing 
exactly that. Blue Planet II did 
incredible things to highlight the 
plastic issue within the media, yet 
most of us are painfully aware that 

plastic isn’t the only environmental 
issue needing urgent attention. 
We need businesses to consider 
how their choices impact on our 
environment as a whole.

I don’t have a science degree. I 
don’t know enough about carbon 
footprints to be sure, but reading 
between the sales lines, I’d say 
some of the companies that I 
trust to be most environmentally 
friendly are still using small 
amounts of recycled plastic. 
They’ve committed to evaluating 
every step of production; working 
out emissions, wastage, business 
overheads and the processes 
involved in producing and ensuring 
materials are recycled. They often 
open themselves to online criticism, 
yet are upfront, informative and 
comprehensive in their response 
as to why plastics still feature on 
their production lines until a better 
solution becomes available. 

When major retailers announce 
they intend to stop using single-
use plastics, the media loves it. 
My first response is to question 
what they plan to use instead? 
Paper seems to be the answer 
given in most cases but for global 
businesses that would require 
cutting down vast numbers of trees 
and treating food packaging with 
chemicals to ensure it was sterile. 
Environmentalists have been 
raising concerns over the rate of 
global deforestation for decades. 
I look out for announcements on 
how companies have reviewed ,and 
will manage these impacts, such as 
planting new forests to provide the 
raw materials, which could be good 

for the environment while they 
matured. Yet those announcements 
rarely come. Companies can’t claim 
to be eco-friendly if the steps they 
take to reduce plastic have negative 
effects in other areas. 

Are companies like this honestly 
committed to addressing climate 
change or are they just jumping 
on the PR bandwagon of reducing 
plastic waste? The media is 
saturated with loaded sales slogans, 
capitalising on our desire to save 
the world and which often go a 
step further, pushing a sense of 
guilt and responsibility for change 
directly onto the consumer. It’s 
overwhelming, irresponsible and 
contributing to an alarming rise in 
eco-anxiety.

We need businesses to be start 
being truly accountable. We need 
them to see the wider impacts 
and to make real change, not just 
change what we read about them 
in the headlines.

Next time you see a company 
making a climate change pledge 
or spot an eco-branded product 
for sale, consider the processes 
involved and whether it’s really 
benefiting the environment before 
you purchase. Ask questions 
about the authenticity of recycled 
materials before you buy. You 
can make a huge difference for 
the environment without even 
investing in these items. Consumers 
just need to make it clear that we 
won’t buy anything branded as 
environmentally friendly unless we 
start to see clear evidence that it 
truly is.

I used to work in marketing. It 
was my job to come up with 
adverts and campaigns which 

convinced people to buy things. 
Today I work in conservation and 
I chose my career because I want 
to make a positive difference to 
our environment. That’s something 
we’re all trying to do more of, right?

Recently, I’ve noticed a growing 
trend of adverts aimed at the eco-
conscious consumer, featuring 
products claiming to make the 
world better. Some are undeniably 
good- like volunteering holidays 
where you can get involved in 
practical conservation efforts or 
reusable wooden cutlery you can 
carry to replace single-use plastic. 
Yet what about the others?

Are bracelets made from recycled 
ocean plastic actually helping to 
address global pollution? Each 
bracelet costs just a few pounds, 
including free shipping around the 
world. Yet products like this often 
take a lot of energy and pollution 
to produce. First to process the 
collected plastic into beads, then 
the air miles needed to deliver 

REDUCE, RECYCLE 
OR JUST 

RE-MARKET?
Words by Sarah Humphrey
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CONSERVATION  │  Human Need Nature

Destruction to nature accounts for more global 
emissions than every car and truck on this 
planet. To prevent irreversible climate damage, 
the protection of nature must be a political 
priority.

We have 12 years to prevent irreversible climate 
damage. If we don’t witness drastic change to the 
way we treat our planet by 2030, future generations 
will be living lives immersed in persistent heatwaves, 
flooding, and poverty. 

At the current rate at which we are destroying nature, 
by the end of this century we will most likely have 
lost 100% of rainforests and coral reefs, and 50% of all 
plant and animal species globally.

Why is nature critical to the future of us? 

Nature provides us with the food we eat, the air 
we breathe, and the water we irrigate our crops 
with. Natural assets such as soil, land and water are 
known as the world’s ‘natural capital’ and are hugely 
important to our economy, from farming to tourism. 
If you add up the total value of our natural capital, it 
comes to at least $125 trillion USD every year which 
is phenomenal. 

Wetlands purify the water that goes into lakes, 
streams and into us, mangroves protect our coastlines 
from storms, microbes in the ocean produce 50% of 
the oxygen we breathe and 90% of our medicines are 
composed of natural resources. 

Nature is free, so we take it for granted and overexploit 
it every single day. Our forests are burning rapidly, our 
oceans are drowning in pollution and our wetlands 
are being smothered in infrastructure. What our 
global decision makers are failing to understand is 
that by continuing to destroy nature at the rate we 

are currently doing, we aren’t benefiting the long-term 
economy, we’re destroying it. 

So long as we are destroying nature, we will have 
failed on a solution to climate change

At present, destruction to nature accounts for more 
global emissions than all the cars and trucks on earth. 
So long as our forests are burning, we will have failed 
on a solution to the climate crisis. We are seeing the 
devastating impacts of global warming all over the 
world, including our own British gardens, forests and 
coastal habitats.  

Scottish crossbills and kittiwakes face extinction 

Scottish salt marshes are becoming flooded with 
seawater which is causing lowland living species 
to encroach on highland areas. In response, species 
adapted to cooler climates are drifting northwards, or 
to higher altitudes. However, for some species such 
as the Scottish crossbill, it is proving impossible to 
migrate due to overcrowding, agricultural barriers 
or no further northern territory to move into. This 
species, found nowhere else in the world, is in danger 
of extinction through losing its only home.

Kittiwakes are also at risk. Warming oceans are 
affecting plankton, reducing the number of sand 
eels that feed on them, which leaves kittiwakes with 
limited food resources. We have seen an astonishing 
70% decline in these seabirds in recent decades.

The fluctuation in weather conditions is impacting 
entire food chains

In the past year alone, we have seen dramatic 
fluctuations in British weather. In February 2018, 
we experienced ‘The Beast from the East’, which 
brought freezing conditions to the UK. Just one year 
later, February 2019 reached record highs for a winter 

day of 21.2’C. At least one month ahead of schedule, 
bumblebee queens were out looking for nest sites, 
adult butterflies were emerging from their winter 
hibernation, and even barn swallows were arriving on 
British shores, potentially then unable to find enough 
insect food.

We are reaching an ecological and economical crunch 
point. This is not simply about the disappearance of 
species, but about profound changes to ecosystems 
that provide vital services to hundreds of millions of 
people. 

What can we do to turn it all around?

First and foremost, it is paramount that nature 
is included in every corporate, state and national 
climate goal. We need to start investing in forests 
and mangroves the same way we are investing in 
renewable energy. We need to respect and ensure the 
rights of indigenous people who make a living out of 
these habitats. We need to slash global greenhouse-
gas emissions, through a rapid phase-out of fossil 
fuels. 

Rewilding nature would represent 30% of what needs 
to be done to prevent irreversible damage. If we make 
rewilding a priority, enabling forests to recover from 
deforestation and the seafloor to recover from trawling, 
we could dramatically bring down the carbon dioxide 
levels we’ve already produced. The world’s vegetation 
can hold up to 450 billion tonnes of carbon. That’s 
staggering.

Conservation efforts are crucial. Climate change adds 
to existing pressures, such as habitat loss, poaching 
and unsustainable harvesting, that are already 
putting species populations under huge strain. Local 
conservation efforts are needed to strengthen species’ 
resilience to climate change, to protect and restore 
biological corridors that support dispersal, and to 
secure those areas that remain as suitable habitat even 
as temperatures rise. 

We still have time, but not a lot of it. If we act now, 
and fast, we can ensure our children have a planet 
worth celebrating - but only on the premise that we 
put nature first. If we don’t protect nature, we can’t 
protect ourselves.

NATURE DOESN'T NEED HUMANS. 

HUMANS NEED NATURE.
Words by Sophie Johnson

“Nature is free, so we take it 
for granted and overexploit 

it every single day.”
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You’re a zoologist - what made you want to pursue a 
career in this area?

I’ve never really known what ‘I want to be when I grow 
up’ and zoology is a fantastic degree to pursue when 
you love wildlife and animals as it’s a really broad 
subject. I can branch into conservation, broadcasting 
or science! 

Where’s your favourite place so far that you have been 
to, to study or work with wildlife?

My favourite place by far was the Peruvian Amazon. 
I volunteered as a junior field staff member for almost 
three months before my degree. I helped with various 
projects including setting up of camera traps to monitor 
a natural saltlick and setting up butterfly transects to 
monitor the diversity of species across primary and 
secondary areas of rainforest. I also came back to the 
UK with a botfly in my neck- just under my jaw that 
I obviously had to name Jaws! My mum was horrified 
by the flesh eating parasite that had been in my neck 
for a month. You need to let the botfly grow so that it 
can be pulled out with tweezers. If you pull it out too 
soon, it could tear in half and still grow but under your 
skin – and this can be pretty dangerous. To this day, 
Jaws lives in a jar on my shelf.

Who is your wildlife hero/inspiration? 

Paul Nicklen, who is a biologist turned photographer. 
He realised his photographs of the species he was 
studying were more powerful in sharing conservation 
stories than the actual research. He then became a 
photographer for National Geographic. Paul then 
founded SeaLegacy that uses visual storytelling to 
spread awareness about climate change.

You’ve recently been named as one of the judges for the 
young bird photographer of the year - Congratulations! 
What qualities do you think you are going to look for in 

a potential winning image?

I love interesting light, textures and colours in an 
image. I was once the overall winner for the RSPCA 
Young Photographer competition with a photo of a 
grey heron from my local pond. I captured the heron 
in an unusual way that the judges loved. I want to 
inspire young people to get outdoors and pick up a 
camera, so photos of common bird species are equally 
as cherished as photos of rare species.

Have you any tips for budding wildlife/bird 
photographers?

Get outside and get snapping! You don’t need fancy kit 
– your phone will take photos with quality that is just 
as good as a fancy camera. With some thought and 

- 28 -

DANIELLE 
CONNOR

CAREERS  │  Danielle Connor

Danielle Connor talks about her career 
as a zoologist, photography and her role 

in creating the ‘Pocket pals’ app



- 30 - - 31 -

CAREERS  │  Danielle Connor

planning, you can capture something amazing at your 
local pond. I also recommend sharing your photos and 
progress online. There are some fantastic communities 
on Facebook and Instagram that can provide you with 
feedback and support on your wildlife photography 
venture!

Is there a species you personally will never tire of 
photographing? 

PUFFINS! I freaking love puffins. They are incredibly 
charismatic and easy to photograph. Skomer island is 
my favourite place to photograph puffins. I have lived 
on the island as a short term volunteer. During the 
day I’d help the assistant warden with day visitors, 
but once the day visitors leave- the island is free to 
explore! I’d usually spend each evening photographing 
the puffins at sunset.

You’re also one of the co-founders of the ‘Pocket pals’ app 
- tell us a little bit more about that?

Pocket Pals provides digital activities to nature 
reserves, zoos and museums that engage young people 
with the natural world. We have just launched our 
Augmented Reality Trails. These consist of physical 
signs installed at a site. Visitors scan the sign using 
a mobile phone app and an animated animal comes 

alive on your screen! You can then take a selfie with 
the animal and learn it.

In five years’ time, where would you like to see yourself, 
career wise?

I have no idea! I am highly considering undertaking a 
Masters of Research in Tropical Ecology but I am also 
building a company and I have been loving wildlife 
photography and presenting recently. Who knows!

Finally, if you could be any animal - what would you be 
and why? 

A spider monkey! I spent three months studying them 
for my undergraduate dissertation. I looked at their 
relationship with the structure of the rainforest. Spider 
monkeys eat lots of fruit and they often eat the whole 
fruit, including the seeds. At night they congregate at 
sleeping sites which they also use as a toilet.  Spider 
monkeys are super important in distributing seeds 
and therefore have the capacity to regenerate the 
rainforest. But the reason I’d be a spider monkey is 
because they have these amazing long limbs and a 
prehensile tail and they literally just swing from tree 
to tree all day eating fruit! Although if I was a female 
spider monkey, I would have a pseudo-penis… maybe 
I should rethink!
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Ethics never sound that fun to read about, let’s 
be honest! But ethics form a huge part of 
documenting wildlife, both from an artistic and 

a scientific point of view. The world’s best wildlife 
photographers and filmmakers spend a lot of time 
considering the ethical implications of their plans 
before heading into the field. I’m going to arm you 
with an idea of how you can be ethical in your own 
wildlife photography practices, but before that I’m 
going to tell you a little story.

In 1958 Disney released White Wilderness, a factual 
epic that showed the polar regions in detail never seen 
before, documenting animal behaviour that those 
outside of Inuit communities would likely never get 
the chance to see. The filmmakers said they strove to 
give a true depiction of all the behaviours from their 
chosen species.

However, animal behaviour isn’t always what it seems, 

and rarely fits within traditional narrative structure. 
Whether it was intentional or not, White Wilderness 
lead to the rumour that lemmings routinely commit 
suicide due to overpopulation. This itself is bad enough 
for a documentary, but filming a behaviour that doesn’t 
exist lead to some very unethical techniques.

To begin with, the filmmakers lied about the location 
of the lemming mass suicide they filmed. Whilst 
2019 Disney does retain a little bit of creative license 
with its editorial guidelines, out and out lying about 
location is frowned upon. But that wasn’t the worst 
of it. As lemmings do not commit mass suicide due 
to population explosions, the filmmakers staged the 
behaviour by ushering lemmings off cliffs into a body 
of water, effectively intentionally killing their subjects.

Obviously this is not the way behaviour is filmed today. 
Here are some steps to take to make sure you keep the 
right distance and maintain an ethical practice.
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GREAT GREY OWLStudy yOur SubJect

Knowing how to watch and photograph animals 
without changing their behaviour requires you to 
know what their natural behaviours are in the first 
place. You can read and watch videos, but the best 
way to do this is to get out in the field with a pair of 
binoculars and observe. The main need for patience 
in wildlife photography isn’t in the waiting for the 
animal to show (though that does form a large part of 
it), but in the research that goes in before hand.

My favourite thing about wildlife photography is that 
it gives me a better understanding of how the animals 
are interacting with their environment. Having 
studied zoology, I thought I had a good understanding 
of this, and I did - at an academic level. Only after 
getting into the field and spending large amounts of 
time watching the same animals did I really start to 
understand animal behaviour. There is truly no greater 
privilege than watching an animal completely relaxed 
and behaving naturally in your presence.

ScOut yOur lOcatiON

Though some study can be done from the safety of 
your laptop screen, getting outside is pretty integral to 
the process of wildlife photography. Knowing where 
the animals are, and when, is also a rather important 
piece of the puzzle. Finding out where and when can 
prove tricky. Personally, I use a mixture of techniques.

Field craft is the first port of call. This means being 
able to recognize signs that your chosen animal 
has been in the spot recently. Things like fresh poo 
(yum), scrape marks in mud, bones or dead animals, 
footprints and dens/setts/nests are all valid ways of 
finding wildlife photography locations.

Speaking to locals is another great way. People 
walking dogs around your initial target area are likely 
to spend a lot of time at a specific time of day, and are 
generally happy to stop and have a chat about wildlife. 
Some may know next to nothing and pay very little 
attention; some may be keen birders or wildlife 
watchers. It’s the luck of the draw, but being friendly 
is never a bad thing.

decide ON a Safe diStaNce

Most British wildlife is skittish and afraid of people. 
There are certain species that can be dangerous (stags 
during rutting season), but on the whole you’re the 
scary one. Generally, animals will run away before 
you’ve even spotted them so set your distance to a 
point where you do not bother them. There are a few 
tips and tricks you can follow to minimize how scary 
you look.
• Wear natural colours, so you don’t stand out 

against the background.
• Stay low, or with your back against something 

bigger than you so you don’t break the horizon 
line with a silhouette.

• Stay downwind of the animal and don’t wear any 
scented deodorant or aftershave.

SNeak aNd creep uNtil yOu See miNOr 
behaviOur chaNge, theN StOp

Once you’re comfortable you’re not bothering 
your subject, you can start creeping closer. Do this 
incrementally, pausing often so that the animal 
becomes used to the new distance. Then rinse and 
repeat until you’re where you need to be. Obviously, 
there’s a limit to how close you should be, and this 
is different for different animals. Kingfishers will 
abandon nests, and vixens may become aggressive 
to protect their cubs. Be smart and make sure you’ve 
done you’re research so you don’t put yourself or the 
animal in danger.

if yOu’re NOt clOSe eNOugh – thiNk OutSide 
the bOx

If your minimum distance isn’t close enough, it’s time 
to think outside the box on how to get your shot. 
Camera traps, remote triggers and longer lenses are 
the most obvious (and expensive) options and all need 
to respect the same rules as above. Don’t be afraid to 
get really creative. Hide your camera inside a fake 
version of a common animal in your habitat, chat to 
any rangers or countryside management organisations 
to see if they have any ideas about how you can get your 
shot, or buddy up with another local photographer 
and see if two heads are better than one.
If you think long enough, there will be a way for you 
to get what you need and respect the animal’s space.

abOut the phOtOgrapher

Ben is a wildlife cameraman and photographer, 
currently living in Bristol. He graduated with 
a BSc in zoology, decided science wasn’t for 
him and set about travelling the world before 
deciding merging his passions for nature and 

stories was probably a good idea.

MURMURATION
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graduate. She is persistently on the hunt for 
interesting light, textures and colour in her 
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Jeni Bell

Jeni is a blogger and photographer with a passion 
for British wildlife. She believes it’s important to 
encourage others to seek out wildlife, even in the 

most un-wild places.

www.seekingwildsights.co.uk
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Matt Appleby

Matt Appleby is a translator and interpreter 
specialising in ecology. His journalism and fiction 
have appeared in a number of online and print 

reviews. He is currently based in Lima, Peru.

Sara Humphrey

Sara Humphrey is a conservation communicator 
and photographer. In her spare time, Sara hikes 
the Sussex countryside, documenting rare species 
on her doorstep and using social media to inspire 

others to protect nature.
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Sophie Johnson is a Zoology graduate and 
conservation blogger, keen to raise awareness for 
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