
W i n t e r Come and Gone? 

I t h a s become i n c r e a s i n g l y d i f f i c u l t t o d i s t i n g u i s h one s e a s o n 
from a n o t h e r w i t h some of t h e warmest F e b r u a r y days e v e r t h i s 
y e a r . Such w e a t h e r i s i d e a l f o r c o l d s and w a y f a r e r s but must be 
v e r y c o n f u s i n g f o r t h e w i l d l i f e . I t i s d i f f i c u l t f o r one o b s e r v e r 
to s e p a r a t e out what i s r e a l l y happening but t h e r e does seem t o 
have been a change i n t h e p a t t e r n of b e h a v i o u r of b o t h b i r d s and 
i n s e c t s t h i s y e a r , w i t h fewer of t h e former i n t h e i r u s u a l w i n t e r 
h a u n t s and more of t h e l a t t e r out and about e a r l y . 

The ducks a t H a r r o l d , f o r example, seemed t o have peaked w e l l 
b e f o r e C h r i s t m a s , w i t h o v e r 400 Wigeon, 110 Pochard and 26 T e a l 
p r e s e n t on 14 December and a v i r t u a l a b s e n c e o f t h e s e s p e c i e s i n 
m i d - F e b r u a r y . I t i s w e l l w o r t h a g l a n c e a t t h e r e s i d e n t f l o c k s o f 
g e e s e , however, when n o t h i n g much e l s e seems t o be a b o u t . T h e r e 
was a P i n k - f o o t e d Goose w i t h t h e G r e y l a g on 19 December.Keep an 
eye on t h e t r e e s t o o , a s t h e t o p s of t h e l a r c h e s p r o d u c e d f i v e 
C r o s s b i l l on 5 J a n u a r y and t h e r e were R e d p o l l s i n t h e s i l v e r 
b i r c h e s on 13 J a n u a r y and S i s k i n s e x t r a c t i n g s e e d s from t h e cones 
of t h e a l d e r s on t h e 1 5 t h . Gone a r e t h e days, however, when i t 
c o u l d be s a i d , a s i t was by R i c h a r d J e f f e r i e s , t h a t 

" s p a r r o w s crowd e v e r y hedge and f i e l d , t h e i r numbers a r e 
i n c r e d i b l e ; c h a f f i n c h e s a r e not t o be c o u n t e d ; of 
g r e e n f i n c h e s t h e r e must be t h o u s a n d s . ... I caught g l i m p s e s 
of a ploughed f i e l d r e c e n t l y sown one s p r i n g from t h e window 
of a r a i l w a y c a r r i a g e , e v e r y l i t t l e c l o d o f w h i c h seemed 
a l i v e w i t h s m a l l b i r d s ! " ( N a t u r e Near London, 1893) 

The c l u e h e r e i s t h e r e f e r e n c e t o s p r i n g sowing w h i c h h a s l a r g e l y 
g i v e n way t o t h e autumn sowing of w i n t e r wheat and t h e c o n s e q u e n t 
l a c k of u n s p r a y e d w i n t e r s t u b b l e . F i e l d s w h i c h now produce a 
f l u s h of s m a l l b i r d s a r e t h u s few and f a r between. So i t was a 
d e l i g h t to s e e 300 C h a f f i n c h e s i n s u c h a f i e l d n e a r O d e l l G r e a t 
Wood r e c e n t l y , and 70 Yellowhammer and 30 L i n n e t i n a n o t h e r n e a r 
G r e a t Oak Farm. 

T h r u s h e s have a l s o been s c a r c e t h i s w i n t e r , but t h i s may be 
b e c a u s e t h e y have c h o s e n t o w i n t e r e l s e w h e r e r a t h e r t h a n b e c a u s e 
of a d e t e r i o r a t i o n i n t h e l o c a l h a b i t a t . We may w e l l s e e 
s u b t a n t i a l numbers s t i l l a s t h e y p a s s t h r o u g h on t h e i r r e t u r n 
j o u r n e y e a s t , and, i n d e e d , t h e l a r g e s t f l o c k so f a r has been of 
100 Redwing i n Abbey Park on 12 F e b r u a r y , a l l s i n g i n g s o f t l y away 
from th e t o p s of t h e t r e e s - a c l a s s i c s i g n o f S p r i n g , a l b e i t . 
somewhat e a r l y . ^ 

A l s o e a r l i e r t h a n u s u a l has been t h e r e c e n t emergence of 
b u t t e r f l i e s , bees and o t h e r i n s e c t s i n t e m p e r a t u r e s r e m i n i s c e n t 
of Summer r a t h e r t h a n l a t e W i n t e r . B r i m s t o n e , Peacock and S m a l l 
T o r t i s e s h e l l b u t t e r f l i e s have a l l b e a t e n my e a r l i e s t r e c o r d by a 
week or two. Moths have a l s o been a c t i v e on t h e m i l d e r n i g h t s , 
but t h i s i s not so u n u s u a l , s e v e r a l s p e c i e s h a v i n g w i n g l e s s 
f e m a l e s w h i c h t h e m a l e s hunt out even a t t h e t u r n of t h e y e a r . 
T h e r e were s i x s p e c i e s of moth i n t h e t r a p on 13 F e b r u a r y w h i c h 
i n c l u d e d f o u r of t h i s t y p e : t h e P a l e B r i n d l e d B e a u t y , t h e D o t t e d 
Border, a March Moth and a S p r i n g Usher - which p e r h a p s s a y s i t 
a l l ! Honey bee s and bumble-bees have a l s o been out and about, a s 
w e l l a s a h o v e r f l y mimic of t h e former a s e a r l y a s 30 December. 
I t w i l l be i n t e r e s t i n g t o s e e whether th e i n s e c t s have gambled 
c o r r e c t l y or whether w i n t e r has s t i l l a s u r p r i s e o r two i n s t o r e . 
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