DRY STONE WALLS, AN UNLIKELY SOURCE OF WILDLIFE.


On being lured from town life by the telepathic call of the wild ancient fells of north Northumberland, I always expect to find a myriad of mother natures treasures to feed my hungry interests in wildlife.  Such welcome finds can always be found in the so-called “obvious places”, amid grasses and scrub, in a wood, or along the banks of a shallow brook, that sings a melody on its meandering journey across the moors.  Items of interest can also be found in the not so obvious places.  Such a site is the network of dry stone walls strewn across pewit-guarded fields.       


Dry stone walls are one of the oldest forms of field segregation found in Great Britain.  Hedgerows are probably more widespread in the lowland zones of the UK, while walls are more frequently found in the Highlands or uplands, such as the Yorkshire dales, Cumbria, the north east, the Scottish borders, Wales and Scotland.


The foundations of drystone walling in some locations can be traced back as far as the Iron Age.  The method however fell out of favour during the dark ages, as the agricultural techniques of the Anglo- Saxons, suited the lowland terrain and they chose to settle there.  Through medieval times as the settlement into highland areas increased, so once again did the use of drystone walls.   Many monastic houses, such as those in remote locations favoured by the Cistercians also made use of dry stone building techniques.  Some of these medieval walls and buildings can still be seen today, a notable example at Fountains Abbey in Yorkshire.       


Some dry stone walls found on the higher slopes of my native Northumberland date back to the 16th and 17th centuries, and these run for many miles across the Border landscape.  On my wanderings I often stop and peer into the shadows of these ancient walls that separate field from fell.  The old weathered walls are favoured by a unique collection of tenants that live amid the random shaped stones, cracks and crevices, which to them constitutes five star accommodation. 


These constructions provide many essential qualities exploited by various wildlife opportunists.  Take birds for instance.  Every summer I find carefully hidden nests belonging to wagtails, flycatchers, wheatears, stonechats and sometimes tits.  The walls provide these birds with shelter from adverse weather conditions, an ideal breeding environment, safety from predators and an important food source of insects, flies and grubs required by their hungry nestlings.


This insect life found is as varied as the birds; and the design of the wall attracts species that require, sometimes completely different living requirements to each other.  Black and white jumping spiders for example prefer hot and dry surfaces, usually found on the south facing sides of the wall.  From here they stalk their prey before leaping across vast distances to secure their lunch.  A woodlouse on the other hand seeks the exact opposite; it dislikes light and dryness, and finds solitude and comfort in a damp cavity.  The many forms slugs and snails indigenous to dry stonewalls also prefer to be cool, so live deep within the walls design. 


Plants too co-habit drystone walls.  From a distance a wall may look drab grey, but a closer inspection will find it decorated with powdery coloured lichens, various shades of green mosses and ferns of golden brown.  In such luxuriant plants many insects and their larvae will find sanctuary.


A good dry stone wall can also be home for many animal species.  Rabbits will use holes in the wall as an escape rout if being pursued, and sometimes even as a more permanent residence.    

Mice and shrews will often be seen foraging amid the construction of a wall, and with as many animals of this type residing, it isn’t surprising that natural hunters will also be found there.  That most avid and deadly hunter the stoat, the least nocturnal of all the British flesh eaters will regularly be witnessed darting in and out of cracks and holes in the wall on the scent of a mouse or rabbit.  These creatures can hunt singly, or sometimes as a pack, excitedly chattering as they home in on their prey.  The weasel, smaller than the stoat but just as courageous, if not more, also frequents drystone walls regularly in its daily quest for food or shelter.

I cannot remember a time when the British countryside held no fascination for me, my ideal world lies in exploring a country lane, hedgerow or fell and becoming as one with the shy inhabitants found living there.  To my list I must add the network of English drystone walls I have visited over the decades, unusual and unlikely sources of wildlife, which seem to have always been there, and will still remain long after we disappear into the mists of time.  But for the time being, always well worthy of an exploration. 

