Kate Humble
on walking, wildlife

and waterbirds
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green and purple iridescent plumage,” she among bird guides — informative and
says, pointing to an island in front of us. entertaining at the same time.
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Wildfowl and Wetland Trust’s London Sir Peter Scott, the naturalist and TV
Wetland Centre in Barnes, a superb green presenter who founded it.
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Kate is here to promote her new book people to visit their reserves and raise some
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Slimbridge, on the banks of the wetland birdlife and call it ‘A Guide to
River Severn in Gloucestershire. ~ Long-Legged Birds’. She gave me a long,
‘Watching Waterbirds’isa =~ hard stare and said that ducks don’

photographic guide packed with long legs. Good point, I thought. ‘Okay,
personal anecdotes from Kate’s many so how about ‘Long-Legged Birds and
years of bird-watching and the Short Waddly Birds’?, I stuttered.
knowledge she has gained from ‘Hmm,” she replied.
presenting wildlife programmes like =~ “The eventual result was our book
‘Springwatch’ and ‘Autumnwatch’. wi e much more catchy title o
i i ‘Watching Waterbirds’. Which is better,
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The guide gives every bird a score from one
to five depending on how common they are,
and challenges readers to take the Great
Waterbird Challenge, leading up to the
ultimate test of spotting 100 species in just
one day. So for example, the lapwing scores
just two as it winters in Britain in large
numbers, whereas the skulking water rail
scores five because it is so difficult to spot.

As a keen birdwatcher and walker myself
I liked the book because waterbirds are much
more accessible than, say, woodland or
heathland birds, and you don’t have to go to
a nature reserve to see them. In fact as Kate
points out to me, anybody who walks near
water — be it a river, gravel pit, reservoir,
canal or the coast — should find the book
useful. It is, she says proudly, a modern-day
version of the ‘I Spy’ books which were so
popular in her youth.

As we leave the hide, the conversation
turns to walking. Kate lives in the Wye
Valley, an area she adores and where she
regularly walks in the beech and oak woods.
Kate always goes walking with her husband,
the TV producer Ludo Graham, and her dogs
Badger and Bella, part of a menagerie she
lives with on her small holding. “To me,
walking is my great pleasure,” she says.

“It’s exercise, naturalising and therapy all
combined. When you are feeling confused,
cross or stressed, it helps even out your
thoughts. There is something very
therapeutic about that rhythm of putting one
foot in front of the other. You come back
totally refreshed.”

If Kate has had an intensive period of
filming and just needs to get away, depending
on time she heads to the Forest of Dean, the
Brecon Beacons or her favourite place of all,
the Gower Peninsula. At the Gower she likes

There is somethin%lver{(therapeutic about

foot in front of another.

walking along the cliffs and watching in awe
as the choughs ride the winds, swirling
around the cliff face. “They are a wonderful
bird,” she says.

“I know people have a love-hate
relationship with crows. But you couldn’t
fail to be impressed by a chough. It’s a
beautiful black bird with bright red tights
and lipstick. It’s shameless and it’s special to
that part of Wales.”

Kate and her husband also like walking
abroad. In 2008 they went on a walking
holiday to the Wakhan Corridor, an area in
north-eastern Afghanistan which forms a
land link with China. Despite it being
officially classified as a war-zone, Kate found
the local people very welcoming and
explored some incredible mountain trails.

The highlight of the three-week trip, she
says, was finding a large footprint in the
dust which turned out to be a snow
leopard, one of the world’s rarest and most
elusive mammals.

Our walk is now coming to an end and
I ask about her future plans and the
announcement from the BBC that she will be
replaced by Michaela Strachan for the next

series of ‘Autumnwatch’, starting next month.

“Sadly I couldn’t do the next series
because I'm filming a new series for the
BBC with the working title ‘23 Degrees’.

It explores our relationship with the Sun and
the way that the Earth orbits it, and is due to
be transmitted in the spring.

“The other project I'm really excited about
is that we are buying a small council-owned
farm down the road from us. We hope to
show that wildlife and commercial farming
can go together and open a rural skills and
animal husbandry teaching centre. Walkers
will, of course, be especially welcome.”
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Nine birds to look out for in autumn, their scores in Kate's book
Watchmg Waterbirds' — and where you m1ght f1nd them

BARNACLE GOOSE © BEWICK'S SWAN © BRENT GOOSE ©
They migrate from the Arctic in October and The smallest and cutest-looking of our swans. ~ Migrates from Russia, arrives in October and
stay untilaround April. They fly in long lines I know, lknow -but they are. They arrive from leavesinMarch. There are two distinct races
and their yapping calls canbe heard at some Russia around October or November and butthe good news is that theirnames are the
distance. They are smaller than the much more leave around mid-March. They look best of clues for telling them apart - pale-
common Canada goose. frighteningly similar to awhooper swan. bellied and dark-bellied.
See them: WWT's Caerlaverock Reserve on See them: Ireland, East Anglia, South Coast, See them: Ireland, East Coast and South
the Solway Firth; Isle of May. SevernEstuary. Coast of England.
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GOLDENEYE © PEREGRINE @ SHELDUCK @
Arrives in October from Scandinavia.ltsname  The Porsche of the bird world, built for speed Now you can't tellme that thisisnota
gives away its chief identifying feature - the and power, the peregrineis a force of avian handsome bird!It's very hard to miss with its
gold-coloured eye. Look out for the very engineering and has been clocked at over white, chestnut and black plumage, bright red
striking zebra-striped wings. 200mph. In flight, look out for the spotted legs andred beak. The largest of all the ducks
See them: Onreservoirs and gravel pits breast which helps distinguishit. and the only wild duck with ared beak.
during the winter months throughout Britain. See them: Breeds and winters See them: Native to Britainand canbe
throughout Britain. seenallyearround.
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WHOOPER SWAN © WATERRAIL ©® WIGEON @

Migrates to Britain from breeding grounds in The waterrailis areal skulker and your best Arrives fromthe Arctic in October and they
Iceland. They come here for respite from the chance of seeing it is usually during cold stay onuntilMarch. Easiest to identify by the
really nasty weather they get further north. weather. Look out for the long down-turned male who has a chestnut head with amustard-
Arrives in October and goes back to Iceland bill withred base, lead-grey face, black and coloured stripe down the front. His chestis a

inlate March or early April. white striped flanks and chestnut upperparts.  sortof ruddy pink, his body grey andhe has a
See them: Ireland, Scotland, North England, See them: Throughout England, Wales, Ireland very distinct white patch on his forewing.

parts of East Anglia. and Southern Scotland. See them: Found throughout Britain.

‘Watching Waterbirds’, by Kate Humble and Martin McGill, is available now from the
g Wildfowl and Wetland Trust and from www.acblack.com, priced around £12.99.

For more details on the WWT's reserves, visit www.wwt.orguk
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