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Nature Notes 
 
The start of summer will bring an abundance of wildlife to the garden, but amongst these animals 
will be many smaller ones that are 
easy to miss. For instance, the Wren, 
one of our smallest breeding birds, is 
found in most gardens, but is rarely 
seen as it skulks around in the 
undergrowth. An exception to this is 
when a male is proclaiming its 
territory by singing from a high 
branch, which it does with an 
exceptionally loud voice for such a 
small bird. It feeds almost entirely on 
small insects and spiders; this 
dependence on live food, combined 
with its small size, make it vulnerable 
during very cold winters.  
 
 
Although spiders are not most 
people’s favourite animals, the Zebra 
Spider is perhaps the cutest of our 
native species, with its large eyes and 
zebra stripes. They are most often 
seen on fences and the outside walls 
of houses, particularly in sunshine. They eat small insects and spiders, which they stalk using their 

excellent front-facing eyes before leaping onto 
their prey. Before they leap they anchor 
themselves with a silk thread so that if they 
miss they can easily haul themselves back to 
safety. Only 6 to 7 mm in length, they will 
often take prey up to three times their own 
size. A meeting between two male Zebra 
Spiders will often result in a tussle, using their 
chelicerae (or fangs). However, when a 
female is encountered the male will engage in 
an elaborate courtship dance involving much 
waving of legs in the air. 
 
 
An encounter with a Cleg-fly is usually 
remembered as a rather unpleasant 
experience. They are members of the group 
known as horse flies and the females feed 
primarily on the blood of horses and cows, 
although human blood is readily taken when 
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the opportunity arrises. They 
wait in shady areas of 
grassland until a suitable host 
walks by and then they fly 
silently onto their unsuspecting 
prey to obtain a meal. The bite 
is surprisingly painful as the 
mouthparts consist of a 
stabbing organ with sharp 
cutting blades and a sponge-
like part that is used to lap up 
the blood. The males, however, 
do not possess these 
mouthparts and feed only on 
nectar. The most attractive 
parts of these flies are their 
eyes, which are iridescent and 
delicately patterned, and their 
mottled wings. 
 
Whether you are charmed by 
the songs of garden birds or 
horrified by the attentions of 
horse flies, I think it is always 
worth a look at these smaller 
animals as there are always aspects of their appearance and behaviour that are of interest. They 
are all essential components of our ecosystem and the elimination of any one of them would have 
repercussions amongst other species. We have lost too many of our bird and insect species over 
the last few decades and we desperately need to halt this decline to preserve the diversity that we 
see in our countryside. 


