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Nature Notes 
 
A walk around our footpaths or along the hedgerows will reveal a wealth of edible delights that our 

wildlife will enjoy over the next 
few months. Rose hips are the 
fruits of the Dog Rose, a 
climber that can grow up to 5 
metres long; it is found 
throughout the county. The 
plant has pink flowers that 
open during June and July and 
these develop into the smooth 
orange-red hips seen during 
the autumn. The hips are 
readily eaten by migrant birds 
(such as Fieldfare, Redwing 
and Waxwing) at this time of 
year, as well as our resident 
Blackbird, Song Thrush and 
Mistle Thrush. They are an 
important source of food during 
the autumn and winter as they 
are very rich in vitamin C and 
they remain available when 
frozen conditions limit the 
chances of finding worms or 
insects. 
 
 

 
Crab Apples are also found at this time of year and are 
often abundant, lying on the ground under the hedgerows 
where the trees are found. They are the ancestor of our 
cultivated apples although they are too sour to eat even if 
they are cooked. The trees flower in the spring, where 
they are pollinated by bees, and this is followed by the 
production of small yellow-green apples. The crab apples 
are readily taken by members of the thrush family 
mentioned above, as well as crows. Foxes, badgers, 
voles, mice and other mammals also feed on them. The 
crab apple trees also support large numbers of insects, 
thereby providing food for many other birds and mammals. 
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The fruit of the Horse Chestnut 
tree, the conker, is found in 
abundance during the autumn 
and early winter, as long as small 
boys are not collecting them too 
actively. They are readily 
identified by their shiny chestnut-
brown colour when their spiky 
green cases split open. Unlike the 
fruits above, conkers are not often 
eaten as they contain a 
poisonous chemical, aesculin, 
and this keeps all animals at bay 
apart from deer and wild boar. In 
contrast, the Sweet Chestnut 
fruits provide a tasty Christmas 
treat when roasted by an open 
fire. The cases have lots of fine 
spikes, as opposed to the short, 
blunt spikes of the Horse 
Chestnut, but you need to be sure 
before eating them as conkers, 
although unlikely to prove fatal, 
can make you very sick.  

 
If you want to provide a tasty treat for birds in winter, you could plant a berry-bearing shrub or tree 
which would benefit both you and your local wildlife. Shrubs like Berberis, Cotoneaster or 
Pyracantha are available in a range of cultivars and their berries will appeal to a variety of birds 
during the winter. Even better, you could introduce some of our native species, such as Dog Rose, 
Elder, Hawthorn, Holly, Honeysuckle, Ivy or Rowan. These will provide shelter for wildlife 
throughout the year, pollen for insects, and a life-saving source of food for our winter birds.  
 
 


