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Nature Notes
Rupert Evershed’s monthly diary of the natural world

Born and bred in St Albans, Rupert has enjoyed observ-
ing and recording local wildlife for over 30 years.  Drawing 
inspiration and insight from the sights and sounds that ac-
company the seasons throughout the year, he invites you to 
tune in to the often overlooked natural world all around us.

Twitter @rupertevershed  Blog: www.notingnature.wordpress.com

Urban cliffs and the start of spring at last
You do not always have to 

venture far to encounter 
wildlife and, as spring 
approaches and birds 
and animals become 
more active, many even 

migrating, you may be surprised by 
what you can find, even in the most 
unassuming of  places…if  you keep 
your eyes (and ears) open!

Though you might not rate it 
yourself, one of  my favourite 
‘unassuming’ places in St Albans 
town centre is the top of  the 
Maltings car park! 

True, on a dull, rainy day, it is like 
any other concrete monstrosity, a 
place to park, a place to enter the 
shopping brawl, a place of  chip 
coins, circling cars and tight spaces.  
However, on a day like today, when 
the sun shines brightly and the blue 
sky is cloudless you can see for 
miles around. A thin mist, 
remnants of  a frosty night, casts 
even the ugliest building in a 
forgiving light as rooftops and 
chimneys stretch out before you, 
giving way occasionally to green 
fields beyond.

The Abbey rises gracefully at what 
seems to be only a stone’s throw 
away and it is perhaps the only 
building, as one might expect, 

offering higher, more improved 
views. For me, the top of  the 
Maltings car park is the poor man’s 
Abbey, and walking up there on a 
cool, clear morning gives one a 
sense of  altitude and stillness more 
akin to mountain peaks, with that 
gentle breeze not felt at ground 
level.

It is not unusual to see a pair of  
red kites soaring over the Abbey 
environs, enjoying the warmer 
thermals of  the urban centre.  
Today, a pair of  buzzards soar, 
tumble and fall in the vivid blue 
sky, talons locked in their courtship 
flight, alone apart from a distant 
Easyjet flight.

Feral pigeons, descendants of  the 
cliff-dwelling rock doves, inhabit 
the concrete nooks and crannies, 
while pied wagtails roam beneath 
the parked cars and refresh 
themselves in flat roof  puddles.

Last spring, whilst sitting outside 
at a café far below, I was surprised 
and pleased to hear the rattlely trill 
of  a black redstart, sung from the 
rooftops around the Maltings.  I 
always consider black redstarts bit 
of  a treat: a robin-sized bird, the 
male has a beautiful slate-grey and 
black plumage and both sexes a 
constantly flicking red tail.

The red tail of  the red ‘start’, 
much like the flash of  white from a 
fleeing rabbit’s bobtail, seems 
designed to ‘startle’ and possibly 
buys them critical seconds as 
potential predators hesitate 
mid-attack.

However, it is not just their 
beautiful colours that make these 
birds special, but also because, to 
me, they represent a species that 
has ‘clung-on’ despite man’s 
constant changing of  its 
environment. The birds love 
rooftops, cliffs, derelict sites and 
wherever else there is a 
combination of  rough vegetation 
and rock (or concrete).

They experienced a population 
boom during the Second World War 
amidst the bombed out shells of  
buildings, but since then numbers 
have declined and their breeding 
population is restricted to docks 
and coastal cliffs. It seems with our 
modern penchant for glass and steel 
structures there’s even less for 
them to cling on to.

I was therefore thrilled that this 
little bird had seen fit to pause on 
St Albans rooftops, no doubt on 
passage to its breeding grounds.  
Standing on top of  the Maltings car 
park, looking out across the 

higgledy-piggledy rooftops and 
fields beyond, I can imagine myself  
on some continental castle rampart 
listening to the bursts of  black 
redstart song echoing around the 
solid walls and rooftops, as I have 
done many times before on visits to 
France and Germany.  Like those 
towns and villages on the continent, 
maybe one day St Albans too will 
have its own breeding black 
redstarts and I’m sure the top of  
the Maltings car park would be the 
best place to see them!

I certainly hope that this is one 
day the case and I’m pleased to see 
organisations like ‘BlackRedsarts.
org.uk’ working to ensure urban 
regeneration does not exclude these 
little birds but rather encourages 
them to inhabit our rooftops again.  
Maybe more of  our urban 
developments, even here in St 
Albans, could include ‘green roofs’ 
that incorporate a degree of  
vegetation and thereby create 
redstart-friendly habitats, for where 
wildlife is happy so too are we!
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