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This happens because each starling 
copies the movement of those closest to 
it. A huge group of starlings behaving like 
this is called a murmuration of starlings. 

Notice nature

In December, black ivy berries begin to 
form. Poisonous to humans, they are 

eaten by thrushes, blackbirds, 
redwings and blackcaps. Most 
other autumn fruits such as 
haws, sloes and elderberries 

are gone by now, so ivy berries 
are extremely important for 

feeding these birds in 
the next few months. You 
might also see these shiny 
black, poisonous berries 
on wild privets which are 
eaten by birds. 

Did you know?
Mammals are animals with backbones 
(vertebrates). They have hair or fur, 
mothers feed their young on milk, they 
give birth to live young, and they are 
warm-blooded. 

Echidnas and duck-billed platypuses 
are mammals that lay eggs. Bats are 
flying mammals. Whales, seals, dolphins, 
porpoises, and sea-lions are sea-
mammals.

In November, hedgehogs begin to 
hibernate because the animals they eat 
such as snails, slugs, beetles, millipedes, 
earwigs, and worms are 
difficult to find. 

To-do list - Do it now!
Make a hibernaculum. A hibernaculum 
is a container in which hedgehogs can 
hibernate. To make one you will need:
• A cardboard box c.40 cm in height and 

width and c.50cm in length
• Large polythene bag
• Dry straw or leaves
• One-metre-long piece of old hosepipe

• Six bricks
• A collection of small branches and 
twigs.

Method: Mark out a square 13cm by 
13cm in the centre of one of the shorter 
sides (this will be the front of the box). 
Use a strong scissors to cut out the 
square. Make a hole in the back with a 
screwdriver for the hosepipe. Cover the 
box with the bag and push the hosepipe 
into the hole. Stuff the spaces between 
the bag and box all around with straw, 
dry leaves, bubble wrap or polystyrene as 
insulation. Place more straw or dry leaves 
on the floor of the box. Place the box 
under a hedge making sure the entrance 
is not facing west (in Ireland, the west and 
south-west winds bring lots of rain). Make 
a tunnel in front of the entrance using the 
bricks. Cover the box with old twigs, light 
branches and leaves. See: bit.ly/3G9tM10

Garden invertebrates
Invertebrates have no spines. Insects, 
molluscs, annelids, myriapods, 
crustaceans and arachnids are 
invertebrates. Insects, arachnids, 
myriapods and crustaceans have jointed 

legs. These 
invertebrates are 
called arthropods. 

Decomposers
These are organisms that break down 
dead plants and animals into substances 
that plants need to grow. They absorb 
the nutrients. Bacteria and fungi are 
decomposers.

Fungi
The Usborne Science Encyclopedia defines 
fungi as “simple, plant-like organisms that 
never flower and do not have true leaves, 
stems or roots. They grow in damp, dark 
places, and do not contain the green 
chlorophyll needed to make their own 
food. Instead, they feed on either living 
things or dead matter.”

Most of a fungus cannot be seen. The 
visible part is called the fruiting body 
and consists of a cap, gills (which contain 
spores), stalk or stipe. The main part, the 
mycelium, is underground, and consists 
of lots of tiny thread-like tubes called 
hyphae. 

Some fungi are beneficial; some are 
harmful. A beneficial fungus 
is penicillin. It kills germs. 
A harmful fungus is a 
mushroom called the 
death cap. 

Detritovores
These are animals that break 
down material such as rotting leaves. 
They are nature’s recyclers making the soil 
more fertile by eating these leaves and 
returning nutrients to it in their faeces.

Worms, woodlice, some beetles, slugs, 
snails and millipedes are detritivores. 

Woodlice: Woodlice break down 
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In November, Brent and barnacle geese arrive from colder countries to winter here. 
Fungi are plentiful. Starlings gather in large groups in the evenings before roosting 
together in trees – thousands can be seen swooping, whirling and darting in the sky 
creating beautiful shapes without crashing into one another …
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rotting leaves and wood. They have 
fourteen legs and belong to a group 
of animals called crustaceans. Crabs, 
lobsters, prawns and shrimps are also 
crustaceans.

Earthworms: Earthworms are eyeless, 
earless, voiceless and lungless. They have 
powerful muscles to enable them to 
move through soil and saddles on their 
backs to store eggs. They have many 
segments with eight tiny bristles on each 
segment for gripping. Breathing through 
their skins, they eat soil in which there are 
decaying plants and animals. When they 
excrete, they add nutrients to the soil.

They also let air and water into the 
soil through their burrowing. Together 
with leeches they belong to a group of 
animals called annelids. 

Millipedes: Mil means ‘a thousand’ 
in Latin. At first glance they seem to 
have that many legs! They don’t – some, 
however, do have as many as 300! Ped 
means ‘a foot’ in Latin. They have two 
pairs of jointed legs on each segment.

They lift each pair of legs at the same 
time as they walk. They eat rotting leaves 
and are eaten by pygmy shrews, spiders 
and birds. 

Did you know?
Millions of years ago woodlice lived in the 
sea. When they left, they kept their gills. 
Woodlice must live in damp places so 
they can extract oxygen from the air with 
their gills. Relations of woodlice called 
water lice still live in fresh water. The body 
of a woodlouse is protected by a hard 
shell which is broken up into sections. 
They are eaten by centipedes, pygmy 
shrews, beetles and spiders.

This is a food-chain with a woodlouse:

To-do list - Do it now!
Make a woodlousery. 
See: bit.ly/3UNi3ct

Birds
Birds have spines, so they are vertebrates. 
To identify them correctly you should 
look at these parts closely: the beak, the 
crown, the nape, the rump, the tail, the 
cheeks, the breast, and the wings.

You should look at their beaks very 
closely too because these will give you 
clues about what they eat. Birds also 

use their beaks 
for grooming 
themselves, 
building nests, 
and feeding their 
young. Feet also 
give clues to the 
bird’s lifestyle.

To-do list - December  
Set up a bird table 
where it can be 
seen easily from 
a window. Use 
binoculars to 
observe the birds 
feeding on it every 
day. 

A chart or booklet displaying common 
garden birds are useful resources to have 
for checking their names. Take part in the 
BirdWatch Ireland garden bird survey. See 
www.birdwatchireland.ie

Wild plants in November/December 
Bramble (Driseog): Lessening light and 
dropping temperatures cause deciduous 
trees and shrubs to be triggered into 
action to cope with winter. 

They know that with less light and the 
possibility of freezing soils their roots 
won’t work properly to draw up water 
which is necessary for producing food. 

With less light it would 
also be difficult to 
produce food 
using the green 
chlorophyll in their 

leaves to capture sunlight and carbon 
dioxide. Therefore, they get rid of the 
green chlorophyll pigment because it is 
no longer useful. 

As a result, other pigments in the leaves 
begin to show colours in varying shades 
of yellow, orange, red and brown before 
they fall. The leaf in the picture is the 
blackberry producing bramble. 

Holly (Cuileann): Holly was classified 
by the eighth century Laws of 
Neighbourhood as one of the seven 
‘nobles of the wood’. It had a high ranking 
because it was a useful tree for war 
(making chariot shafts and spears) and 
for feeding livestock. The fine for cutting 
down one holly was two-and-a-half milch 
cows; for cutting a branch, a one-year-old 
heifer; for cutting a fork, a two-year-old 
heifer. 

Holly and ivy were used for protection 
against evil spirits. In winter, holly was 
brought indoors so that the fairies, known 
as na daoine maithe or ‘good people’, 
could find shelter in it from the cold. Like 
ivy, it was a symbol of green life which 
would come in spring. The word ‘holly’ 
comes from the word ‘holy’ and was 
associated with Christ’s suffering – the 
thorns represented his crown and 
the berries his dripping blood. 

Hart’s-tongue fern 
(Creamh muice fiadh): This 
striking fern is visible in 
hedgerows, walls, ditches 
and damp places. It has 
bright green, wavy, leathery 
leaves. A leaf is supposed to 
resemble the tongue of an adult 
male red deer. Its ancestry goes all the 
way back to the age of the dinosaurs. 

Under the leaves you will see spores in 
the shape of a centipede. This fern was 
once used to cure digestive problems and 
coughs.
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Foclóir

Ivy berries: Caora eidhneáin
Starling: Druid
Hibernate: Codhladh geimhridh a 
dhéanamh
Prawn: Cloicheán
Woodlouse: Cláirseach
Bird table: Bord éan
Binoculars: Déshúiligh; gloiní
Nutrients: Cothaithigh
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