
In Winter, much of the wildlife of 
Esher common is very hard to see or goes
unnoticed. 

Many creatures are hibernating, some are
staying warm and dry, sheltering in dense
undergrowth or underground for a lot of
the time.

 Many of the birds are out and about covering further distances
than usual looking for food in the harsh weather. 

Winter can be a challenging time for the wildlife residents of
Esher Common. 

If you follow the trail starting from Copsem Lane car park KT10
9HQ, you will discover more about what lives below the
surfaces of the common’s different habitats.

You will learn lots of facts about the common, its wild residents
and its history!

Along the way you’ll learn about how the Rangers manage the
common and protect and care for it to benefit the wildlife too.

What to find on the Esher
Common nature detectives trail



All seems quiet, but did you know that lots
of tiny life forms are all around on the
common in winter? 

Under the ground, many species of tiny
snail, beetle, earwigs, worms, centipedes
and spiders make a home in the leaf litter. 

The dense layer of rotting leaves make a
warm, sheltered environment for these
tiny animals. 

Many of them are food for larger animals
like birds, so you might spot robins and
blackbirds pecking around in the leaves.
Leaf litter is also essential for the
germination of bluebell seeds.

 

Nature detectives trail
Wondrous woodland



Wondrous woodland activity
Discover tiny creatures 

How to set up your own pitfall trap:   
1. Simply dig a small shallow hole in the ground and bury a  
    plastic cup up to the rim. 

2. Place a piece of wood or slate over the cup to keep rain out. 

3. Place a little bit of cheese or meat in the trap 

4. Leave the pitfall trap overnight and check the next morning
    for any invertebrates that may have fallen in overnight. 

5- Empty the container into a tray or dish to study them with a
    magnifying glass or hand lens. 

Remember: it is very important to return any creatures
caught in the cup to their habitat as soon as possible when
you have finished looking at them.



During winter, bats are hibernating in holes and
crevices in the trunks and even in the smaller
branches of trees on Esher Common. 

In Britain, there are 17 resident species of bat, and
most of them are known to roost in trees.

Bats spend most of the winter in hibernation, in a
state called ‘torpor’. Their temperature decreases,
breathing slows and metabolic rate lowers. This is how
they live through the cold months. 

Bats tend to become active again in March and April
when the weather is warmer and their prey (flying
insects) is plentiful, but if weather conditions become
unfavourable, the bats will become torpid again. 

 

Nature detectives trail
Who lives higher up in the trees?

Did you know...?
At least 8 species of bat have been
found on Esher Common; that’s over
half the resident species found in
Britain!

 



Heathland is an ancient habitat shaped long ago by
humans. 

In contrast with woodland, heathland is wide open
and had lots of heather, bare sandy ground, and
only has a few scattered trees, but it is just as
valuable for wildlife. A lot of very rare species
depend exclusively on the heathers and bare sandy
ground conditions.

Heathlands were formed back in the Stone Age,
when humans first began to clear areas of woodland
for timber and livestock grazing. Heathers, gorses
and grasses spread rapidly into these areas and the
heathland was then kept open by grazing animals
and continuous harvesting of natural resources.

 

Nature detectives trail
Discover heathland 

Did you know…?
 

In the past, people used natural resources from
the heath for many things. Bracken was used for
animal bedding, gorse as livestock feed, and even
heather turf was used for fuel. 



Because the ancient land uses which created this unique
habitat stopped a long time ago, it began to disappear and
a lot of it grew back into trees, so a lot of the special
wildlife that adapted to it disappeared. 

82% of heathland which existed 200 years ago has gone
and 60% has been lost since the 1940s due to intensive
agriculture, new housing, lots of new roads and planting
for commercial forestry. 

Over the centuries,  a huge variety of plants and animals
became adapted to live in the harsh heathland conditions. 

Many species of insect rely specifically on the habitat and
rare ground nesting birds like woodlark, nightjar, and
Dartford warbler also breed on heaths and can be seen on
Esher Common. 

Heathland habitat is home to all 6 British reptile species. In
Spring, look for lizards lounging on logs, and grass snakes
basking beside boggy pools.

 

More about heathland...

Did you know...?
 

Around 5,000 species of invertebrate live on
heathlands in the UK! The heath bee fly
(Bombylius minor) is a scarce insect that lives
specifically on heathland and it is on Esher
Common in the summer.



Esher Common heathland
Nature detectives trail 
Today, countryside rangers and volunteers use tools and
light machinery to preserve the open conditions of the
heath, for the benefit of all the rare wildlife who lives here. 

But during summer, the rangers have some heathland
help from some four legged friends…
Who could they be? Continue to find out more!

 



The A3 pond was originally dug in 1976 
and has since become a home for a whole world of 
weird and wonderful animals!
 

Most of the pond’s wildlife is hibernating or in larval form
(the immature stages of an insect’s life) far below the
surface during winter. In spring and summer, dragonfly and
damselfly larvae crawl up the stems of vegetation and
hatch into beautiful winged colourful insects. 

During the colder months, amphibians hibernate. Some
burrow deep into leaf litter or under logs and rocks away
from frost, but some frogs and toads will hibernate in the
pond itself, right at the bottom in the mud! Amphibians are
cold-blooded animals so can withstand lower temperatures
and breathe and absorb moisture through their skin.

 

Nature detectives trail
A3 pond - Who lives beneath?

Did you know...?
As well as frogs and toads, all 3 British
species of newt breed in the A3 Pond;
including the great crested newt, which is
the largest of them.



Other animals who live there are predatory 
diving beetles, water scorpions (which aren’t in fact 
related to scorpions but are bugs (Hemiptera), 
water boatmen, pond skaters, water stick insects 
and various water snails. 

Right now in the colder months, some of these animals are
not yet grown; they’re in their larval forms and are tucked
away deep under water or hiding in aquatic vegetation. But
in summer when the water comes to life again, they look
very different! Here are a few animals that you might find in
this pond in summer. 

Nature detectives trail
A3 pond - Who lives beneath?

From clockwise: great crested
newt, water scorpion, water stick
insect, water boatman, emperor
dragonfly, great diving beetle. 

Did you know...?
Did you know…? frogs and toads can survive
Winter below the water’s surface, nestled into
the mud!



A series of bomb-craters can be found across the
common. Across Britain during World War II, night-
time decoys were set up in the countryside to
simulate burning towns and cities and therefore
mislead and divert German bombers away from
their intended targets. 

Have you spotted any bomb-holes around the
common?

Nature detectives trail
Large filled crater



During summer, some four legged visitors spend some time on some 
of the heathland areas of common doing a really important job. 

Whilst the countryside rangers and volunteers do lots of work 
during winter to control the encroaching scrub (patches of small 
trees and saplings) on the heathland, goats control the scrub 
by eating it! 

In the past, grazing animals were one of the ways that heathland
retained its open landscape and therefore all the unique assemblages 
of plants and rare animals. Goats are an excellent grazing animal for
heathland because they can eat woody vegetation, which if left, would take
over the heath. 

The goats control the spread of encroaching scrub like birch and gorse, as
well as brambles, by stripping the bark and eating the leaves. They
selectively browse the woody vegetation, leaving the more sensitive plants
untouched.

They can reach areas that machinery can’t get to and replicate the natural
processes which maintained heathland many years ago. 

The goats are tough animals, well adapted to life in harsh 
outdoor environments, but in an open landscape like 
heathland, even they need some shelter from the 
worst of the elements, so in the grazing areas,
the rangers have provided these shelters. 

Have you seen the goats on the common in 
summer? 

 

Nature detectives trail
Who uses the wooden shelter?

Did you know...?
There is plenty of birch for the goats to browse
on here on the heaths..  Read on to find out why
birch is so difficult to control.



Silver birch trees stand out with their characteristic 
white bark.

Silver birch is a very common deciduous tree native to the UK. It’s an important
component of woodlands, as a source of food and shelter for many different species of
insect and bird. For example, two species of shieldbug - the birch shieldbug and the
parentbug - feed on the catkins during summer. And finches like siskins and redpolls
eat the seeds in winter. 

However, when birch trees become too numerous in other types of habitat, they
quickly become dominant and take over in places which need to be open with fewer
trees. Eventually, heaths can be lost completely, if the birch isn’t maintained at a certain
level. 

But why do birch trees spread onto lowland heath so quickly?

Silver birch is what is known as a ‘pioneer species’ of tree. Such trees have a short
lifespan (silver birch reaches no more than 90 years) but produce huge amounts of
seeds. They also grow very rapidly in their younger stages; lots of the smaller birch
scrub you’ll see on the heaths  is only a year old but already a metre high!

Silver birch thrives on the nutrient-poor, sandy, free draining 
soils which are the foundations of lowland heath. It is also very
tolerant to a wide range of temperatures. It’s a very tough 
tree which can take hold in many places!

On the common, look out for beautiful mature birch
trees, with their diamond shaped scars on the trunks, 
amongst the beeches, oaks and chestnuts, in the 
woods! Some of the scars look like eyes!

 

Nature detectives trail
Birch trees

Did you know...?
A single large birch tree can produce 150,000 seeds! The small,
lightweight seeds have ‘wings’ so can travel great distances through the
air. The busy activity of birds passing through the birch trees also
spreads the seeds. 



There are some grassy open areas on Esher Common,
on either side of the A3. They look very plain and 
empty during winter but beneath the surface of 
the soil, seeds are germinating and lots of beautiful 
wildflowers come into bloom in summer. 
One of the most colourful is common centaury. 

In June in the meadow beside A3 pond and the 
eastern bridge, look out for hundreds of common spotted
orchids.

When it’s quiet, early in the morning or at dusk, look out for
rabbits peeping from the brambles as they come out to graze.
Rabbits keep the turf here very short, helping the delicate tiny
wildflowers to thrive without being outcompeted by larger,
stronger plants.

Nature detectives trail
West bridge

Centaury Spotted orchids



300 years ago, the Black Pond area was a valley 
mire; a large boggy swamp criss-crossed with a 
series of streams and ditches. 

During the 18th century a dam was built and 
Black Pond was created as a water supply to
Claremont House gardens. The water was brought
by pipe up from the pond, where a pony worked 
the water wheel that pumped it

 

Nature detectives trail
Black Pond

Did you know…? 
The remains of the pump house can still be found on the 

north side of the pond. 

The pump house in 1980



Today, Black Pond is an area of huge importance for
wildlife, providing a haven for many rare aquatic
invertebrates and breeding birds such as reed warbler
and reed bunting. 

Black Pond has been very well studied by naturalists,
so it has a long list of invertebrate fauna and is
especially well known for dragonfly species such as
brilliant emerald, downy emerald and black darter. 
Look out for the stunning emerald dragonflies 
patrolling the water’s edge in summer.

 

Nature detectives trail
Black Pond

Did you know…? 
A rare species of water beetle called Graphoderus cinereus has been
found here in Black Pond. It is so rare that it is only known to exist at
one other location in the UK!

 Downy emerald dragongly Graphoderus cinereus 



There is a different habitat fringing the pond; reedbed. This is a
transitional habitat, found in the zone between land and water. 

Reedbeds consist of large stands of reed, with very few other
aquatic plants growing among them. The tall vegetation grows
very rapidly, the lush green growth in summer turning to
 a pale straw-colour in autumn. Even though there is little 
other plant diversity in reedbeds, they are very rich in animal
diversity. 

Today on Esher Common, the reedbed that fringes Black pond is
managed to keep it at an appropriate level without encroaching
too far on the open water and causing over-silting. Periodic
cutting of the reeds also ensures a continuous cycle of fresh new
growth, so that the reedbed does not succeed into scrub and
become lost as a habitat in itself. 

 

Nature detectives trail
Black Pond reedbed

Did you know…? 
 

For many thousands of years, reeds were cut and harvested for
different uses, including roof thatching as well as basket weaving,
and for pens, arrows and even in musical instruments. This
harvesting of reeds ensured a continuous growth cycle of reedbed
which would otherwise grow into wet woodland. As with many other
traditional sustainable land uses which went out of practice in
modern times, this lost practice led to the loss of many of the UK’s
reedbeds and therefore a lot of the wildlife that relied on them. 

 

 



Nature detectives trail
Black Pond reedbed

 
In spring and summer, the reedbed comes alive 
with the sounds of chattering reed warblers, 
and the repetitive song of the reed bunting. 

During winter, birds such as water rail take 
shelter in the reeds (their loud squealing 
call is the giveaway to their presence!), and
occasionally, the elusive and well camouflaged 
bittern may pay a visit. 

Reed warblers, sedge warblers and reed buntings nest
in the reed stems, and 40 species of insect feed
exclusively on them! 

Hundreds of other invertebrate species are also closely
associated with this habitat. Some, 
including gall-forming flies live 
within the stems themselves. 

 

Reed warbler



Nature detectives trail
Dead wood and decaying matter

 
As well as living trees, dead wood and decaying matter
supports abundant life too!  As trees reach the ends of their
lives, they rot, become hollow and succumb to fungus. Dead
wood is an important habitat, both standing and fallen. 

It is significant for many species of beetle such as the stag
beetle, whose larva feeds upon it. Organisms which are
associated with decaying matter are known as
'saprotrophic'. Hollow trees are also favoured nesting
locations for birds like jackdaws, kestrels and owls. Where
safe, deadwood on the commons is left as it is, either fallen
or standing, to provide plenty of this valuable habitat

 

Did you know…?
 

Esher Common holds the third
longest list of saprotrophic (relating
to dead wood) beetle species
recorded in the UK, with 800 beetle
species found on site. Esher
Common’s huge list of insects (over
2000) is one of the things which led to
the site’s designation as a SSSI (site of
special scientific interest).



Nature detectives trail
Loggeries

 
Have you seen clumps of logs sticking out
from the ground on Esher common? 
What are they for?

To provide even more deadwood habitat for beetles, the
Rangers and local school groups build specially made
loggeries. 

These are especially inviting to stag beetles. Female stag
beetles don’t tend to travel very far from where they hatch,
so they need lots of suitable places nearby to lay their eggs. 

Logs from forestry work on the common are dug deep into
the ground, so they soon start decomposing, and the
decaying wood provides an appealing place for female stag
beetles to lay their eggs. When the beetle larvae
hatch, they feed upon the decaying wood.

 



Nature detectives trail
Fiveways - Who's singing there?

 
Britain’s smallest bird lives among pine
trees on Esher common
Measuring just 9cm from beak to tail and weighing
only 5.5 grams, the goldcrest really is tiny! 
You may often hear them singing from the
branches of larger trees, like these pines.

Have you heard the very high pitched
“deedle-ee-deedle-deedle-ee-deedle-ee” song coming 
from the treetops? 

This is the goldcrest’s distinctive song. Because it is so small
and doesn’t sit still for long, the goldcrest is often
overlooked, but they are common in woodland and even in
gardens where there are big trees. In fact, there are around
790,000 goldcrest  territories in summer in the UK, with
many others from the continent 
migrating here for winter.

 

Goldcrest



Nature detectives trail
Fiveways - Who's singing there?

 
Other birds you may see and hear in winter in
the woodlands of Esher Common…

 

Redwings and fieldfares (top left 2 pictures) arrive in the UK in autumn from
northern Europe. They spend the winter here where it is milder, and feed on
the plentiful berries. 

Siskins and redpolls (top right 2 photos) live all year round in some parts of
the UK, but in winter lots more arrive from Europe to spend winter.
Overwintering birds often visit Esher Common. 

Jays are very common woodland and garden birds that live here all year
round too, but lots more arrive from Europe to spend winter, so at this time
of year it’s quite typical to see a lot more of them than usual.

Listen… 
 

Have you heard a thin, high pitched
“tseeeeep!” up above? You’re hearing a
redwing flying over! During autumn, this
sound is common even over towns and
cities after dark, as migrating redwings
start to arrive on our shores, travelling by
night. 



Esher Common 
Nature detectives trail

You have virtually followed the trail
and walked a full 2.2 mile loop around
Esher Common!

Along the way you have discovered hidden
historic landmarks and rare habitats home to
weird and wonderful creatures, learned about the
diverse array of wildlife that calls Esher Common
a home, and learnt lots of facts about the flora
and fauna found here.

We hope you follow the trail on site soon. Enjoy
your future visits!


