in pursuit of the

Red squirrel

Cairngorms photographer Neil McIntyre has dedicated 20 years to
following the lives of his local red squirrels. His images - the result
of countless hours of watching and waiting - shine a light on one of
Britain’s most celebrated mammals. But perhaps more importantly,
they help to make the case for a wilder Scotland.
Images by Neil McIntyre
Words by SCOTLAND: THE BIG PICTURE

B

etween 1903 and 1946, the Highland
Squirrel Club reportedly killed no
fewer than 103,000 red squirrels.
The arboreal acrobat, today adored
by millions, was treated as vermin
- a threat to a fledgling forestry industry. Such
is the shift in societal values since, that the very
same “vermin” now adorns magazine covers and
headlines advertising campaigns. Modern Britain
loves red squirrels.
Their appeal is undoubtedly enhanced by their
characteristic ear tufts and mischievous demeanour, but just as engaging is the story of their
plight. Red squirrels are native to the UK and
were once found across a much more heavily
wooded landscape. Habitat fragmentation (along
with the introduction of the north American grey
squirrel in the 1870s, an animal able to out compete its native cousin), means that red squirrel
populations have become diminished, mirroring
their woodland home. Today, Scotland’s forests
support around 120,000 red squirrels, 75% of the
UK population - but this remains a fraction of
historical numbers. Aside from their undoubted
good looks then, it is their story of vulnerability
that has cemented their place in our hearts.

For red squirrels, the Caledonian Forest
has become a landscape of suitable
habitat patches separated by unsuitable
habitat. With no prospect of natural
dispersal, they can only breed with those
in their own limited patch, and the population becomes susceptible to inbreeding
and disease. If a natural catastrophe hits,
the squirrel may become locally extinct,
with very little chance of recolonisation
from other areas.

Islands of Trees
Scotland’s woodland cover stands at
around 15% against a European average of 37%. Hidden within this alarming statistic is the fact that less than
2% of Scotland’s wildwood – the forest
that would once have allowed a red
squirrel to travel from Lockerbie to
Lochinver without ever touching the
ground – remains intact. As red squirrels can’t cross open ground, Scotland’s

fragmented woodland effectively
imprisons them on islands of trees. Expanding, and perhaps more importantly, reconnecting those islands, is essential for red squirrels, along with other
sedentary species that are dependent
on healthy forest networks. This muchloved rodent then, is a messenger, an
ambassador for the fragile habitat it
relies on.

F

			On the move

or decades the woodlands of the northwest
Highlands have been missing the ecological
contribution made by red squirrels. Their
distribution of pine, oak and hazel seeds, their
predation of birds’ eggs and their own role as prey
to goshawks and pine martens – these are all part of the processes that drive a fully-functioning forest.
In the absence of woodland corridors connecting the northwest
to the nearest squirrel stronghold, Scottish rewilding charity
Trees for Life, has recently embarked on a pioneering project to
translocate red squirrels to woodlands where they’ve not been
seen in generations. The process is well tested, quick and effective. Trapping squirrels, health checking them and releasing
them into their new forest home, takes less than 24 hours.
A small number are
taken from each
donor site to ensure
genetic diversity
and to minimise any
impact on local
populations. Over
several weeks,
around 30 squirrels
(c) Pete Cairns
of both genders are
collected and then released to form a new, viable population. In
Shieldaig, the site of the first release, successful breeding has
taken place within a year of the move. With local communities
engaged with monitoring and supplementary feeding, the
squirrels are not only filling an empty ecological niche, but are
thrilling both residents
and visitors alike. As
the new populations
expand, they will meet
neighbouring squirrels
and naturally increase
their range, limited only
by the availability of sui(c) Pete Cairns
table woodland habitat.

‘‘

Squirrels thrill both
residents and visitors alike.

’’

Ecosystem
Thinking
Saving red squirrels in isolation – however well intentioned – doesn’t make
sense. Capercaillie, crested tits, narrow-headed wood ants and thousands
of other species all need the same
forest as that on which the red squirrel
depends.
Across Scotland this “ecosystem thinking” is starting to gain traction; we

are slowly moving away from trying
to save nature piece by piece towards
a much broader perspective, which
recognises that the natural world is
not a collection of individual species,
but an integrated system whereby all
living organisms – including red squirrels – have a role to play. A Scottish
pinewood is unimaginable without the
fleeting flash of flame red high in the
canopy but it is that canopy and every
microorganism below it, that keeps the
red fire burning.

a word from the
photographer...

‘‘A

fter 20 years of feeding my local
squirrels, they have become so
accustomed to me that I can move
about without them reacting,
almost becoming part of their
secret world – and it is this level
of acceptance, even trust, that has allowed me
to capture the intimate images shown here. My
intention over all these years has not necessarily
been to reveal every facet of squirrel behaviour,
but to capture their individual spirit and
character. And – crucially – to show the connection between the squirrels and the woodland on
which they depend.
A stroll through an old Caledonian pine forest
fragment, amongst sturdy trunks and chaotic
gnarled branches, where a red squirrel might
scamper or sit motionless, tucked close to the
mighty frame of an old granny pine, is an experience I never tire of. But these unique forests
are now small, isolated and in some cases, dying.
There is finally a will to expand and link these
islands of woodland and to allow red squirrels to
return by themselves to their former strongholds.
More native woodland and more red squirrels is
surely something worth striving for?
			
		

’’

Neil McIntyre

Autumn

During the autumn, when food is
plentiful, red squirrels put on weight
to help them through the winter. They
also spend a significant amount of
time storing food. They are ‘scatter
hoarders’, caching seeds, mushrooms
and other food items just below the
surface of the soil or leaf litter. They
may also wedge items into the gaps
of tree bark. Food stores are important during the lean winter months,
and help support the squirrels during
spells of severe weather.
Though they may often raid each
other’s caches, burying plenty means
there is usually enough to go around and any forgotten acorns or hazelnuts
may eventually sprout to become part
of the forest of the future.

‘‘

Autumn is a magical season
and my favourite time of
year. With such a rich palette
of russet colours in the beech
and oak woods next to my
home, I strive to make the
most of this brief window of
opportunity. Such intensity
of colour can be all too
fleeting.

’’

Neil McIntyre

Squirrels feed on a wide variety of forest foods,
depending on what’s in season. The small seeds
found inside cones of Scots pine and Norway
spruce are their most important food source.
In spring, tree shoots and buds may also form
part of their diet, alongside flowers, pollen and
lichens. During the autumn, when food is plentiful, they feast on acorns, berries, nuts and fungi.
Red squirrels may also take insects, eggs and
songbird chicks, if the opportunity arises.

[1]

[1] The chewed remains of pine cones
are a sure sign that squirrels have
been feeding in the branches above.
[2] Acorns are abundant in the autumn months.
[3] Tree sap provides an additional
and readily available food source for
squirrels. Teeth and claws are used to
expertly peel away the bark to reach
the sugary treat underneath.

[2]

[3]

[Left] The image of a red squirrel with
a hazel nut in its mouth is instantly
familiar. Squirrels have strong teeth
that grow continuously as they’re
worn down, allowing them to crack
open hard nuts, acorns, and pine or
spruce cones.

[Above] Mineral-rich deer antlers
provide an extra source of calcium
and phosphorus to squirrels, as well
as helping them to sharpen and trim
their incisors. This antler, cast off by
a red deer, is covered in teeth marks
from the gnawing rodents.

Winter
Red squirrels don’t hibernate during
the winter months, but they do
become less active, as they require
more energy to keep warm. They must
forage even in extreme cold as they
cannot survive for more than a few
days without food. During this time,
they are usually on the go for just a few
hours each day, at first light - and they
may even remain in their dreys during
bad weather. Many youngsters don’t
make it through their first winter.

[Left] Nimbly spinning a hazel nut in
its paws, a snow-dusted squirrel works fast
to crack it open. These energetic mammals
have a fast metabolism and require regular
meals. During the winter months, they rely
heavily on food stores they have cached
during the autumn glut.

[Below] Often the only sign of red squirrels
in winter is their footprints in the snow.

‘‘

This unsuspecting squirrel
was hit by a rush of falling
snow. The tiny avalanche
was caused by a hostile
neighbour in the tree above,
warning the visitor to stay
away from its stash of hazel
nuts.
Snow can be a grind for
many - but for photography
it adds an enchanting
element - especially when
combined with squirrels

’’

Neil McIntyre

[Above] A resting squirrel is dwarfed
by the branches of a giant oak tree.
Although generally considered to
prefer conifer habitats, red squirrels
can survive in both conifer and broadleaf woodland, particularly those with
plentiful hazel nuts.
[Left] Oak buds provide a tasty snack
on a cold winter’s morning.
[Right] Red squirrels build large nests,
called dreys, often in the forks of tree
trunks. Sticks and leaves are used
to form the architecture of the drey,
which is then lined with moss and
lichen, or sometimes bark strippings,
dried grasses, feathers, foliage, or
even sheep’s wool or horse hair.

Spring
Spring time, before the leaves fully
open and shield them from view, is
a great time for spotting squirrels.
They are highly active at this time of
year - food reserves from winter are
low, energy demands are high and
young in the drey are demanding to
be fed.
[Right] Kits are born blind, naked and
helpless. The first young are born in
February and will start to be weaned
after 10-12 weeks in mid-April. By
the time they make their first explorations out of the natal drey, they are
covered in fur and have well-developed claws to help them grip tightly
to their trees.

[Left] Two squirrels meet each other
on the branch of an old oak tree.
Chance encounters will occur from
time to time. Neither males nor
females are territorial, so their home
ranges overlap extensively.

Red squirrels are usually solitary, only
coming together to mate, or during
the winter months, when they may
live together in communal dreys, in
order to keep each other warm.

[Below] Red squirrels mate throughout the
year, but activity peaks during the early
spring, and again in summer. Courtship is
frenzied, with males chasing an initially reluctant female round and round a tree trunk,
chattering noisily.

An inquisitive squirrel uses the lichen-covered picket fence surrounding the photographer’s house as a pathway between
the woods and his garden.
Red squirrels cannot cross open ground,
which is why fragmentation of their
forests has such a drastic impact. Many
forests in the north-west Highlands could
provide suitable habitats, but in order to
reach these forests, squirrels need trees.

Summer

Summer can be a lean time for squirrels,
when fruits, nuts and acorns are not yet ripe.
Their quest for food begins well before dawn,
and they usually have a long siesta in the
middle of the day before emerging to forage
again in the afternoon.

[Above] During the summer months,
red squirrels lose their characteristic
ear tufts, and many sport a streamlined blond tail, which returns to the
more familiar rufous colouration in
autumn.

[Left] Red squirrels are
skilled acrobats, hurrying
from tree to tree, balancing
on narrow branches and
performing death-defying
leaps. Their skittish and
spirited behaviour is part of
their charm, and one of the
reasons they’re such a joy to
observe.

[Above] Red squirrels can
jump more than 2m and survive a fall of more than 12m
without injury.

[Right] Squirrels have
double-jointed ankles to
help them go down a tree
head-first

‘‘

Capturing that special look
when a squirrel reveals
something of its character is
never easy. All I can do as a
photographer is to be
prepared and to ensure I
make the most of those split
second opportunities.

’’

Neil McIntyre

[Above] Although the main component
of Caledonian pine forest is the native
Scots pine, a critical element of the
ancient wildwood includes a broader
range of native shrub and broadleaved
species – such as juniper, birch, rowan,
alder and willows.
[Left] Red squirrels are primarily arboreal feeders, spending as little as 14% of
their time on the woodland floor.
[Right] A red squirrel’s tail is used for
balance, communication, as an air brake
when jumping and as a snuggly blanket
in cold weather.

a future in
the forest

There is no British mammal that so
captures our hearts as the native red
squirrel. Adored and revered, it is a
national treasure. The Caledonian Forest
without red squirrels is unimaginable, and
their fates go hand-in-hand. Reforesting
the Highlands, and returning squirrels to
their former strongholds, will ensure a
bright future not only for red squirrels, but
also for the myriad other species that rely
on this precious habitat.

‘‘

I am very lucky to have
squirrels as my neighbours
and it is my hope that these
images offer a sense of their
personality, and some of the
special moments I have witnessed. What is it about red
squirrels? They have become
part of my everyday life
and I would be lost without
them. But – perhaps more
than that – red squirrels
and the forests in which they
make their home represent
what it is to be wild and free.
What better way is there to
live?

’’

Neil McIntyre

Contact: timaldred@naturepl.com
+44 (0)117 911 4675

Join the journey: www.scotlandbigpicture.com

AMPLIFYING THE CASE FOR A WILDER SCOTLAND

MORE ON SCOTLAND’S RED SQUIRRELS

SCOTLAND: The Big Picture is a team of media professionals – photographers, filmmakers, writers and designers - committed to creating media that inspires change. Scotland is
undoubtedly a spectacular country but is also one of the most ecologically depleted nations on Earth. This project aims to articulate and amplify the case for a wilder Scotland, by
producing high-impact visual communications that fuse ecological science with inspiring
storytelling.
In the coming years, Nature Picture Library & SCOTLAND: The Big Picture will be creating
a series of inspiring image-led features. Our stories will showcase Scotland’s outstanding
natural assets, whilst documenting its journey towards ecological restoration.

Still to come...
						
SEA OF PLENTY:
Lamlash Bay on the island of Arran is Britain’s only
no-take fishing zone. Left undisturbed for just half a
decade, it is now brimming with life and providing a
future not only for marine life but for local people.

THE GLEN:
Often regarded as the jewel in the crown of
Scotland’s Cairngorms National Park, Glenfeshie
has undergone successive changes in ownership and
management. Today The Glen is setting new
standards in ecological restoration.

... and much more!

Trees for Life, a rewilding charity, are restoring red squirrel populations to forests in
the North-West Highlands of Scotland. In this
film we follow Project Officer Becky Priestly, as
she goes about the pioneering work to move red
squirrels to their new homes.
Red Squirrel: A Future In The Forest 		
by Neil McIntyre & Polly Pullar is the first
in a series of stunning conservation books from
SCOTLAND: The Big Picture

