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Most of us are fond of coniferous (evergreen) trees as the Christmas trees that inhabit our 
homes for a few weeks in December. Less familiar are we with all the other coniferous residents 
that share our spaces. Paper, manufactured furniture, even some food products contain the 
pulp from pine, spruce and fir trees. In North America and other places around the world, these 
are the most popular trees to plant, because they grow quickly. Simply planting trees, however, 
is not the full answer to our ecological problems. Often we clearcut forests with many different 
species of trees that provide homes and food for many species of insects, plants and animals. 
The trees we then plant are only of one or two species. This creates a “monocrop forest” that 
has very little biodiversity. Just as in human societies it is not healthy for everyone to look, act 
and talk completely the same, so it is in forests. The trees grow weak when they don’t have 
other kinds of trees around.  

Buzzards once had a bad name. Up until the 1950s, people did their best to kill them 
intentionally out of fear, superstition and ignorance. Then we started killing them accidentally, 
through the toxic pesticides farmers began spraying on their fields. However, thanks to 
conservationist laws and bans on the most deadly of agricultural chemicals, buzzards have 
become a good-news comeback story. Since the 1970s, their numbers have steadily increased 
across Europe. Finally, humans have learned that buzzards are not our foes, but rather our 
friends, especially to farmers, because these now numerable birds of prey expertly hunt many 
of the small rodents that make farming difficult.

Polecats have little to do with either cats or poles. They do, however, have plenty to do with 
ferrets, which, many centuries ago, were domesticated polecats. Humans tamed, bred and kept 
these creatures in their homes to keep them free of rodents. In many places, house cats now 
do this kind of work. Polecats still help us humans out for free by eating large numbers of mice 
and other rodents that do damage on our farms. Polecats have incredibly strong jaws that can 
stay locked tight on whatever is in their mouth, even after its death. The other end of the 
polecat is equally scary: like a skunk, it can release a smelly spray in self-defense.

Ortolan Buntings: People eat the weirdest things. In France, many of these beautiful songbirds 
are trapped illegally, fattened up forcibly, drowned in brandy and then baked. So tiny is the 
threatened bunting that the person who ordered the poor thing eats it whole in one bite, 
spitting out the bones like an ogre in a fairy tale. And all this savagery is considered haute 
cuisine! Obviously, this kind of consumption of animals is totally unnecessary and provides
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very little nutritional value. It does, however, confer social status on the diner, who is 
concerned to have everyone know how wealthy he or she is. In reality, it shows an ugly lack of 
grace to prefer filling your mouth with bird flesh rather than your spirit with birdsong. 

Common Genet: Like many people, the genet is not exactly how it appears to human eyes. 
This long-tailed carnivore looks like a skinny cat and often acts like one, too, but in fact does 
not belong to the feline family. However, long ago people kept genets in their homes for the 
same reason they later kept cats: to control rodents and their appetites for the food humans 
were trying to save. Agile and flexible, genets often leap from tree limbs onto their prey at 
night and can squeeze their supple bodies through any opening big enough to fit their heads. 
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