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A pair of white storks on their nest at the Biebrza marshes, Poland. Photograph: Bernard
Bialorucki/Alamy

Country diary Poland

Country diary: A jaw2dropping bounty of
wildlife 8 and a reminder of what Britain
has lost
Biebrza marshes, Poland: It’s not just the abundance of
elks, orchids and eagles that sets the mind racing, it’s the
wild interactions between the ‘exotic’ and the familiar

AmyAJane Beer
Tue 26 May 2026 05.30 BST

Share 86

Prefer the Guardian on Google

Most viewed

Environment Climate crisis Wildlife Energy Pollution

© 2026 Guardian News & Media Limited or its affiliated companies. All rights reserved. (dcr)

News Opinion Sport Culture Lifestyle

Original reporting and incisive
analysis, direct from the
Guardian every morning

Sign up for our email

About us

Help

Complaints &
corrections

Contact us

Tip us off

SecureDrop

Privacy policy

Cookie policy

Tax strategy

Terms &
conditions

All topics

All writers

Newsletters

Digital newspaper
archive

Bluesky

Facebook

Instagram

LinkedIn

Threads

TikTok

YouTube

Advertise with us

Search UK jobs

Tips

Accessibility
settings

Work with us

 

Back to top

Most viewed
Nearly half a million
Russians killed in Ukraine
war, UK spy chief says

Canada to order military
plane fleet from Sweden in
shift from US suppliers

Trump threatens to ‘blow
up’ Oman amid talks over
strait of Hormuz

California veteran known
for pro2Trump display
outside his home dies after
assault

Why Trump isn’t bothering
to hide his corruption
Judith Levine

Advertisement

Explore more on these topics

Share Reuse this content

H ave I made a mistake in visiting Biebrza national park? Not that I
mind encountering more bird species in a day than I do in a year
at home. Nor do I regret meeting a young elk, all gangle and
improbable proportions; or kneeling before a clump of lady’s

slipper orchid in jaw-droppingly ostentatious bloom among Solomon’s seal
and a carpet of lily of the valley. I definitely appreciate the homely clatter of
the neighbourhood white storks, and the constant soundtrack of cuckoos
and golden orioles. I certainly have no objection to watching the sunset from
a wood-fired hot tub, listening to corncrakes as bats emerge and a beaver
cruises past.

But something shifts in me when, in the space of a few minutes in an
observation tower, we watch three species of marsh tern hanging like
precision-engineered angels to tweezer insects from the water’s surface, and
a white-tailed eagle hunting greylag geese then settling with its mate in a
dead tree to watch a train of common cranes in the field below meeting a
lone fox, all leaping as if in mock surprise, before going unconcernedly on
their way.

‘Feeding everything in the Biebrza marshes is the eponymous river.’ Photograph: Cain
Scrimgeour

This is ecology writ large – a spectacular of interaction and a devastating
demonstration of what we’ve lost at home. Because among all the exotic-
seeming species, there are many familiar ones to remind us that this is a
landscape close to what we too had before diversity and abundance were
drained for productivity and profit.

Feeding everything in the Biebrza marshes is the eponymous river, looping
its elaborate signature across the land, with meanders and oxbows cast off
like old skins, so that the channel runs perpetually through impressions of its
former self. These erstwhile connections are obvious from a satellite image,
but on the ground it’s hard to make sense of them, and so the river appears as
a protean thing, its water somehow both swift and still, deep and shallow,
dark and bright.

Another evening, I slip into it myself to swim the quarter mile from our cabin
to dinner and experience another revelation. The peaty bed makes the water
look black from above, but it is in fact perfectly clear and in it my thoughts
clarify too: what had started to feel like a depressing comparison is in fact
a necessary recalibration.

An early morning view of the Biebrza marshes. Photograph: Cain Scrimgeour

 Under the Changing Skies: The Best of the Guardian’s Country Diary, 2018-
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