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Animals of Giria Wood – Fact Sheet 

 

This fact sheet has been produced as an accompaniment to the middle grade novel, 

Guardian of Giria, by June Molloy. 

The sheet contains facts about the main animal species featured in the book. Most of the 

facts listed are woven into the story. 

This resource sheet may be photocopied & distributed for educational purposes, as long 
as it’s free of charge.  
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Wild Boars 
The wild boars in Guardian of Giria are Eurasian wild boars (Sus scrofa). 

1. Adult males are called boars, adult females are called sows and juveniles are called 
piglets. 

2. Wild boars can live up to 20 years in the wild. 

3. Adult females and juveniles of both sexes live together in groups called sounders. 
Sounders are led by an older female, known as the matriarch. There is typically 
around 20-30 boars in a sounder. 

4. Young males leave the sounder when they are about a year old. They then live 
together in small groups, sometimes referred to as bachelor groups. 

5. Older males are mainly solitary outside the breeding season. Males reach sexual 
maturity at about 5 years old. 

6. There is a considerable size difference between adult males and females, with males 
being up to 10% larger and 30% heavier than females. Sizes vary from region to 
region. In the area represented by Guardian of Giria, males average 110–130 kg 
(240–290 lb) in weight and 95 cm (37 in) in shoulder height, while females average 
95 kg (209 lb) and 85–90 cm (33–35 in) in shoulder height.  

7. While both sexes have tusks, they are much more pronounced in males than females. 
Males also have an upper tusk, used to sharpen the larger lower tusk. 

8. The breeding season, known as the rut, occurs each winter between November and 
January. During this time, adult males attempt to mate with as many females as 
possible, fighting off any other males that come near their females. During the rut, 
males do not eat and can lose up to 20% of their body weight. 

9. Piglets are born between March and May. Each sow typically gives birth to a litter of 
5-9 piglets. Piglets are born with stripes for camouflage, which start to fade when 
they are about 3 months old and which are completely gone by the time they are 8 
months old. Piglets cluster together for warmth when they are sleeping. 

10. Wild boars are mainly crepuscular, which means they prefer to forage at dawn and 
dusk. However, they can be active at all times of the day and night. 

11. Wild boars are omnivores and will eat almost anything, including roots, grass, 
berries, nuts, insects, frogs and agricultural crops. 

12. Boar fur thickens for winter and their strong snouts and sense of smell enable them 
to dig for food under the snow. 
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13. Like all pigs, wild boars are very clean and do not urinate or defecate near their 
bed. Even newborn piglets will move away from the sow and the other piglets 
to urinate. 

14. Like pigs, wild boars prefer clean water to mud for cooling down. However, 
sometimes mud works better as it sticks to their coat, keeping them cool for 
longer. 

15. The wild boar’s main predator is the grey wolf. They have also been hunted by 
humans for meat for thousands of years. 

16. When under attack, boars will fan out and then circle back around their aggressor, 
completely surrounding them. 

17. Wild boars are different from the feral pigs (hogs) of North America and Australia, 
where wild pigs are actually escaped domesticated pigs. 

18. While wild boars are widespread across the European landmass, there are no wild 
boars in Ireland and few in Great Britain. Wild boars are not considered extinct in 
Ireland as they are not native to the island, but were introduced to Ireland in the 
1500s. 
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Wolves 
The wolves in Guardian of Giria are grey wolves (Canis lupus). 

1. Adults are called wolves (distinguished using the word “male” or “female” as 
appropriate) and juveniles are called pups. 

2. Wolves live in family groups known as packs. Packs can have as few as 2 and as many 
as 30 wolves. 

3. Wolf packs have a very strict hierarchy or pecking order. Those at the top are called 
the alpha male and female. A pack usually consists of the alpha pair and their 
offspring from the current year or previous years. While it might look like there are 
lots of adults in the pack, it is likely that many of the animals are actually juveniles as 
the cubs grow very quickly – after just 4 months, they can weigh nearly 30 times 
more than they did at birth. 

4. The lowest ranking wolf is called the omega. The omega is typically picked on by the 
other wolves in the pack and acts as the group jester, helping to relieve tensions. 

5. Typically, only the alpha pair mate and have cups. As they reach sexual maturity, 
wolves can either challenge the current alphas and take over the pack, or they can 
leave and start their own pack. Multiple breeding pairs in one pack are only possible 
where there is a large number of prey animals available. 

6. Wolves have a varied diet, mostly eating large hoofed animals such as deer and boar, 
but they will also eat smaller mammals, nuts and berries. 

7. Wolves can eat 9 kg and travel up to 200 km in one day.  

8. When hunting, wolves often favour weaker animals, such as those in poor health, 
those with an injury, or juveniles. That said, it is possible for a single or lone wolf to 
kill large prey such as an adult elk (moose). 

9. After hunting, the alpha pair typically eats first, then older offspring, then yearlings. 
At times when there are pups, the pups are given precedence over older offspring. 

10. Pups are generally born in early summer and there are typically 5-6 pups per litter. 
However, many die when they are still pups. 

11. At 3 months old, pups will travel with hunting groups but not actually participate in 
the hunt. By 7-8 months old they will join the hunt. 

12. Wolf pups are kept in the den for about 4 weeks after they are born. During that 
time, only the mother is permitted inside. Pack members bring food and leave it at 
the entrance for the mother. 
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13. Wolf howls can carry up 10 km (6 miles). They can howl alone or in groups, sitting or 
standing. The only constant is that the lift their nose to the sky to howl.  

14. There are many reasons for howling – to find one another and bring the pack 
together, to invigorate the pack before a hunt, to congratulate hunters after a hunt or 
for any sort of celebration (such as pups being born), to warn off other wolves, to 
find breeding mates or simply when they’re lonely. Wolves that have left the pack, 
especially those who have left alone, tend not to howl in case they attract unwanted 
attention from another pack. But evidence shows wolves like howling - it’s like the 
wolf equivalent of singing. 

15. Wolves do not sleep in dens. They don’t seem to be bothered by rain or snow. 

16. Wolves tend to be less active during a full moon as many mammals, including deer 
and boar, take cover from the bright light to avoid being killed by predators or 
human hunters.  

17. Wolves have a strong sense of smell – about 100,000 times that of humans. They can 
smell prey over a mile away. However, this is low compared with other animals. It is 
unlikely they would find animals hidden underground, although they can follow 
fresh tracks easily. 

18. Wolves have great hearing – their hearing is about 16 times stronger than humans. 
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Red Deer 
Most of the deer in Guardian of Giria are red deer (Cervus elaphus). 

1. Adult males are called stags, adult females are called hinds and juveniles are called 
calves. Pre-adult males are called brockets. 

2. Red deer are similar in appearance to wapiti/elk (Cervus canadensis) but are 
considerably smaller. Whereas wapiti males (bulls) can reach weights of 300 kg (730 
lb), red deer stags reach about 240 kg (530 lb). 

3. Only stags have antlers, which are large and could have up to 16 points or “tines”. 
Antlers, made of bone, start to grow in spring and are shed each year at the end of 
winter. The antlers are initially covered with a light velvety coating to protect them. 
This coating is removed by rubbing the antlers against the bark of a tree. 

4. Red deer are herbivores. They eat all kinds of plants, including grasses, heather, 
berries, apples, lichens and moss. They will also eat tree seedlings and tree bark. In 
summer, they feed mainly at dawn and dusk, resting during the day. During winter, 
most of the day is spent searching for food. They use their hooves to dig through the 
snow to get at the earth beneath. 

5. The red deer mating season, known as the rut, occurs from late September to early 
November. 

6. For most of the year, red deer live in same-sex groups. In advance of the rut, males 
return to the hinds’ home range and begin to call loudly (bellow) to attract females. 
The deeper the sound, the more attractive it is to females as it makes the males 
sound larger and stronger. The call also intimidates other males. 

7. Only mature stages attract groups of hinds (known as harems), and breeding success 
peaks at about 8 years of age. Younger stags and brockets spend most of the rut on 
the periphery of larger harems, as do stags over 11 years old. They will try their luck if 
an opportunity arises, but will likely be chased off by the dominant stag. 

8. Males can detect that the female is coming into oestrus and can chase after her for 
several hours before she is ready to mate. They do this by curling their upper lip (a 
behaviour called the Flehmen response) to smell the air. The hinds omit a sweet and 
musky scent during this time. 

9. Hinds only come into season for a few hours. The hind then chooses who to mate 
with. Sometimes a hind will hang out with the harem of a dominant stag, but sneak 
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off and mate with another stag when she comes into oestrus! When in oestrus, hinds 
sometimes rub their chin against the stag to encourage activity. 

10. Rutting stags urinate in muddy pits under trees or by water and roll in the mud (a 
behaviour called wallowing) to make themselves smell irresistible to females! They 
might also catch leaves and branches in their antlers to make them look bigger. 

11. Like wild boars, stags don’t eat during the rut and can lose up to 20% of their body 
weight over the month-long season. Their priority at the end of the rut is to fatten up 
again in time for winter. 

12. Hinds usually have one, or occasionally two, offspring, any time from mid March to 
early July, with most births occurring in June. 

13. Calves stay hidden for the first two weeks before starting to graze with their mother. 

14. Calves lose their spots after about 2 months. 

15. Hinds defend calves vigorously, kicking any attackers strongly with their forelegs. 

16. Red deer can reduce their heart rate by up to 60% in the winter to conserve energy. 

17. Red deer can live for up to 26 years, although the typical lifespan is 17-18 years. 

18. Their fur thickens in autumn in preparation for winter. 

 

 
Photo credit: Luc Viatour https://Lucnix.be 
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Foxes 
The foxes in Guardian of Giria are red foxes (Vulpes vulpes). 

1. Adult males are called dogs, adult females are called vixens and juveniles are called 
cubs, pups or kits. A group of foxes is called a skulk. 

2. Red foxes live in family groups, with young from previous years often sharing the 
same territory if there is enough food to support them. 

3. Cubs are born in spring. There are typically 4-6 cubs in a litter. Cubs are born deaf, 
blind and toothless. Their mother remains with them for the first 2-3 weeks as they 
are unable to regulate their temperature. During this time, fathers and other vixens 
without cubs bring food to the den for the mother. 

4. Outside of the breeding season, red foxes don’t necessarily live in dens, although 
they may still use their den to escape very hot or very cold weather. They also use 
their dens to hide from predators. It is common for vixens to give birth in the same 
den each year. Some red foxes use their dens all year round. Red foxes sometimes 
share their dens with other animals, such as badgers. 

5. Red foxes have amazing hearing – their hearing is about 4 times better than that of 
humans. They can hear the squeaking of a mouse from about 100 yards. 

6. Red foxes are omnivores and have a very varied diet, eating mice, voles, moles, 
rabbits, hares, birds, reptiles and insects. Red foxes are opportunists and will take 
young ungulates, such as wild boar piglets, if the opportunity arises. Red foxes also 
eat lots of plants and fruit, especially in autumn when fruit is abundant.  
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Ravens 
The ravens in Guardian of Giria are common ravens (Corvus corax). 

1. Common ravens are the most widely distributed birds in the corvid (crow) family. 
With a wingspan of up to 130 cm (51 inches), they are also one of the largest corvids. 

2. They can live for up to 21 years in the wild and up to 40 years in protected 
environments. 

3. While fighting is common amongst ravens, they tend to be highly devoted to their 
families. Once a pair mates, they tend to stay together for life and nest each year in 
the same location. While only the female sits on the eggs, males will often remain 
close to the nest, shielding it from wind and rain. Chicks stay with their parents for 6 
months after fledging. 

4. Common ravens have few natural enemies, although they will often be chased off by 
larger predators for stealing their prey. 

5. Common ravens are omnivores and have an extremely varied diet. They often feed 
on carrion (animal carcasses), rodents, insects, smaller birds, eggs, frogs, grains, 
berries and other fruit. 
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Squirrels 
The squirrels in Guardian of Giria are Eurasian red squirrels (Sciurus vulgaris). 

1. Red squirrels are tree-dwelling members of the rodent family. In northern Europe 
and Russia, they live mainly in coniferous forests, favouring pine and spruce trees. In 
other parts of Europe, they live in deciduous or mixed forests. 

2. There is no specific name for adults of each sex. Juveniles are called kittens. Females 
can have up to 2 litters per year, with each litter containing about 3-4 kittens. 

3. Red squirrel fur colour can vary from location to location, ranging from black to red, 
although the underbelly is almost always white. They shed their fur twice a year, 
developing a darker, thicker coat and bigger ear tufts for the winter months. 

4. Red squirrels sleep in nests called dreys or in hollows high up in trees. In winter, 
several red squirrels might share the same drey to keep wary. 

5. Red squirrels are omnivores, but mainly eat seeds from conifer cones and a variety of 
nuts and berries. Only occasionally do they eat baby birds or eggs. 

6. Red squirrels cache food, either buried underground or hidden in tree hollows, in 
preparation for winter. However, their memory is not great and they forget where 
they’ve hidden about 70% of their cache! This is very beneficial for trees as seeds are 
effectively planted by squirrels throughout the forest. 

7. Red squirrels typically live for about 3 years, but can live up to 7 years in the wild 
and up to 10 years in protected environments.  

 

Image showing darker winter coat and ear tufts. 
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Beavers 
The beavers in Guardian of Giria are Eurasian beavers (Castor fiber). 

1. There is no specific name for adults of each sex. Juveniles are called kits.  

2. Like squirrels, beavers are members of the rodent family. Eurasian beavers are the 
largest rodents in Europe. They are slightly larger than the North American beaver. 
Females are as large, or sometimes even larger, than males of the same age. 

3. Beaver’s mate for life. Litters are mostly born in May and contain 2-6 kits. Both 
males and females take part in caring for kits. 

4. Offspring stay with their parents until they are 2 years old and typically start to 
reproduce when they are 3 years old. 

5. Beavers are herbivores. They store branches in rivers during autumn to eat during 
winter. They will also gnaw part-way through a tree trunk so that it is easy to fell 
during winter if they need extra food. They are primarily nocturnal but do some tree 
felling and dam building during the day. They favour willow, alder, birch, maple and 
cherry trees. 

6. Beavers live in lodges built of mud and piles of branches. The entrance to the lodge is 
usually under water, keeping the beavers save from predators. Beavers build a dam 
to create a pond in which they then build their lodge. They also use the ponds to hide 
branches for winter so they have access to food even if the pond freezes over. 

7. Kits and yearlings often mimic the behaviour of their parents in building dams and 
lodges, but they aren’t really much help – they don’t do a very good job! 

8. Beavers can stay underwater for as long as 15 minutes. 

9. They have poor eyesight but a keen sense of hearing, smell and touch. 

10. They can live up to 25 years in the wild. 

11. Their teeth are orange due to high iron content in their diet. 

12. They are very territorial, building scent heaps around their territory. They put a lot of 
work and time into creating their environment and will defend it violently if 
necessary. 
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13. When startled, beavers dive underwater, hitting the surface of the water hard with 
their tail in a behaviour known as a “warning slap”. The nose of the slap can be heard 
over considerable distances. 

 

A beaver swimming. 

 

Side profile of a beaver lodge, showing underwater entrance.
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Wrens 
The wren in Guardian of Giria is a Eurasian wren (Troglodytes troglodytes). 

1. Eurasian wrens are tiny birds, weighing only 6-10 g (less than 1/3 oz). 

2. They nest mostly in coniferous forests and feed primarily on insects. 

3. They can tolerate cold temperatures, often roosting in old nests during winter. They 
are happy to share these nests with other birds for warmth during very cold weather. 

4. Wrens tend to fly in short bursts, from tree to tree, rather than for sustained periods. 
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Waxwings 
Although not specifically identified as a waxwing in Guardian of Giria, a Bohemian 
waxwing (Bombycilla garrulus) does feature in one chapter. 

Bohemian waxwings are incredibly beautiful birds that are found in northern Europe at 
all times of the year, although they do occasionally venture south during winter months. 
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Badgers 
The badgers referenced in Guardian of Giria are European badgers (Meles meles). 
 
1. Adult males are called boars, adult females are called sows and juveniles are cubs. 

2. Badgers are nocturnal, sleeping during the day in underground burrows known as 
setts. These can be very large, with several underground chambers and connecting 
passageways, and can be shared by a number of badger families. Groups can have a 
number of setts across their territory. Badgers sometimes share their setts with other 
animals, such as rabbits or foxes.  

3. Badgers mostly eat earthworms, but also eat other insects, small mammals and a 
variety of plants. 

4. Badgers groom each other’s fur with their claws and teeth. 

5. Badgers typically mate for life. Cubs are born between January and March. There can 
be up to 5 cubs in a litter. 
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Roe Deer 
While most of the deer in Guardian of Giria are red deer, European roe deer (Capreolus 
capreolus) do feature in one chapter. 
 
1. Roe deer are much smaller than red deer and have softer, prettier faces. They 

actually look a bit like a kangaroo!  

2. Adult males are called bucks, adult females are called does and juveniles are called 
fawns. 

3. Only males have antlers, which are shed and regrown each year. 

4. The roe deer rut happens each year in July or August. Does give birth the following 
June, usually to 1 male and 1 female fawn. 

5. Roe deer are herbivores, eating grass, leaves, berries and shoots. 
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Elk 
The elk referenced in Guardian of Giria are Eurasia elk (Alces alces), known in North 
America as Moose. 

1. Elk are the largest members of the deer family. Males can weigh up to 475 kg (1,000 
lb)  

2. Adult males are called bulls, adult females are called cows and juveniles are called 
calves. 

3. Elk are solitary animals and do not live in herds. They are herbivores. 
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