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Editorial 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Natural History Observations 

 

 

A little while back at the start of 

June (2022) myself and my other 

half Esther were out for a walk 

around our local patch, ending up 

on a woodland path that takes you 

into the park at Elsecar. This tiny 

scrap of woodland, hemmed in 

between a busy road and a well-

worn footpath, really is a favourite 

spot of mine as the ground flora 

contains an excellent mix of 

ancient woodland indicator 

species such as Woodruff 

(Galium odoratum), Yellow 

Archangel (Lamiastrum 
galeobdolon), Pignut 

(Conopodium majus), Wood 

Millet (Milium effusum) and 

Wood Melick (Melica uniflora), 
suggesting this little patch may be 

part of a much older landscape 

now much changed. 

 

   As I was scrabbling around on 

the floor with a hand lens getting 

nose to leaf with a Pignut, Esther 

was enjoying standing in a pool of 

sunlight on the path which came 

down through a hole in the 

canopy above. As she gazed up, I 

heard her say, òthat looks odd, 

any idea what it is?ó Straightening, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I found myself looking at some 

leaves on the low hanging branch 

of a Beech tree (Fagus sylvatica), 

covered in strange ovoid shaped 

objects, about 10mm long with 

pointed tips. It was clearly a gall, 

but it was one I had never seen 

before, and I was soon engrossed. 

 

This patch of woodland has a 

few large, mature Oak (Quercus 
sp) and Ash (Fraxinus exelsior) in 

it, but there are also some large 

Beech which I guess must have 

been planted for timber at some 

point in the past and never 

harvested. The Beech trees have 

done their usual trick of grabbing 

so much light it is more or less 

clear  underfoot   beneath   them,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

with any open space in front now 

being   slowly   dominated   by  a  

 

Pauline Rutherford 

Here we are on the brink of winter again, after some extremely hot weather in June, July and August it may be a 

welcome relief to experience cooler weather! Of course, some may argue these extremes in temperatures arenõt 

climate change, that we have always had hot weather òoccasionallyó. However, this òoccasionaló is becoming 

prolonged and frequent; and affects not just us as humans, but the wildlife ð the flora and fauna who struggle to 

deal with these changes. The dry, hot weather means flowers donõt grow therefore donõt get pollinated; this affects 

the insect numbers; and those that feed on insects ð the birds and bats ð who will in turn struggle to produce 

enough offspring to continue the chain, and so, whole life cycles are disrupted. I could go on in more depth but 

this is perhaps better kept for an article on climate change if anyone wants to write it! 

I have to say a big thank you for all the articles and observations submitted for this issue, the variation in subjects 

is very interesting. From a chance observation of seeing a hawk moth laying eggs on brassicas, to two community 

projects; and not forgetting our guest writers ð Samantha Norris - Warden for Knettishall Heath WLT Nature 

Reserve in Suffolk, and Chris Raper - Manager of the UK Species Inventory, at the Angela Marmont Centre for 

Biodiversity at the NHM.  

 

EDITORIAL & OBSERVATIONS 

 
 

This is another book in the increasingly popular info graphics type format. Itõs a hardback coffee table type format book written 

by two accomplished authors; Charles Shepperd, professor emeritus life sciences Warwick University and Russell Kelley program 

director of Coral Identification Capacity Building Program. The book comprises six main chapters. The chapters are 1. The coral 

animal, 2. Different kinds of reefs, 3. How a coral reef works, 4. Local and regional disturbances to reefs, 5. Climate change and 

reefs and finally 5. People and reefs. Within these six chapters though are numerous mini chapters each two pages long with 

minimal text and glorious full colour high resolution photographs. There are approximately 200 photographs and many include 

rare and unusual species. Although the text is minimal there is more than enough scientific information in the 230 pages to convey 

the wonderful aspects of coral reef natural history and itõs written in a very eloquent manner. Although this is not an identification 

guide, representative examples of corals have been selected to illustrate the broad range of species. The beauty of this type of book 

is it can be dipped into at any stage because of the nature of the mini chapters. This book will obviously appeal to marine biologists 

and divers but as a general guide to coral reefs biology, flora and fauna and how the crucial impact of climate change will impact 

on them, then it will also appeal to all readers with an interest in general natural history. Highly recommended. 

Reviewed by Roy Stewart 
 

       
 

Treepedia is a pocket-sized book packed with tree facts and figures.  Joan Maloof is the founder and director of the Old-

Growth Forest Network, USA - an organisation for the preservation and protection of threatened forests.   She is also professor 

emeritus of biological sciences at Salisbury University. The entries are arranged alphabetically from Adirondacks, the mountainous 

region in New York State, to conservationist Ken Wu, and covers topics such as ecology and conservation, and trees in relation 

to art, religion, film and literature.  Illustrator Maren Westfall has added black and white line drawings which are well suited 

to trees, leaves and fruit. There are musings on many trees, the familiar and not so familiar:  ash, aspen, baobab, ginkgo, 

Guanacaste, maple and palm and tulip poplar, to name a few. There are potted biographies of those who have contributed to our 

Mystery Galls in Elsecar, South Yorkshire 

David Swales MBNA 
 

    
Front and back of the leaf 

 

 

 

 

 
Woodland path to Elsecar park. 
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swathe of self-set Beech seedings, 

ranging in size from a few feet to 

10 feet tall. The ground plants and 

grasses I was initially interested in 

are being pushed further down a 

banking as these trees grow and 

will eventually only find refuge 

under the spreading branches of a  

large Oak which dominates part 

of the area. I love to observe these 

dramas that are played out in all 

habitats; the push and pull for 

resources, the rise and fall of 

dominant species, the dynamic 

way the landscape changes. 

Though I have to admit, when 

observing plants, a certain amount 

of patience is required. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After the initial find we started 

to look around the woodland 

patch more closely and 

discovered this leaf full of galls was 

no isolated incident with all the 

Beech trees in the immediate area 

being covered in them. The galls 

were present on Beech of all ages, 

from the smallest sapling to the 

largest mature tree, and all levels 

in the canopy from young 

branches almost on the ground to 

as high as we could see up into the 

large trees. Some leaves only had 

a single gall while others were so 

covered you could barely see the 

leaf. The galls in deep shade all 

seemed to be a pale green colour,  

while those in the sun seemed to 

have a red blush on them. Leaves  

with few galls seemed to retain 

their shape while leaves with many 

galls seemed to be contorted, 

though all still seemed healthy 

with leaves not dying and falling. 

The other thing of note we 

observed was that the galls seemed 

to be isolated in this one area. We 

walked 30m further down the 

path where some other small 

Beech were growing and could 

not see a single gall, nor could I 

find galls in any other areas local 

to the park where Beech trees are 

present. 

 

Once back home I set to in 

trying to identify what we had 

found, and a bit of internet 

searching later turned up a few 

references for the Beech gall 

midge (Mikiola fagi) along with a 

few gall pictures. All this seemed 

to match what we had seen in the 

field but as I am no gall 

aficionado, I sent it off to Steven 

Rutherford (Honorary Chairman 

BNA), who in turn sent it to 

Margaret Redfern (author of New 

Naturalist òPlant Gallsó and many 

other titles) and Tom 

Higginbottom (Honorary 

Secretary of the British 

Plant Gall Society) for 

verification. To my great delight 

they all came back with the same 

answer, it was indeed Mikiola fagi 
which had caused the galls we had 

seen. This also turned out to be an 

interesting find as Steve informed 

me that the NBN (National 

Biodiversity Network) Atlas only 

shows 12 national records, with 

Margaret adding that this gall had 

been rare for several years, but 

this species seems to be making a 

comeback and is becoming 

common again. Tom was also 

really interested as other gall 

enthusiasts had recorded Mikiola 
fagi further south, and that he 

along with Doncaster Natõs, had 

recently seen this gall on a Beech 

tree at the far end of Finningley 

churchyard in Doncaster. To get 

feedback like this is brilliant for 

the amateur naturalist, not only do 

you get a verified identification to 

boost your confidence, but you 

also see your records being of use 

and interest to others. 

Theodor Hartig was a German 

forestry biologist and botanist, 

who in 1839 first identified and 

described Mikiola fagi. He also 

went on to describe what is now 

known as fungal hyphae networks, 

showing the mutualistic symbioses 

between fungi and plant roots. UK 

records of Mikiola fagi are patchy 

with E. W. Swanton noting in his 

1912 book ôBritish Plant Gallsõ 

that ôthey are of rare occurrence in 

Britainõ, while Rex Hancy, author 

of ôThe Study of Plant Galls in 

Norfolkõ (2000), was given a 

photograph of a Mikiola fagi gall 

taken in 1989. The FSC (Field 

Studies Council) were not 

convinced by the species presence 

either, stating in their key ôBritish 

Plant Gallsõ (2011) ônot found in 

Britain for many years and 

possibly extinct hereõ. However, 

in more recent years the Mikiola 
fagi gall has been recorded in the 

southwest and around 

Manchester, along with sightings 

from York University campus in 

2018, Woodhouse Ridge, Leeds 

in 2019 and as far north as Braid 

Wood, Edinburgh in 2021. Now 

both Doncaster and Elsecar can 

be added to the map, charting the 

march of the Beech gall midge. 

The distribution map shows 

where Mikiola fagi was in 2008, 

though we now know it is found 

much further north here in the 

UK thanks to the more recent 

records. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
European distribution area of the gall 

midge Mikiola fagi (interrupted line) by 

Marcela Skuhravá et al. (2008) 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/28

0236458_Gall_midges_Cecidomyiidae_Di

ptera_of_Poland 

 
Woodland area where the galls were found 
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The Beech gall midge 

(Mikiola fagi) is a gall-causing fly in 

the family Cecidomyiidae where 

the larvae of the midge feeds 

within plant tissue, creating the 

abnormal plant growths we see as 

galls. The gall is usually induced 

by chemicals injected into the 

plant tissue by the larvae thus 

creating their own little safe haven 

away from the elements and 

predators, where they can feed 

and grow within the gall, acting as 

both microhabitat and food 

source for the gall maker. The 
Mikiola fagi gall becomes 

conspicuous in May, growing 

more quickly than the tiny larvae 

it  contains,   allowing   plenty   of 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

room for it to develop. The galls 

we observed varied in size, but 

they were on average 10mm long, 

being smooth, hard and woody to 

the touch. When the larvae are 

fully grown, usually in the summer 

or autumn, the galls drop to the 

ground and the larvae seals the 

end with silk. The larvae will then 

hibernate in the gall until it 

pupates in spring, where it 

emerges as an adult to start the 

whole cycle again. 

 

   Galls are fascinatingly curious 

objects and  fun to  hunt for,  each 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

with its own life story to tell. So do 

keep an eye out for (and record) 

Mikiola fagi, along with any other 

galls you come across, as the ebb 

and flow of these species are an 

important part of the bigger 

picture when it comes to the ever-

changing face of UK biodiversity. 

 

Additional thanks to Tom 

Higginbottom from the British 

Plant Gall Society for supplying 

me with information about the 

historic and current spread of this 

gall species in the UK. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Elephant Hawk Moth Eggs 
Keeley Porter 

 

 

 

 

In June, I was watering at the little 

community garden I run for a local 

foodbank and I came across this 

lovely visitor.  An Elephant 

Hawk-moth Deilephila elpenor. 
She was depositing her eggs on a 

Brussels sprout plant.  I looked up 

the Hawk-moth's preferred food 

source for the caterpillars and 

apparently, they love Fuchsia spp 

leaves and Rose-bay Willowherb 

Chamerion angustifolium.   

Although I have a big pot of 

Fuchsias in the community garden, 

the moth chose the 

brassicaõs instead. With closer 

inspection, I noticed she had not 

only deposited eggs on the Brussels 

sprouts leaves, but also on the 

netting over the plants.  

 

 
Elephant hawkmoth laying eggs 

 

I sought advice from Steve 

Rutherford who suggested I 

carefully move the netting with the 

eggs over the Fuchsia plants. I 

transferred two larvae and one egg 

that looked ready to emerge (pale 

white at one end) to the Fuchsia in 

the little community garden.  

After some discussion, and 

taking into account the rather 

small size of the Fuchsia plant, I 

decided they had a better chance 

of surviving if I took the net home 

to fix to a much larger potted 

Fuchsia. The eggs on the 

underside of the Brussels leaf 

were still intact ð it had been quite 

hot recently, so maybe the eggs on 

the netting got enough heat to 

encourage them to emerge before 

the eggs in a shaded, cool spot. 

     A few days later the eggs had 

hatched into tiny white larvae with 

the trademark spike on the tail-

end. I kept watching for them 

turning green as they grew, then 

the darker grey colour resembling 

an elephantõs trunk but sadly I 

never saw them after that. I 

assume as they continued to grow 

they ventured further afield for 

food and eventually to pupate.  

 
Egg laying moth 

 

 
Eggs (ringed) on netting relocated to my 

garden 

 

 
Newly hatched larvae 
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Speaking as the Chairman of our 

local Natural History Society, I 

am sure it will come as no surprise 

to you to hear that we are 

experiencing all the problems 

associated with traditional 

societies today. We are having 

problems not only getting people 

to sit on the committee, but 

particularly to take on Officer 

roles. Many of our remaining 

members are now largely inactive 

due to their age or medical 

conditions and it is all very 

disheartening and depressing. We 

are having an increasing problem 

in finding people to address our 

Winter Programme meetings. 

Our society was founded in 1935 

by the eminent entomologist and 

author P.B.M. Allan of ôMoths 

and Memories, Moth Hunters 

Gossipõ etc. I became a member 

in 1968 and over the years have 

witnessed a steady decline until we 

arrive at a time today when we 

have lost almost all our specialists, 

'experts' and even our eccentrics! 

Is there anything that can be done 

for natural history or is it just going 

to fade away and become history 

itself? 

 

In 1980, East Herts District 

Council purchased Pishiobury 

Park in Sawbridgeworth, Herts as 

a local green space. Pishiobury 

Park is an 18th-century landscape 

park in the style of Capability 

Brown. I had known the park all 

my life as a local naturalist, but it 

was not until I retired from a 35-

year career as a science and 

biology teacher in 2010, that I 

took on the post of Chairman of 

what was then a failing Friends 

group. In the early days we 

organised a mini Bioblitz, ran a 

regular Bat Evening in September  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

and participated in the annual 

'Love Parks' organised by East 

Herts District Council every year 

in July where we ran a Bug Hunt 

for families and children. As part 

of my research, I discovered that 

the Park was a County Wildlife 

Site with an extensive entry and 

quoted as saying that it has òA* 

potentialó. A quick phone call to 

the Herts Biological Records 

Centre revealed that they had very 

few records held for the park but 

believed that it was a Local Nature 

Reserve and if it was not, 'it jolly 

well should be!' Taking this as my 

cue the matter was included on 

the agenda for the next AGM 

which was always attended by 

officers from East Herts and in 

which they agreed to the proposal 

that we apply for Local Nature 

Reserve Status. Being a qualified 

biologist teaching to A-level, I 

quickly looked up what was 

needed  on  the  Natural  England  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

website and completed 80% of 

what Natural England would 

require. We were pleased to find 

that items such as Bylaws, 

Management Plan and Friends 

group were already in existence. 

My documentation was sent into 

the appointed officer at East Herts 

and we waited and waited and 

waited. Encouraging messages 

went back and forth, the item 

came up regularly on the agenda 

for the annual AGM, always with 

a hopeful response. It was not 

until seven years had gone by that 

we befriended a local District 

Councillor who had a reputation 

for getting things done and within 

a few short weeks the park was 

Declared a Local Nature Reserve 

at the end of July 2021.  Still being 

partly in the throes of the 

pandemic, nothing much 

happened, for the rest of the year 

although it was understood that 

new noticeboards were out to 

Pishiobury Local Nature Reserve 

- taking natural history out to the community. 

 Bob Reed 

 
The Oak Walk, Pishiobury Park 



  
                                                                                                          

  Country-Side Winter 2022                                                   7                                       
 

tender. We decided to take the 

initiative and put up our own 

small noticeboards 'What to look 

out for on the park iné' 

 

We are now running a 

monthly public participation 

event on Wednesdays and 

Saturdays in order to cater for all 

elements of the community. East 

Herts are very helpful with 

publicity and Facebook regularly 

attracts people who would 

probably not see a poster. 

Similarly, we encourage positive 

feedback on social media sites 

which certainly draws others to 

participate. Our events have titles 

such as 'Bark and Buds', 

'Wonderful Worms', 'Brilliant 

Brambles' and most recently 

'Wonderful Wildflowers'.  

 

The emphasis on all these 

small events is not simply to tell 

people, but to actually get them 

involved and down on their hands 

and knees and handling things!  I 

look to follow the Chinese 

proverb ôI hear and forget, I see 
and remember, I do and 
understandõ.   We make extensive 

use of the Field Study Council 

foldouts, which for our purposes 

are just at the right level for people 

who are interested in nature, but 

not necessarily knowledgeable 

naturalists. We are working with 

East Herts Council to liaise with 

their ecologist and their tree 

surgeon to ensure sympathetic 

management of old and veteran 

trees with which they are more 

than willing to comply. Because 

the park is a public open space, 

the local authority has an 

obligation to make things safe for 

users and this all too often 

involves treatment of veteran 

trees. The fact that some have had 

to be turned into  'monoliths' gives 

us the opportunity to explain the 

reasoning behind such a drastic 

process, but equally it preserves 

standing dead timber when not 

many years ago the whole tree 

would have been clear felled and 

taken away. Similarly, since we 

have got LNR (Local Nature 

Reserve) status, several older and 

veteran trees which would have 

been in line for quite drastic tree 

surgery have instead, been fenced 

around so that if a limb should fall 

off the tree, then it would not do 

anyone any harm. 

 

    With this subject in mind, we 

have obtained some funding 

which is going to be spent on bat 

roost boxes and bird nest boxes. 

The small wildlife group that we 

have formed will be closely 

involved with their siting, 

installation and monitoring. We 

have a bat transect walk 

formulated by a professional bat 

ecologist who very kindly gave her 

time free of charge. Similarly, we 

have a Butterfly Transect and 

records go into the record office.  

 

   The exciting thing about Local 

Nature Reserve, especially with 

regard to the park, is that it is a 

special area being 70 acres (30 ha) 

of virtually unimproved neutral 

grassland with associated 

wildflowers. The grassland itself 

has never been sprayed or 

fertilized and as a result we have a 

wide range of neutral grassland 

species, and people are always 

amazed to see the level of 

biodiversity present in just a 

square metre.  Add to this the 

regular bug hunt for which we 

employ a battery-powered 

vacuum sampler, where just a few 

minutes working in the grassland 

in the summer results in a huge 

number and variety of 

invertebrates. Children especially 

enjoy trying to catch grasshoppers 

when the contents of the sampler 

are emptied into a white tray in 

front of them! We have several 

acres of wet woodland to explore, 

and a length of the old River Stort 

backwater where we shall be pond 

dipping in August. The Willows 

along part of the backwater are 

regularly pollarded which once 

again gives  us an  opportunity  for  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

people to see and understand this 

conservation practice.  

 

 We have in the order of 20 

different tree species on the park 

and this provides a great 

opportunity to run an event where 

people are given the task of using 

a map to find and identify 

different types of tree as well as 

doing more obvious things such as 

bark rubbing.  The term Local 

Nature Reserve covers all aspects 

of an area and so we have 

included the geology which is 

primarily post glacial but 

interesting nevertheless, and gives 

us the opportunity to relate our 

area to the Ice Age. This, coupled 

with an investigation into different 

types of soil, gives the opportunity 

for people to experience the 'Dirty 

Hands Test!' The park also has a 

varied human history, starting with 

a Neolithic Causewayed 

Enclosure, and one of our 

members has built a scale model 

to demonstrate what this would 

have been like 4000 years ago. 

We had a Community 

Archaeology visit as well as our 

own ôBig Digõ (over what 

transpired to have been cattle 

sheds!) where people were 

encouraged to get down on their 

 
Bug hunting with a battery-powered vacuum 

sampler 

 

 
Willows on the River Stort backwater 

 

 

 
 

 
Species in the unimproved grassland 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PISHIOBURY LOCAL NATURE RESERVE 
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hands and knees and get dirty!  

On the back of this, we have 

formed our own small History 

Group and using our soil auger, 

which we can in employ without 

the need for permission, we have 

already discovered a lot of new 

things about the park and 

particularly its ecological history.   

 

Another aspect of the park 

which is frequently overlooked is 

that there is a close connection 

with the 18th-century plant 

breeder Thomas Rivers, who 

lived nearby and leased or rented 

areas of land adjacent to the park. 

Thomas Rivers planted the wet 

woodland with Osier Willow Salix 
vimiinalis, which at the time was 

used to make cradles for 

packaging of fruit trees to dispatch 

by rail to different parts of the 

country. In recent years, the wet 

woodland had been used to grow 

cricket bat willows but they 

contracted Watermark Disease 

and had to be felled, so what we 

see now is naturally regenerating 

Alder woodland. Friends have 

recently planted locally-sourced 

Osier Willow, which was no 

longer growing there, and this 

could well provide material for 

craft activities for children in the 

future. To make this area 

accessible the Friends worked 

with East Herts Council to 

establish a sympathetic route for a 

boardwalk so that visitors can 

access the woodland with low 

impact and also safely look out 

over the backwater and appreciate 

what is essentially an ancient 

landscape with grazed water 

meadows with the river floodplain 

in the middle distance. They can 

also appreciate and understand 

how physical river processes work 

over the centuries. We have an 

unimproved old floodplain 

meadow called Plovers Mead, 

giving us a historic link with tithe 

map field names as well as 

demonstrating a wide range of 

wetland plants and giving people 

the possibility of seeing wetland 

birds such as Snipe. Our other 

wetland area is a small freshwater 

spring with associated spring 

basins where frogs spawn and 

there is an eDNA record for 

Great Crested Newt Triturus 
cristatus.  

 

The most recent development 

is the development of an Audio 

Trail whereby members of the 

public will be able to scan a QR 

code to be placed on the various 

gateposts whereon they will be 

connected to the East Herts 

website and the author will then 

tell them about what can be seen 

before them. We hold a monthly 

work party whose current project 

is the restoration of a length of 

mixed hedge including coppicing 

of old Hazel Corylus avellana and 

planting up with a mixture of 

native species, which will be 

carried out by the local 

community. The park is grazed by 

Longhorn cattle and it is a great 

opportunity to get people to meet 

the cattle, understand the benefit 

of conservation grazing and to see 

at first hand the work being done 

by the cattle.  The park is a robust 

habitat where not a great deal of 

harm can be done and there is no 

real threat to any rare species. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 It cannot be denied that there 

is significant footfall impact on the 

park but looking at it positively 

and instead of complaining, we 

can take the opportunity of 

illustrating and explaining to 

people the effect of excessive 

human presence.  This includes a 

ditch, which was almost certainly 

dug in Victorian times and which 

now takes surface run-off from the 

nearby main road which is not a 

great thing, but once again it gives 

us the opportunity for people to 

see the consequences that road 

travel has on the natural 

environment. The Park also has 

its fair share of invasive species, 

including Himalayan Balsam 

Impatiens glandulifera, Canadian 

Pondweed Elodea canadensis, 

Killer Shrimp Dikerogammarus 
villosus, Few-Flowered Garlic 

Allium paradoxum and a number 

of garden escapes on the margins. 

Looking at this positively once 

again, there is an opportunity here 

to inform and explain to people 

first-hand the concept of invasive 

species. 

 

 All these things give us the 

opportunity to engage with people 

who are not naturalists by 

inclination, and to see and 

experience just how the 

countryside and wildlife works 

makes it so rewarding at a time 

when so many of us see what 

appears to be natural history in 

decline. To conclude then, if you 

have the opportunity on a local 

green space or similar then please 

do not hesitate to take up the 

challenge and take natural history 

out to the community. If we do 

not take advantage of this 

opportunity and hesitate to 

embrace modern technology as a 

means of modern social 

communication, then it is highly 

likely that natural history is 

doomed. This would be an 

absolute tragedy at a time when 

the world is facing such a 

challenge to our natural 

environment.  

 

Making people aware of and 

understanding wildlife around us 

is something which we as 

naturalists are in a prime position 

to deliver and we should be seeing 

this as a golden opportunity! 

 

 

 

 
Grazing Longhorn cattle 

Bob Reed was Warden of 

Sawbridgeworth Marsh nature reserve, 

Essex and Leader of the Coppicing 

volunteers, Hatfield Forest.  

All photos: B. Reed.  

PISHIOBURY LOCAL NATURE RESERVE 
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My brother Andy, his wife Gillian 

and daughter Rebecca joined us 

for a holiday in the Cairngorm 

national Park (CNP) in April this 

year, having previously visited in 

2018, when the emphasis was 

seeing òthe three Csó ð Crested 

Tit Lophophanes cristatus, 

Crossbill Loxia sp. and 

Capercaillie Tetrao urogallus. 

Then, we managed two out of 

three, missing out on the Caper. 

This visit we were back 

determined to put that right! 

Would we be lucky this time?  

 

   The Capercaillie is a huge 

woodland grouse, but the UK 

population has declined so 

rapidly, it is at real risk of 

becoming extinct for the second 

time. Known as the ôhorse of the 

woodsõ these shy birds are most 

likely to be seen flying away from 

you as you disturb them. In their 

breeding season, itõs even more 

important not to disturb these 

birds. They are becoming rarer 

and need as little disturbance as 

possible.  
 

   Kev and I like our adventures 

and often follow little paths in 

hope of finding  a hidden  gem of  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

some kind, but this visit, we vowed 

not to be drawn ôinto the 

unknownõ and to make sure we 

stuck to only the main paths. As 

much as any of us would love a 

glimpse of this iconic bird, we 

would be heartbroken if we knew 

weõd disturbed them in any way.  
 

   Arriving at the cottage 

late Friday afternoon, and after a 

bite to eat, we had a wander up the 

hill to stretch the legs after sitting 

in the car for almost 8 hours. 

Weõd already seen several of the 

usual species visiting the feeders 

including Siskin Spinus spinus, 
but our saunter up the hill 

revealed more - Song Thrush 

Turdus philomelos, Goldfinch 

Carduelis carduelis, Swallow 

Hirundo rustica, Buzzard Buteo 
buteo and Redstart Phoenicurus 
phoenicurus! Reaching our end 

point for the night, a point on the 

hill that Kev wanted for a photo of 

the snow-covered mountains, it 

was time to head back and 

prepare for our first full day. Or 

so we thought. We had some 

shepherding to do before calling it 

a night. We had walked up the hill 

to the call and bleats of Sheep and  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

new lambs. Where Kev had 

stopped to take his photo, he 

noticed that the call of some 

lambs sounded more alarming, 

and glanced over the wall to find 

three lambs had escaped the field  

and were trying to get back 

through the wire fence to their 

mothers. Between us, we 

managed to direct the lambs along 

the ditch and side of the fence and 

through a gap in the gate further 

down. Reunited with their mums 

and happily suckling away, it was 

time for a brew before bed.  

 

   Saturday morning saw us getting 

up and ready for our first walk 

when a cry of òSparrowhawk!ó 

Sent us all running to the window! 

Turned out it was going to be a 

regular visitor to us over the week, 

turning up almost every morning 

for its breakfast and most evenings 

we saw it too. With rain forecast 

from early afternoon we decided 

not to go far from the cottage, so 

made a visit to local woods. We 

werenõt far into the woods before 

we started seeing the usual tit 

family, and as we neared a split in 

the path, we heard a now familiar 

òchurró. Our first ôCõ - Crested 

Two out of Three? 

A Quest for Scottish Birds 

Rachel Hinchcliffe, Photos: Kevin Hinchcliffe MBNA 

 
Loch Malachie 
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Tit! It always brings a smile seeing 

this small bird with its spiky hair 

do. Further into the woods and 

Andy suddenly became excited! 

On looking up he saw a large bird 

flying over, but one that was 

different to anything heõd seen 

before. With a long neck, wedge 

tail, the colour and size of it, he 

was convinced it couldnõt be 

anything else other than a 

Capercaillie! But that was it. A two 

second glance, and it was gone. 

The smile on his face though 

lasted the rest of the walk. As the 

rain arrived, we headed back to 

the cottage, ready to go shopping 

for the week ahead. Then with the 

fire lit, it was time for a cosy 

evening in ready for another 

adventure tomorrow.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Sunday saw us up and off to 

Loch Garten to walk the Two 

Loch Trail. A beautiful walk 

through woodland along the side 

of Loch Garten and down to Loch 

Mallachie where we saw Golden 

Eye Bucephala clangula and spent 

a few minutes watching buzzards 

soaring above the tree line. These 

are woods weõve always seen 

Cresties in, and although we heard 

them numerous times on our 

walk, this time we failed to set eyes 

on them. We saw all the other 

usual Tit family, along with 

Treecreeper Certhia familiaris, 
Great Spotted Woodpecker 

Dendrocopos major, lots of 

Siskin, Song Thrush and Spotted 

Flycatcher Muscicapa striata. 

Time for a picnic back at the car 

before strolling down to the RSPB 

reserve to see the Ospreys 

Pandion haliaetus. Along the path 

to the visitor centre, Rebecca 

spotted a Common Lizard 

Zootoca vivipara before it hid 

underneath the heather 

preventing us getting photos of it! 

Once inside the visitor centre we 

could see the pair of Ospreys sat 

on the nest across the reserve and 

also see the video feed they have 

from cameras on a White-tailed 

Eagle Haliateetus albicilla and a 

Goshawk Accipiter gentillis nest! 

By now it was mid-afternoon and 

time to head back to the cottage. 

With Gillian and Rebecca staying 

in now, we decided not to go far, 

so across the road and into Boat 

of Garten woods for a stroll. A 

stroll that took us a few hours! 

Bird wise, we saw nothing new, 

but heard a new one which had 

just arrived after migrating from 

South Africa ð Cuckoo Cuckulus 
canorus!  
 

   Monday morning and our 

group outing saw us go to 

Grantown-on-Spey for a walk in 

Anagach Woods. A first for all of 

us. Two minutes out of the car 

and our first sighting of Red 

Squirrel Sciurus vulgaris! This 

always puts a smile on all of our 

faces. We often see these at the 

cottage, but up to this point we 

hadnõt seen any. A stop at the 

information board to decide 

which route we were taking, then 

we were off. Soon into the 

woodland with its floor covered in 

Heather Calluna sp. and 

Blaeberry Vaccinium myrtillus, 
beautiful and peaceful with the 

sound of bird song the only sound 

to hear, until the bark of a Roe 

Deer Capreolus capreolus greeted 

us as we startled it from its hiding 

place. After lunch and back at the 

cottage, and as tired as all our feet 

were, it was only early! With too 

many places to try and visit in a 

short time, three of us were out 

again! This time for a stroll in the 

woods at Carrbridge. Following 

the familiar paths, it was nice to 

notice changes that had been 

made since our last visit. Steps had 

been added to a couple of the 

slopes that can be tricky in wet 

conditions. A longer boardwalk 

had also been added to a section 

in the ditch that gets really boggy. 

It had really helped to make it 

more accessible and will help 

keep the public on the main paths 

rather than them trying to find a 

cleaner way through. Another 

walk with calls from Cresties gave 

us a quick glance of them, but 

nothing like the views of them 

weõve had on previous visits. We 

did get close views of a deer that 

thought it was hiding from us laid 

in the heather, but that was the 

highlight of our walk. With the 

temperature dropping, and Kev 

having forgotten his coat, we 

decided to head back to the girls 

and have a night in.  

 

   BANG! BANG! BANG! The 

cottages pipes clattered, woke us 

up and scared us half to death! For 

a second, we honestly thought 

someone was trying to get into the 

cottage! Rebecca being the typical 

teenager slept through it, Gillian 

went back to bed, but Andy, Kev 

and I thought weõd take advantage 

of the early wakeup call and go 

 
Crested Tit 

 

 
Common Crossbill                      R. Panniker 
 

 
Capercaillie                                 K. Pickering 

TWO OUT OF THREE? A QUEST FOR SCOTTISH BIRDS 


